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news update…

news update… news update…

DCPs
Armn Billy Galligan’s photo shows Fr Eoin
Thynne (HCF) been presented with his
Designated Contact Persons certificate by Maj
Gen Dermot Earley (D COS Sp) in Dunne Hall,
DFTC recently.

All
Smiles…
Two photos from 2 E Bde RDF. Our first photo (above)
shows the students of the recent Pot NCO Course
prior to their Passing Out Parade in Cathal Brugha

Bks, Rathmines. Our second photo (right) shows
instructors from 2 E Bde RDF and Potential NCOs
Course award winners

Congrats…
Armn Billy Galligan’s photo was taken after the presenstation of the Annual MRBI ‘Best Student’
Award to 2/Lt Quinn, 44 Artillery Young Officers course. Front row (l-r): Sgt Maj Morris, Comdt Brown,
Mr Jones (MRBI), 2/Lt Quinn (Award recipient), Lt Col Allen and Capt Hanley. Middle row: Lt’s
Riordan, Twomey, Clarke and Herbert. Back row: 2/Lt’s Cawley, Murray, Naughton and NicCaba. This
photo was incorrectly captioned last month.

AML
90
Our photo shows students from a recent AML 90mm
Gunnery Course conducted by 54 Res Cav Sqn, Longford
Barracks, back row (l-r): Cpl Flanagan, Sgt Hamrock, Tpr
Chambers and Capt McDonnald. Front Row: Cpl’s Moore and
Hamrock.
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On a plate…
Sgt JJ Ryan’s (DFTC) photo shows
Brig Gen Pat O’ Sullivan (GOC
DFTC) presenting the Defence
Forces Camogie Shield to Sgwn
Elaine Phelan (Capt of 1 S Bde
team).

Back
to school!
Our photo from Fr Robert McCabe CF shows Maj Gen
Dermot Earley (D COS Sp) pictured at the opening of
the new Civil Defence School at Roscrea with Pat
McNamara (Civil Defence Officer Limerick City) and
members of the Civil Defence.

news update… news update…
NEWS UPDAATE

news update…

Ahoy!
Our photo shows Lt Cdr Donal O’Callaghan
and his daughter Maria (NS Reserve) on board
LÉ Emer during their annual 1st and 2nd Line
Reserve sea training recently.

Admiral Browne Commemorated
An Taoiseach Bertie Aherne TD inspects a Guard of Honour on the
occasion of the unveiling of an memorial to Admiral Browne,
the Irish founder of the Argentine Navy at St John Rogersons
Quay, Dublin.

New Ambassador
Our photo shows the new Irish Ambassador to the Political and
Security Committee of the EU Council, HE Marie Cross, with the Irish
Military Representative to the EU Military Committee, and Irish officers serving with the EU Military Staff. From (l-r) Col Billy O’Hara, Lt
Col Mick Beary, HE Ambassador Marie Cross, Big Gen Liam
MacNamee, Lt Col John Tolan and Lt Col John Durnin.

Wedding
Belle!

Swedish Visit

Sgt Willie Braine’s
photo shows Madelyn
Egan with her Guard
of Honour from 2 Inf
Bn after she said “I
do!” to Sgt Willie Egan
(2 Inf Bn) on their
wedding day in the
Killashee Hotel, Naas,
Co Kildare.

Armn Billy Galligan’s photo shows Lt Gen Jim Sreenan (Chief of Staff) with Gen
Hakan Syren (Swedish CHOD) and dignitaries during a recent visit to Ireland.

AN COSANTÓIR

Oct ober 2006

5

October was a momentous month
for soccer in the Defence Forces
as it saw our first participation
in the CISM competition. In this
feature Comdt Jim Noone,
Manager, DF soccer team, gives
us the background to the
development of soccer in the
Defence Forces over recent
years.

C’mon
You
Boys
in
Green!
Action from the games.
All photos: Armn Billy Galligan.
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or as long as I can remember, the Defence Forces
soccer team has been playing a number of representative matches every year against the French
Army, institutes of technology (ITs), and the combined universities. While these are important there
has been an understandable tendency towards stagnation as many players have been involved in the
same competitions year after year. The CISM (Conseil
Internaional du Sport Militaire) soccer competition,
the military equivalent of the World Cup, was an obvious target to bring Defence Forces soccer to the next
level but we faced a general view that we would never
compete in CISM because it was too expensive and
we weren’t good enough.
In 2003 the Defence Forces soccer committee
decided that the only way we could change this attitude was by winning matches, and against the best
opposition we could find. It was a long road ahead.
That year we were beaten by the combined universities, drew against the IT selection, beat a very skilful
team from the Barbados Defence Forces, and took our

F

John Delaney
CEO of the FAI
“I was
delighted to
be invited and
associated
with the tournament qualifiers and really appreciate
the Defence
Forces’
involvement in the FAI at all
levels of the game. I really
enjoyed the experience and
would offer any assistance I
can to the Defence Forces.”

CISM SOCCER

Bank of Ireland, a game we won quite easily 4-1.
That summer we travelled to Lille for our annual
beating at the hands of the French Army. However,
the first half didn’t go according to expectations and
not only did we hold the French team, we created a
few good scoring opportunities ourselves, unfortunately not taking any of them. The second half continued in the same vein with very committed tackling
and some very good football. We were putting in
some very good individual performances, but even
more pleasing was the team performance: we were
matching the French at their level.
With ten minutes to go Stephen O’Donnell won
the ball on the halfway line and went on a great run up
the wing. Under pressure he delivered a great ball
into the French box where Mickey Comerford arrived
right on cue to head the ball into the net. That was the
only score of the game and we beat the mighty French
for the first time: things were definitely looking up!
We followed up this historic victory with a fine 3-1
win against a strong Canadian Defence Forces team
in Terryland Park, Galway. The Canadians were very

Packie Bonner
FAI Technical Director
“I was very impressed with the
technical ability of both sides
(during the Ireland-Greece
match) as well as their fitness
levels. There was great support
for the Irish team at the game
and the Irish didn’t deserve to
lose 3 – 1 especially with conceding a penalty in the last
minute. But it was a testament
to their fitness that they could
go out the next night against
the Dutch and come away with
a 1 – 0 victory.”

Above: Capt of the Defence Forces team, Colin Fortune,
presents a momentum to the French captain.
Action from the Dutch game.

Comdt Gerry McAnaney,
Maurice Fleming and Brig Gen
Ralph James (GOC Air Corps
and President DF Soccer)
salute during the National
Anthem during the CISM
games.
CQMS Casey
McQuillan
Assistant Manager, DF soccer
team.
“I’ve seen a vast improvement
since the training camps. They
have been building together as
a team rather than individuals.
I would like to thank all the
units and COs for their assistance and support in releasing
the players for the training
camps and matches.”

CQMS Casey McQuillian with
team manager, Comdt Jim
Noone, keeping a close eye on
the action.

annual beating from the French Army having given
them a good fright by going two goals up.
As well as trying to cultivate a winning mentality
in all the players and officials involved in DF soccer
we also began a major scouting operation for new talent in 2004. We contacted everyone we knew involved
in the game and we also had someone watching every
one of that year’s Cunningham Cup games.
That year we again lost to the combined universities, despite having what we regard as a legitimate
equalizer ruled out just on full-time. The French
played us in Galway that year and we were full of
confidence after the last game in France. However,
despite holding them 1-1 for a long period, one of the
strongest French teams we had faced in a number of
years ran out 3-1 winners.
In 2005 we began the year with a defeat at the
hands of a very strong IT selection. This was followed by a draw against the universities. That year
we also played our first representative game against

impressed by our performance and were surprised
when we told them we had never competed in CISM.
The chief of mission of the Canadian team was on
the CISM committee and within a month DFHQ
received an invitation for the Defence Forces to participate in the CISM soccer competition, the finals of
which would take place in India in 2007.
Armed with this good news the DF soccer committee, comprising Comdts Jim Bourke and Gerry
McAnaney, CQMS Casey McQuillan (Assistant
Manager, DF team) and myself (Manager, DF team),
got together to plan for the preliminary round in 2006.
We drew up a training plan that covered searching
out new talent; assessing and improving player fitness; improving skills; developing team tactics;
arranging challenging, quality games; improving prevailing attitudes; and developing team spirit. To help
us achieve these objectives we scheduled five training camps for the year, in Limerick, Mullingar,
Dundalk, a second in Limerick, and Dublin. During
AN COSANTÓIR
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Maurice Fleming
FAI Vice-President
Maurice Fleming attended the CISM game
between Ireland and Holland at Home Farm
with the President of Defence Forces Soccer,
Brig Gen Ralph James, GOC Air Corps. The
FAI provided great assistance to the Defence
Forces’ hosting of the CISM preliminary
series. Mr Fleming gave great praise in particular to Home Farm, on whose ground the
matches were played. The FAI also assisted
the Defence Forces by providing Ireland kits
for the players, mementoes and pennants.
Maurice was very impressed with the
Defence Forces’ participation in the event
including their hosting and transportation of
the visiting delegations and the large turnout
of uniformed personnel at the games. From
what he saw he believes there are great opportunities for future co-operation between the
DF and the FAI. Such co-operation he said
might include “the involvement of Defence
Forces teams at schools/colleges games,
which could also provided good recruiting
opportunities for the Defence Forces.” He also
sees the possibility of the DF hosting the FAI’s
provincial competition and providing assistance in the hosting of a proposed U-17 international mini-tournament in 2007. “The
Defence Forces could certainly help with the
transportation of the various delegations and
teams,” he said, “as well as providing cultural
and hospitality visits for the visiting teams
and officials to military barracks and the Air

8
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Corps in Baldonnel. I could also envisage the
Army Band playing the national anthems of
the competing countries before the matches.”
Maurice also spoke about the possibility of
the FAI’s Technical Committee, under Packie
Bonner, drawing up a coaching plan for the
Defence Forces.
The FAI’s vice-president is well aware of the
Defence Forces’ involvement in soccer. In the
past he worked closely with Comdt Gerry
McAnaney when they were both members of
the FAI’s Development Committee. He also
says that people like Casey McQuillan and Jim
Noone are well known and respected in FAI
coaching circles. Maurice also praised the
number of Defence Forces personnel involved
in refereeing at all levels of the game and he
would urge more to become involved as he says
“as well as being an essential part of the game
refereeing can also be a very satisfying career.”
Maurice said he has also come across
other members of the Defence Forces who are
involved in the game in different capacities.
“I’ve come across several,” he told me, “at our
annual Kennedy Cup tournament in Limerick.
Many of them medical people who are
involved with teams as physios, etc.”
Of course there is a long tradition of links
between the FAI and the Defence Forces,
probably the most famous of which is Oscar
Traynor, (after whom the FAI’s Oscar Traynor
Cup competition is named and in which the
Defences Forces team competes), was also,
in his time, Minister for Defence and
President of the FAI.

these camps the players would wear their representative gear throughout the week, fostering team spirit
and raising the profile of the team in the areas the
camps were being held. The degree of hospitality and
support we received was a credit to the respective
COs and their staffs, to whom we are very grateful.
We played a Dublin City banks selection in
February and won that game 4-1. The following month
we achieved a creditable draw against the universities, always a competitive fixture. April and May were
left clear for the Cunningham Cup competition, which
also gave us a chance to scout new talent.
At the same time, with an eye to the future, we ran
a very successful Level 1 coaching course in Cork that
had 30 participants.
During the Limerick Camp in June the Defence
Forces were invited to participate in a competition
with the Gardaí Síochána, Bank of Ireland and Alllied
Irish Bank to replace the PSNI who pulled out at a
late hour. The DF team, having beaten both banks’
teams, were themselves beaten by the Gardaí in the
final of the competition. However, we played the
Gardaí again, in late July, to assist them with their
preparations for the World Police Soccer Competition
in Germany and defeated them 3-1.
In late July our second training camp took place in
Dundalk. This camp was mainly focused on fitness
and all our players received fitness assessments from
Capt Carroll, BPEO, 1 S Bde, and an excellent talk on
nutrition in sport from Capt Caroline Burke.
To facilitate our schedule the French Army team
agreed to travel to Ireland in September to play our

The DF Squad
Ian Snee (Mervue Utd), Casey
McQuillan (Assistant Manager,
Kilbarrack Utd), Mark Neeson
(Convoy Arsenal), Jim Noone
(Manager), Edward Kenny
(Cobh Ramblers), Ray McCann
(Woodview FC), Anthony
Shevlin (Mount Merrion FC),
Paddy Conlon (Abbey Utd), Alan
Corboy (Birr Town), Stephen
O’Donnell (Finn Harps), Colin
Fortune (Athlone Town), Davon
O’Neill (Cobh Ramblers), Robert
O’Mahony (Avondale Utd),
Philip O’Gorman (Kildare
County FC), Thomas
Fitzgibbons (Tramore Athletic),
JP Brennan (Corduff FC), Gary
Stephens (Mervue), Marcus
McDonald (Lifford Celtic), Gary
Canavan (Ballinasloe Town) and
Ian Cleary (Carrick Utd).

Final whistle after beating
the Dutch.

Conseil International du
Sport Militaire (CISM)
Founded:
Members:
Motto:
President:
HQ:

1948
127 countries
‘Friendship through Sport’
Brig Gen Gianni Gola (Italy)
CISM House, Brussels, Belgium

CISM is one of the largest international multi-sports
federations, acknowledged by all major sporting,
political and institutional authorities worldwide.
The aims of CISM include developing friendly relations between the armed forces of member nations,
promoting physical education and sports, and contributing to the international effort for universal
peace.
The organisation was founded by five nations
–Belgium, Denmark, France, Luxembourg and the
Netherlands- at a fencing event in Nice on February
18th 1948. However, the desire among the military to
meet in sports arenas instead of battlegrounds was
nothing new. In 1919 the first Inter-Allied Games
were organised on the initiative of General
Pershing. Eighteen nations, from five continents,
supplied the 1,500 competitors who competed in 24
different sports in front of a large audience in Paris.
Following the Second World War, the second
Inter-Allied Games were held in Berlin and the
Allied Forces Sports Council was established in
May 1946. Unfortunately, because of political discord, the Council was extinguished in 1947. However,
the ideal was rekindled the following year with the
founding of CISM and the rise of a global vision.
Over the following years the organisation grew
steadily with Argentina and Egypt joining the, by
then, nine European members. The USA joined in

any chance of progressing. Half-an-hour into the
game Colm Fortune floated a great ball in behind the
Dutch defence where Philip O’Gorman was arriving
to stroke the ball into the net. We continued to play
well after that without managing to increase our lead
and the last ten minutes was quite tense as our lads
tired as a result of playing their second game in 24
hours. Nevertheless we held out and all depended on
the result of the game between Greece and the
Netherlands the following evening.
Thankfully, the result went our way, with the
Greeks running out winners at 2-0, and we advanced
to the qualifiers in second place. We are now looking
forward to the qualifiers in February 2007 with bated
breath. We don’t know who we will meet yet but as the
other preliminary is between Italy, Germany and the
Ukraine, we know that it will be tough whoever we get.
Demonstrating the flexibility and inter-operability
of the current batch of players, five of the starting
panel for the CISM qualifiers are either in UNIFIL or
UNMIL. Every effort will be made to secure their services for the play-off in February/March 2007.
Whatever happens in February those of us involved
in DF soccer feel that we have turned a corner and that
the future is bright for the game in the Defence Forces.
Hopefully, we will be assisted in developing the game
by the FAI, whose supportive attitude towards DF soccer can be seen clearly in these pages.■

CISM SOCCER

annual game during our fourth training camp, in
Limerick. We played them in Pike Rovers Park, which
was in superb condition, and we must thank the club,
whose committee could not do enough for us.
What a day that turned out to be! We were 3-0 up
after half-an-hour, before the French pulled one back
just before half-time. It was obvious at the start of
the second half that the French were not going to
take this lying down and the threw everything they
had at us, bombarding our goal where our ‘keeper,
Pte Kenny, had to make a string of fine saves to keep
them at bay. We changed our system to 4-5-1, which
allowed us more opportunities to counterattack and
in worked as the goals started to flow; 4, 5, 6…and 7,
with Philip O’Gorman scoring a hat-trick. The French
were shell-shocked as they could never remember
being beaten by such a score, least of all by the Irish!
In October we went into our final camp in Dublin
with immense confidence after a year of intense
preparation and our recent win over the French. We
only had a few days to iron out any last minute problems before we played the preliminary round of
games for CISM involving ourselves, Greece and the
Netherlands. Two teams would go through to play
qualifiers for the finals in India. The round robin of
preliminary games all took place at Home Farm’s
ground in Whitehall, and again we are extremely
grateful for the unstinting support provided by Home
Farm and the FAI, who provided all our team’s kit.
Our first game was on October 18th against a very
strong Greek team who beat us 3-1 in a game that
was a lot closer than the score suggests. Only 24
hours later we faced the Dutch needing a win to have

Paddy Conlon (5 Inf Bn) won an international cap for
the Junior International team under Gerry Smith and
Sgt Paul Tuite (Air Corps) is one of three nominees for
Referee of the Year in the Eircom League.
1951, followed a year later by Iraq, Lebanon,
Pakistan and Syria. While membership progressed
at a steady state the cold war establishment of a
rival Warsaw Pact military sports organisation, the
SKDA, denied CISM the official universal status
and recognition by the IOC that it craved. However,
the momentous events of the end of the 1980s, and
specifically the fall of the Berlin Wall, suddenly gave
renewed impetus to CISM’s expansion. In the space
of just four years (1991-1995), 31 new member countries joined the organisation. Such rapid progress
led to recognition by international institutions as the
IOC.
Another milestone in CISM history occurred in
September 1995 with the holding of the 1st Military
World Games in Rome. CISM, with its 127 member
nations, its annual world, continental and regional
sports calendar, and the high level of its competitors
(the Council can no longer keep track of the countless world and continental champions who are also
renowned for their exploits in civilian competition),
has become one of the biggest sports institution in
the world.
Competitive CISM sports cover 25 disciplines
including skiing, orienteering, boxing, naval pentathlon (obstacle swimming, lifesaving, utility swimming, amphibious cross and seamanship), modern
pentathlon, aeronautic pentathlon, swimming, golf,
parachuting, fencing and shooting.
Ireland hosted the CISM Golf competition in
Galway in August 2006, which was dominated by the
USA who won the team event, the women’s individual event, and came second in the men’s individual,
which was won by Craig Collins from the Republic
of South Africa. Ireland also hosted the CISM boxing championships in 2002 in the Curragh.
CISM hosts its equivalent of the Olympics every
four years and the next will be the 4 Military World
Games, to be held in October 2007 in Hyderabad, India.
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Part-Time Career:

FULL-TIME
COMMITMENT

hey say a picture paints a thousand words. Well
this one does for me and is the one photo I treasure. This was where it all started. My father,
David Lynch, is responsible! He instilled a love of
the sea in me from an early age. Many’s the time he
brought me to the quays in Dublin when visiting naval
vessels were in port, and every other weekend we’d go
fishing off Skerries in his boat. I guess this was where
the sea crept into my blood.
My father left Ireland as a young man and joined
the RAF, serving in Cyprus in the early 1950s. He
often showed us photos of his time in Cyprus, and his
stories of craic and camaraderie in the military also
left their impression on me.
I never thought about a career in the Navy when I
left school, as it was not an option for females at that
time. Then in 1997 I learned about the Naval Reserve
through my husband Martin, and that membership was
now open to females, and I thought ‘Sure I’ll give it a
shot – try it for a year’. Martin is a member of the Army
Reserve (62 Res MP Coy), so I was aware of what the
Reserve were involved in. As well as my interest in the
sea, what also attracted me to join were the opportunity to be part of a unit; challenging and rewarding training; the teamwork; and the experiences. And for the
past nine years it certainly has delivered! From Day
One I’ve been told, ‘You’ll get out of the Reserves what
you put in’, and that’s just how it is.
I’ve never felt any difference being a female in the
NSR. In civvy jobs males and females work together
so I didn’t see why it should differ in the Defence
Forces. However, I’ll admit there was a short transitional period and I remember being called ‘sea-person’ and ‘Ms Durcan’ on several occasions. Being in
the first mixed recruit class, all the females had a
determination to prove themselves: to show they were
no different. It was a challenge we all enjoyed, and
rose to. At the end of the day when you’re out on the
boats, doing a job, you don’t look at each other as
being males or females: you have a job to do and you
just get on with it. There are 12 females in our 67-

T

NAVAL SERVICE RESERVE

Ens Fiona Duncan is currently
the only female officer in the
Naval Service Reserve.

In this article Ens Fiona Durcan,
NSR Dublin Unit, the first
female officer in the Naval
Service Reserve, tells us why
she joined the Reserve and
gives us an insight into life
in the NSR. She also tells us
about the commitment it
requires for people also
holding down a full-time job,
and why it’s all worth it.

The sea was also full
of plankton that
glowed (this is known
as bioluminescence)
when the RIB disturbed the tiny creatures as it sped over
the water. Travelling
at up to 30kts we didn’t reduce speed until
we were alongside the
vessel. A grappling
hook was thrown and
the boarding party
climbed aboard and
headed straight for
the bridge. The crew
of the vessel were
completely taken by
surprise.…
AN COSANTÓIR
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Right: Where it all began.
Fiona’s father, David Lynch
brought her with him when visiting naval vessels were in port,
and every other weekend we’d go
fishing off Skerries in his boat.
Below: Keep it in the family,
Fiona and Martin Durcan.
Martin is a Lt with 62 Res Mp
Coy in Cathal Brugha Bks.

Above: Boarding a fishing vessel suspected of illegal fishisng.
Left: Returning from a boarding
party.

…The vessel was
detained and I spent
nine hours aboard her
as she was escorted
into the nearest port,
Castletownbere, where
an official handover
followed, whereby
LÉ Niamh’s fisheries
officer met with local
gardaí and fisheries
officers and briefed
them on the events.
12
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strong unit. Currently we have no female NCOs in the
unit and I’m the only female officer in the NSR. I
think to have balance there needs to be a good ratio
of males and females in the NCO and officer ranks.
In my civvy life I trained as a business analyst and
I work for a life assurance company where I’m
involved mainly in project management, documenting
business and system procedures, system analysis,
process mapping, and the daily coffee run to Café
Sol… can’t start the day without my Cappucino! I also
teach in a nearby gym three lunchtimes a week and
work two evenings a week as a personal trainer.
Apart from work my other interests are music (I play
the bodhran and guitar) and painting. I’m a keen
watercolour artist and I’m currently preparing for an
exhibition of my work later this year.
My employers have always been 100% supportive
of my involvement in the NSR. From the outset I
always kept them informed of what I was involved in
and what the organisation was about. I think when
you are upfront and honest most employers look
favourably on you, and realise that your training can
benefit them as employers. I usually combine annual
leave with unpaid leave, and my company give me five
days for military leave per year, so it works out pretty
well. We have the added advantage of working flexitime, which is great for building up time off. As a
result, last year I managed to complete 42 days training, which included involvement in Air Corps exercises, the Dun Laoghaire Regatta, a three-week NS
patrol, base duties, and work on the DF Distance

November 2006

Learning Working Group. I’ve managed 34 days so far
this year, not including weekend training.
We parade on a Tuesday night in Cathal Brugha
Barracks and we also train in Dun Laoghaire where
we have our motor training launch (MTL Niamh), a
RIB, an Avon, and two BP18s. Unlike the Army
Reserve we do not go on an annual camp.
Every individual, depending on their rank, has
specified courses laid out in the training syllabus
that they need to complete for promotion. We are
required to serve aboard a Naval Service Vessel for
at least one week per year, and also complete a ‘base
duty’ in Haulbowline. To serve aboard NS ships we
must have completed the DCFF (damage, control and
fire-fighting) and PST (personal survival techniques)
courses and be re-certified every three years. These
courses are run together in the NMCI (National
Maritime College of Ireland) over a five-day period.
In addition to the DCFF and PST courses NSR
personnel have also attended courses on RIBs, occupational first aid, seamanship, sailing, and GMDSS
(Global Maritime Distress Signalling System),
among others, since the NMCI opened 18 months
ago.
I was one of seven NSR personnel who recently
completed a course in coastal navigation, the first of
its kind to be run by the Naval Service. We found the
facilities and instructors in the college were fantastic. The course itself was quite intensive with lectures on GPS and DGPS, tides, tidal streams, radar
operation, chartwork, etc. The highlight of the week
was an exercise in the bridge simulator. We were
each assigned a role on the bridge, and literally
thrown in at the deep end. This was the first time
Reserve personnel operated within this simulator,
which was an experience none of us will forget, and
we have to thank Lt Cdr Murt McGrath for organising
this. Also thanks have to go to the NS instructors Lt
Cdr Tim O’Keeffe, Lt Cathal Power, S/Lt Marie
Gleeson, and S/Lt Joe Power, for their time, input and
support during this course.
If I had to pick one highlight of my time served so
far (a tough choice as I’ve had so many) it would have
to be the times at sea on operations or training
where I’ve had great memories and experiences.
Last year on patrol on LE Niamh I had the opportunity to be part of a night boarding party of a Spanish
fishing vessel suspected of illegal fishing. The routine started with a brief on the bridge, given by the
XO, Lt Orlaith Gallagher, which focused on the
boarding routine, and on safety measures should
contact be lost with the ship, ensuring that everyone
was clear on procedures before setting out.
Once the vessel was located on radar, the position
of the trawler was input into the handheld GPS that is
carried by the main fisheries protection officer. The
RIB was launched under the cover of darkness onto a
flat calm sea. I had never seen so many stars: being
miles off land there were no lights to impair our view
of the night sky. The sea was also full of plankton that
glowed (this is known as bioluminescence) when the
RIB disturbed the tiny creatures as it sped over the
water. Travelling at up to 30kts we didn’t reduce speed
until we were alongside the vessel. A grappling hook
was thrown and the boarding party climbed aboard
and headed straight for the bridge. The crew of the
vessel were completely taken by surprise. They had
hurriedly tried to update the fishing logbook, as previous details were not fully completed, and an initial
inspection found that a considerable amount of fish
was not properly logged. Once the skipper of the vessel was cautioned the boarding officer proceeded
with the remainder of the boarding routine.

On the bridge during one of her
five patrols.
Lt Durcan was one of seven
NSR personnel who recently
completed a course in coastal
navigation in the National
Maritime College of Ireland, the
first of its kind to be run by the
Naval Service.

On parade.

The vessel was detained and I spent nine hours
aboard her as she was escorted into the nearest port,
Castletownbere, where an official handover followed,
whereby LE Niamh’s fisheries officer met with local
gardaí and fisheries officers and briefed them on the
events.
I’ve completed five patrols to date, the most
recent being a two-week patrol that included a week
in NEAFC (North-East Atlantic Fisheries
Commission), an area outside Irish waters. The
patrols are quite physically challenging, particularly
when performing boardings, where you need to have
your wits about you climbing rope ladders that can
reach 30ft on large ships. You need to have a good
level of fitness as you can find yourself clinging to a
boarding ladder in freezing cold, harsh conditions, as
the vessel rolls wickedly from side to side. A big help
is the training you have put in and also the fact of
working as part of a team, where you all keep each
other going. Still, I think it’s something you have to
love, as you might have 20 boardings in a day and end
up smelling like a Moore Street fish stand!
For me it has been experiences like this that gives
you a thrill and beats the office job without a doubt.
There are times I wish it was my full-time job, but as
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a Reservist you can have the best of both worlds: a
full-time career in civvy life and a part-time voluntary
career serving your country in one of the many roles
and opportunities that arise in the Reserve.
The past two years have seen the role of the NSR
grow with importance. To our colleagues in the NS
we lighten their burden by providing personnel for the
ships and base duties. We are increasingly under
pressure to recruit, and in the Dublin area this can be
difficult. In a country with almost 0% unemployment,
there are so many other opportunities and jobs out
there for young people that recruitment numbers
have decreased. I also think that public awareness of
the NSR is very limited: the majority of young people
have never heard of us. Unlike the Army Reserve,
whose profile is more prominent due to the fact that
they have units based in most small towns, the NSR
is much smaller.
Increasing our profile is very important if we are to
continue to recruit successfully. This starts in the
schools, and as part of our recruitment campaign we
give presentations in various schools and colleges
around Dublin. We are also continually involved in
recruitment through the FAS Opportunities and
Higher Options exhibitions. It’s a hard sell to young
people to ask them to give up their spare time when
they could be earning good money in part-time jobs,
so it’s often those who have an interest in sailing, or
those who’ve had relatives in the NSR, who are willing to join. Also, nowadays, new personnel will generally put in three or four years compared to years
ago when people would often join for life. This puts
an even greater emphasis on the need for constant
recruitment.
I also think the increased commitment required
following the integration of the Reserve in October
2005 has added pressure. Increased commitment
equals increased time away from work, and that can
be the breaking point for some. Being part of Training
Division, I constantly hear people saying they can’t
get any more time off work. The average worker
receives four weeks holidays a year, and if you take a
standard two-week patrol on a ship and add on a
base duty, and a week’s course, along with other
duties it’s easy to use up those four weeks. There are
also foreign deployments with NS vessels such as
the recent LE Eithne trip to Argentina, which saw two
NSR personnel serving aboard for eight weeks.
Ideally, I’d like to see members of the RDF getting an
annual leave entitlement for military service without
having to continually use up personal holidays.
For myself, I definitely have no plans to leave. The
NSR has become part of my life now, and I see
myself being a member for many more years. The one
thing about being a Reservist is that everyone is
aware of the commitment required: the long hours of
your free time you give up. No one is standing over us
making us do it: if you don’t like it you leave.
Therefore, in those who do stay you find a huge
sense of commitment and loyalty, with individuals
prepared to give 100% to their unit and ready to give
up their holidays to attend unit operations: individuals who, after a long week’s work, can spend hours in
traffic on a Friday afternoon travelling to their base
for a weekend’s training, returning on a Sunday night
exhausted but exhilarated – then straight back into
work on Monday morning.
However, it makes for good conversation at coffee
breaks in work. When a colleague asks ‘What did you
do for the weekend?’ only a Reservist could say that
they were carrying out manoeuvres at sea, or range
practices, or base duties, or providing an honour
guard for the Taoiseach!■
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DFORRA held its 15th Annual Delegate
Conference in the Tower Hotel, Waterford, over
the 4th, 5th and 6th of October. The conference
followed the usual format with the bulk of the
delegates’ work consisting of voting on policy
motions submitted by the districts to formulate policy for the Association. In addition to the customary
speeches by the Minister of Defence, the Chief of
Staff, and the General Secretary and President of
PDFORRA, this year’s conference was also
addressed by the Ombudsman for the Defence
Forces (ODF), Ms Paulyn Marrinan Quinn.
This year’s conference also saw two elections taking place for President and Vice-President of the
Association. After very impressive speeches and presentations by all the candidates, Willie Webb (CSSC
District, Kildare Region) was re-elected as President
for a further three-year term and Kieran McMahon
(Naval Base & Dockyard District, Naval Region) was
elected for a three-year term as Vice-President.
One of the most controversial aspects of last
year’s conference in Athlone was also resolved this
time with the submission of a report on the criteria

P

for promotion by the sub-committee set up for that
purpose last year. The majority of speakers on the
adoption of the report expressed a high degree of
satisfaction with its recommendations and many delegates warmly congratulated the members of the
sub-committee for doing an excellent job.
In her address Ms Murrinan Quinn talked to delegates about the office of the Ombudsman for the
Defence Forces and her experiences in the first year
since being appointed in September 2005. She spoke
about the difficulties of managing expectations and
the perceptions of her office and its role, as well as
the four pillars of an ombudsman’s office: independence, accessibility, fairness and accountability. Ms
Marrinan Quinn also spoke about the strengths of the
ODF, such as its symbolic value and the power of
independent review it brings to disputes, and its
weaknesses, such as personnel trying to use the ODF
to bypass the system and others afraid to bring forward complaints for fear of recrimination or of someone ‘taking it out on them later’. The ombudsman also
reminded the delegates that hers was ‘the office of
last resort, not first resort’ in settling disputes.

PDFORRA ADC 2006
Top: Lt Gen Jim Sreenan
(COS) addresses Conference.
Above: Kieran McMahon, new
Vice-President of PDFORRA
Above (right): The
Association’s General
Secretary, Gerry Rooney
addresses the meeting.
Right: Delegates at ADC 2006.
All photos by Joe Relihan (exsgt, 4 Fd Eng Coy), official photographer for the Conference.
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Terry McLaughlin travelled to
Waterford to attend PDFORRA’s
15th Annual Delegate Conference.
While there he also spoke to the
Association’s General Secretary,
Gerry Rooney, about current issues
and talked to a first-time delegate about why he decided to get
actively involved with PDFORRA.
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Ms Paulyn Marrinan Quinn
(ODF) speaking about the role of
the Ombudsman.

Willie Webb was re-elected as
president for another three-year
term.

What a re t he major issues f acing PDFORRA a t
the moment?
I think it is still the three key areas of promotions,
selection for career courses, and selection for overseas service. With the adoption of the report of the
sub-committee on the criteria for promotion I am
happy that the Association now has clear, precise
policies that we can take with us into negotiations in
C&A and the DFHQ Forum.
There is a lot of hard work facing us in these
negotiations. For example, in the area of promotions
the report accepted today by the delegates clearly
gives a degree of weight to seniority. Although in our
view it is given a very reasonable degree of weight
this may not be the position adopted by the other
side. Also in the area of promotions, we wish to see
the role of the GOCs removed from the process,
other than in convening the promotion boards. As
things stand a GOC may recommend a candidate
other than the one recommended by the board. Now,
while it is almost unheard of for the D COS Support
to go against the findings of the board, it is legally
permissible as things stand. We feel that the issue of
promotion is too serious to be left with such ambiguities and that it should be regulated so that every
decision in regard to an individual’s promotion
should be decided solely between the promotion
board and DCOS Support.
As I said, we anticipate some hard bargaining ahead
but we are confident that we have a strong position
in all these vital areas.
Are you happy with t he current health o f t he
As sociation?
I am, actually. About 93% of enlisted personnel are
members of PDFORRA, and that is a higher figure
than most other staff organisations that I’m aware
of. We have about 400 members involved in various
committees and sub-committees with about 200
members involved in direct representation on an

New Blood
Int erview with John Reilly, 3 In f Bn District,
Kildare Region

John Reilly.

John ‘Kesh’ Reilly, a corporal in B Coy, 3 Inf Bn,
DFTC, has been a member of the Defence Forces
for 27 years, but only got involved in representation
less than a year ago. I met him at his first ADC and
asked him why after all this time he had decided to
get actively involved with the Association.
“I suppose, like a lot of old-timers I had a cynical
view of PDFORRA. I joined the Association in its
early days when it was all still quite furtive. I handed over a fiver in the Mess one day for membership
and that was it as far as I was concerned. I had no
idea what, if anything PDFORRA did over the years.
“Then a couple of years ago I moved into the job
of orderly room corporal in my unit and from that
position I started to notice that some things were
happening that I just didn’t feel were right. At that
point I decided to try to do something about it and
the only avenue I saw open to do it was through
PDFORRA so I got involved.
“I must say it was an eye-opener for me when I

almost daily basis within barracks and posts around
the country. Of course, things could always be better
and we are always looking at ways to improve. For
instance, one of the reasons we introduced the two
full-time Regional Liaison Officers was to assist our
members at regional and district level and thereby
enhance the Association’s performance in representing our members throughout the country.
What has been t he highlight for you in representation over recent t imes?
For me, I think without doubt it has been the introduction of recourse to third parties in the conciliation
and arbitration (C&A) system. Although this is standard procedure in C&A, PDFORRA was excluded
from this until fairly recently. Now, in our negotiations with the Department and the Military
Authorities both sides have recourse to a Facilitator
and an Adjudicator. These are appointed by
Government and generally tend to come from either a
legal or industrial relations background.
In my experience this has certainly helped to free up
logjams and keep things moving. We are getting
through a lot more work now than we used to be able
to before this change.

REPRESENTATION

Interview with
Gerry Rooney,
Gen Sec, PDFORRA

And what a reas a re you most unhappy with?
I must say, it has to be the DFHQ Forum, which can
be very frustrating at times. The Forum deals exclusively with military matters and consists of representatives from PDFORRA and the military authorities
alone. Sometimes it takes a long time to get the other
side to agree that a particular matter falls within the
remit of representation before we can even begin to
negotiate on it.
Another inherent difficulty arises from the fact
that as we all know commissioned officers are moved
around a lot and the people we are dealing with can
change after relatively short times. This lack of continuity on the military authorities’ side can exacerbate
the problem. Someone new to the job can take time
to get up to speed and also their awareness that our
representatives are seasoned, experienced negotiators can lead to an understandable tendency to be
overly cautious for fear that ‘something is being put
over on them’.
saw first-hand the work of the Association and
the difference it makes to people on a daily basis.
In the past I used to look at my payslip, see a €10
pay rise and think no more about it. Now I know it
was the result of PDFORRA’s efforts on our
behalf.
“This conference was also a surprise to me. I
hadn’t expected it to be so well run, so professional, and I have been impressed with the passion and
commitment of the delegates.
“I think the biggest problem facing the
Association is getting the message across to the
ordinary soldier about what they are doing on his or
her behalf. I attend the monthly Regional meetings
along with the secretary of our district and then try
to brief our members when I can get them together,
which isn’t always easy with duties and leave, etc. I
would like to see more information coming down to
us from the NEC and the Region in easy, readable
synopsis so that I could post it on our notice boards
for all members to read.
Although it took a long time, I have certainly
been biten by the bug and I hope to be involved in
an active capacity in PDFORRA for a long while to
come.”
AN COSANTÓIR
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he adage train hard, fight easy is a vital philosophy
for Defence Forces to work and train by. It is only
through collective unit training that commanders
can hone the skills of their troops and ensure that
they are ready for operations at home and abroad. In
September and October, the Defence Forces held a
variety of weapons and sporting competitions. This is
where the best of the best after months of training
from each brigade come to battle it out on the range
or playing pitch to take the trophy home for both unit
and brigade pride. Listed below are the results and a
brief report from the Small Arms, Anti-Armour competitions and Hurling championships.

T
Bullseye
Sgt James Scanlon (1 Armd
Cav Sqn) showing his delight at
winning the falling plates competition.

GPMG Individual
157
1st Cpl Byrne (5 Inf Bn)
133
2nd Cpl King (1 Cav Sqn)
3rd Pte Fitzgerald (28 Inf Bn) 128

GPMG Team
1st 5 Inf Bn 243
2nd 28 Inf Bn 181
3rd 4 Inf Bn 175

Falling Plates
1st DFTC
2nd DFTC
3rd 2 E Bde

Ma rksmans Cup
Winners 1 S Bde
R/up 2 E Bde

Combined Weapons Cup
Winners 2 E Bde
Runners up 1 S Bde

Small Arms Competition

Held on October 9-10 at the DFTC range, Curragh
Camp, the purpose of this two-day event allows the
best shot (individual) and shots (teams) in the pistol
(9mm Browning Automatic Pistol), rifle (5.56mm Steyr
Assault Rifle) and the machine gun (7.62mm General
Purpose Machine Gun) to compete against each other.
The weather for the shoot was excellent with good visibility and clear skies. Maj Gen Dermot Earley (D COS
Sp) was there to see the marksmanship on the day
and present the prizes. The results are as follows.
Marksman
BAP Individual
Maj Gen Dermot Earley con1st Sgt O’Donoghue (DFHQ)
91
gratulating Capt Ian Harrington 2nd Coy Sgt Kenneally (BTC 1 S Bde)
85
(4 Inf Bn) on winning the
3rd Sgt Molloy (DFHQ)
83
Individual Rifle Competition.
BAP Team
Below (main pic):
1st ARW
333
The gun line
2nd 1 Cn Cois
292
The teams line up for a shot.
3rd LBC
285
inset:
Ri fle Individual
A good day at the ranges
1st Capt Harrington (4 Inf Bn)
133
Winners of the GPMG team
2nd Cpl Gould (1 LSB)
(after shoot off) 129
competition, 5 Inf Bn (l-r) Cpl
3rd Sgt Larigan (27 Inf Bn)
129
John Byrne, Pte Darren
R
i
f
l
e
T
e
a
m
Murray, Cpl John Byrne Lt Col
1st 4 Inf Bn
729
Michael McCarthy (OC) and
2nd 27 Inf Bn
(after count back) 637
Brig Gen Gerry McNamara
(GOC 2 E Bde).
3rd 28 Inf Bn
637

Defence Forces Com
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COMPETITIONS

Load
The No 2 prepares to load a bomb into the gun as
the Corporal and the umpire look on.

Left:
We are the champions
Winners of the falling plates
competition, 1 Armd Cav Sqn.
Standing (l-r): Comdt Cormac
Kirwin (OC), Tprs Richard
McCausland and Aidan
Murphy, Sgt Paul Hollywood,
Brig Gen Pat Sullivan (GOC
DFTC). Kneeling (l-r): Sgts
Eddie Bowes, James Scanlon
and Peter Gartland, Tprs Eddie
Murphy and Tpr Eoin Parker,

Left:
Ready… Steady… Go…
Two falling plate teams dash
forward to the firing line. Each
team consists of eight firers,
but only seven fire with the
eight man (I/c of team, standing at the rear) only firing if
any plates are left up. This is
probably the favourite shoot,
as both competitors and spectators can see the result
immediately.

petitions

Anti-Armour Competition
This year’s competition saw eleven teams travelling
down to the anti-tank range in the Glen of Imaal in
September. The competition saw each team compete in nine practises involving AFV recognition, an
anti-tank stalk and a number of shoots. The teams of
three, a Corporal (I/C) and two privates (No1 and
No2) used both the 84mm Karl Gustav Recoilless
Gun and the disposable AT4 SRAAW. The weather
proved ideal for both observation and firing on the
day with the 12 Inf Bn team outright winners with a
score of 572 points.

Tank Killers
The winners of the anti-armour competition 12 Inf Bn (l-r):
Standing (l-r): Pte Philips, Comdt Holohan (OC) and Lt
Bouchier, Cpl Loughman. Kneeling: Ptes Condon and Walsh.
Advance to
contact
A team moves along
a road in the
advance. The No1
with the Karl Gustav
gun is at the ready to
engage a target
should one appear.

—————— Defence Forces Hurling championship ——————
This closely fought final took place in the Gaelic
grounds, Curragh Camp on October 10 between 1
S Bde (North) and 2 E Bde. Both teams fielded
excellent teams with players that play regularly for
their unit and brigade team, but also for the local
club and county teams. In the second half, the
south etched away for the east, beating them 3-10
to 2-8.

DDFT have already produced the 2007 Training
Directive and this is available on the intranet or
through your unit orderly room.
All-Ireland
Champion
Sgt JJ Ryan’s (Ops
DFTC) photo shows
Col Brendan Farrelly
(DDFT) making a presentation to Pte Eoin
Larkin for being a
member of the
Kilkenny team that
won this year’s AllIreland Hurling Final.

As we come to the end of another successful year of
training cycles and competitions, units are already
gearing up for next year. A lot of effort not only from
the competitors, but by units instructors, admin
staff, cooks, drivers, security details and umpires
goes into making each competition run smoothly.

Top hurlers
The winning hurling team, 1 S Bde (North).
Better luck next year
2 E Bde hurling team.
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…He described the
flurry of excitement
at the arrival of
Michael Collins in a
taxi to sign the
takeover document.
Such was his remarkable memory that
eighty years later he
could recall the name
of the company that
supplied the taxi.

ieutenant Colonel Seán Clancy, who died recently
at the age of 105, was the last surviving War of
Independence veteran. His death severs the final
link with what Liam Deasy, the West Cork guerrilla fighter, described as a fortunate and remarkable
generation. He was born to a farming family in
Clonlara, County Clare in 1901 and like many of his
contemporaries joined the Volunteer movement in the
wake of the 1916 Rising. In an interview given to mark
his 102nd birthday he vividly recalled the demonstrations, in which the East Clare Brigade took an active
part, against the threatened imposition of conscription in Ireland in 1918.
Being one of nine children he moved to Dublin to
work as a clerk in 1919 and there joined B Company,
2nd Battalion of the Dublin Brigade. The Dublin
Brigade, from which Michael Collins’ Squad was
largely drawn, was particularly active during the War

L

of Independence. Seán Clancy took part in several
engagements with British Forces, principally in the
Whitehall and Drumcondra areas, during that war. He
was of a generation that regarded service to their
country as a natural duty and always played down his
own part in these engagements.
He took the Pro-Treaty side when the IRA split in
1922 and enlisted as a private in the National Army in
Portobello Barracks, Rathmines. There he met
Michael Collins who he remarked still retained a
strong West Cork accent. Although Seán Clancy himself left his native Clare almost 90 years ago, he too
retained its unmistakeable cadences.
He was present at many of the historic events that
took place during this time, including the handover of
Dublin Castle. He described the flurry of excitement
at the arrival of Michael Collins in a taxi to sign the
takeover document. Such was his remarkable memory

A Celebration of
Col Seán Clancy
By Comdt Liam Campbell, Military Archives

A member of 5 Inf Bn shows
Col Clancy some of the today’s
weaponry when the Col visited
McKee Bks as a guest of the
Chief of Staff, Lt Gen Jim
Sreenan, on the occasion of his
105th Birthday.
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Right:
Lieutenant Seán Clancy pictured on the left after his patrol
had come under fire in the Gort
area during the Civil War.
(Photo: Courtesy Derek Jones)
Centre:
Picture taken in McKee
Barracks in November 1936 of
officers who served in the East
Clare Brigade during the War of
Independence under Major
General Michael Brennan, the
Chief of Staff. The officers presented General Brennan with a
sword and illuminated scroll.
Captain Seán Clancy is third
from left behind the front row.
(Photo: Lieutenant Colonel Seán
Clancy Personal Collection,
Military Archives)
Bottom):
The officers of the 18 Battalion
at their headquarters in the
Hibernian Schools, 1942.
Commandant Seán Clancy is
fourth from left in the front row.
(Photo: Lieutenant Colonel Seán
Clancy Personal Collection,
Military Archives)

that eighty years later he could recall the name of
the company that supplied the taxi. In August 1922 he
marched in Arthur Griffith’s funeral procession and
less than two weeks later in that of Michael Collins.
He was commissioned as a lieutenant in April
1923 and was among those who were retained in
service when the Army was greatly reduced in
strength in the wake of the Civil War and the Army
Crisis of 1924. Such was the rush to reduce numbers
that many units were left with few officers. The Kerry
Command, largely officered by members of the
Dublin Brigade, was one of the hardest hit. Those
who remained in that Command were left without

pay for several weeks and came close to mutiny.
Lieutenant Clancy was quickly dispatched to Kerry
with the back-pay and protected by an armed escort
spent an interesting three weeks touring the county
paying the troops and thus cooling the situation.
In 1932, by now a captain, he was a member of the
Officer Guard of Honour for the Mass in the Phoenix
Park during the Eucharistic Congress. He recalled
John McCormack singing Panis Angelicus and
remarked that so many cardinals were present on
that morning that bishops were considered ‘very
small fry’. After the ceremonies the members of the
Guard of Honour attended a dinner with the new
AN COSANTÓIR
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In April of this year
he was an honoured
guest at the 90th
Anniversary
Commemoration of
the Rising and in
August paid a memorable last visit to
the family grave in
County Clare and
only three months
ago he was a guest
of the Chief of Staff
at McKee Bks to
mark his 105th
birthday.

Fianna Fáil government. The two groups, who a
decade earlier had fought on opposite sides during a
bitter civil war, felt a little uneasy in each others
company until Éamon de Valera broke the ice by inviting the officer in charge, Colonel Séamus McGauran,
to sit at his side during the dinner.
At the outbreak of the Emergency in 1939, the
Defence Forces once again expanded and Seán
Clancy, now a commandant, was appointed secondin-command of the newly formed 18th Infantry
Battalion. Some battalions had strengths of up to
1,000 men at that time and spent the summer months
under canvas in intensive training and on manoeuvres. Colonel CJ ‘Slim’ Donoghue, the 18th

following morning. ‘09.00 hours Sir’ answered the second-in-command. Reveille was at 05.30 and the battalion left Drogheda at 07.00 hours thus gaining a twohour lead on the Brigade Commander. Colonel
Donoghue’s reaction is not recorded.
The end of the Emergency brought with it another
inevitable reduction in strength with the result that
promotion for those who remained stagnated.
Nevertheless Seán Clancy, after earning a Distinction
on his Command and Staff Course in the Military
College, was promoted to the rank of lieutenant
colonel in 1954. Towards the end of his military career
he commanded the 5th Infantry Battalion in Collins’
Barracks, a unit for which he retained a special affec-

Battalion’s Brigade Commander, was an exceptionally tall man with a stride to match. He was in the habit
of joining his troops while on route marches and in
causing mayhem in the ranks by forcing the pace. At
the end of one summer’s training, when the battalion
was due to march the thirty miles from Drogheda to
Dublin, the Brigade Commander asked Commandant
Clancy at what time the battalion would start out the

tion for the remainder of his life.
Retirement in 1959 gave him the time and space in
which to pursue his other interests. He became manager of the Astor Cinema and introduced late night
cinema to Dublin. He was a founding chairman of
Scoil Uí Chonaill GAA Club and a founding vicepresident of Glasnevin Musical Society. It was a
standing joke within his very musical family that its
only tone-deaf member should have been accorded
this honour. A committed and practical Catholic, he
applied his organisational skills to good effect in the
fundraising effort for the building of Corpus Christi
Church in Glasnevin. To mark his 100th birthday in
2001 he visited his old unit and inspected a guard of
honour to mark the occasion. In April of this year he
was an honoured guest at the 90th Anniversary
Commemoration of the Rising and in August paid a
memorable last visit to the family grave in County
Clare and only three months ago he was a guest of
the Chief of Staff at McKee Bks to mark his 105th
birthday.
He was ever a family man. In 1926 he married
Agnes Creagh from Castlebar. They had one daughter and four sons who survive him. He loved the company of young people and took an active interest in
his thirteen grandchildren and twenty-one greatgrandchildren right up to his death. Agnes, his wife of
sixty years, predeceased him in 1986. This remarkable
man, whose life spanned the history of the modern
Irish state, who had such a love for its people, culture
and history, was led from Donnybrook Church on his
final journey by a piper from the 5th Infantry Battalion
and at Dean’s Grange Cemetery a firing party from
the unit rendered honours at his graveside.■

Right:
Photo shows members of 5 Inf
Bn visiting Col Clancy before
his passing away. From (l-r):
Sgt Maj Gerry Hanley, Pte
Brian Meagher, Lt Col Michael
McCarthy, Lt John Moody, Sgt
Anto Byrne and the late Col
Seán Clancy (seated).

Lt Gen Sreenan shows Col
Clancy a copy of the special
Commemmorative 1916 issue
of An Cosantóir, which was
launched by the Minister for
Defences, Mr Willie O’Dea TD,
in McKee Bks in March 2006.
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MORTAR COMPETITION

An Cosantóir journalist Wesley Bourke
and Sgt Rena Kennedy, PR Section,
travelled to the Glen of Imaal to assess
this year’s revamped All-Army mortar
competition. This is Wesley’s report…

SMOKING
BARRELS
he skies were blue and a slight, warm breeze
indicated the last clutches of summer in the
Wicklow Mountains, while the crunch of desiccated leaves under combat boots and the
sound of chirping birds building their winter
quarters pointed to the first signs of autumn. For
troops anxiously waiting for H-hour, this oasis of
natural beauty was a stark contrast to the adrenaline filled action that lay ahead. All they were
waiting for was the mortars to break the peaceful silence and send them on their way.
Then it came… Thump! Thump! Thump!
Thump! Thump! Thump! Six rounds ejecting in
rapid succession from the barrels of 81mm mortars. There was a deafening pause as everyone
waited for the valley to echo its response. Then
it came: six bright flashes 2kms in the distance,
followed by six bangs reverberating back up the
valley. As more bombs were dropped down the
six smoking barrels and dried out foliage burnt
in the distance, the order came: “All right lads,
on your feet! We’re going in.”
The events that took place in the first week
of September were not a large-scale battalion
exercise, but rather a new approach to this
year’s All Army mortar competition. Run by the
Infantry Weapons Wing (IWW) this new mortar
concentration has really brought the annual
competition onto the battlefield.
The mortar competition has been conducted
since 1984 but up until now it was simply a onehour quick-action shoot with winners at brigade
level going onto an all army shoot off.
“The general purpose of the competition is to
raise standards of training and mortar awareness
within the Defence Forces,” explained Comdt
Tom O’Keeffe (OIC IWW). “Over the years we
tried to keep raising the bar but we were always
confined to one day. We have a mortar seminar
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every year and over the last few years the mortar
teams have been saying they wanted a mortar concentration as one day wasn’t enough to really test the
crews or the capabilities of the mortar.”
With the concentration there are no separate
We asked participants in this
brigade competitions and all the teams from the
year’s mortar concentration
three brigades come together for a weeklong series
for their views on the
of shoots and scenarios. “The scoring is based on
new competition?
continual assessment,” Comdt O’Keeffe continued.
Cpl Terry Whelan
“So if an individual or a team has a bad day they can
Sp Coy, 3 Inf Bn, 1 S Bde.
pick it up in another scenario. It’s a lot fairer way of
“I am the ‘Alpha’
judging performance.”
MFC on our
The Defence Forces sniper concentration has
team, working in
been running for the last two
the anchor OP.
years and has been very well
The competition
received by competitors.
is totally different
However, sniper teams only
now and we are
have two members while
doing a lot of
mortar teams can have up to
things we weren’t
doing before.
20, including support. So
We’ve had a linear shoot, a datum
with nine teams all in comshoot and a co-ord illum shoot,
petition with one another,
none of which were in any of the
the Glen literally became
previous competitions. It is more
‘Mortar Central’.
Comdt O’Keeffe
realistic and more beneficial for
“It’s also a big training
the crews. Before, you had one
exercise for the battalions,”
shoot and you were back home
Comdt O’Keeffe went on to
the same day, now the crews are
say. “They have to combine
hands-on for the full week and all
their skills are being tested.”
individuals with separate
functions into a
Cpl Martin Carolan
team. The team
A Coy, 27 Inf Bn, 2 E Bde.
leader is the
“I’m detachment
mortar fire
commander and
controller
I’ve been on the
Mortar
Concentration

VOX POP

battalion team
since 1989.
During that time
I’ve won 12
brigade titles and
three All-Army
titles. The old
competition was very basic: a
simple shoot done in the one
day. The battalions used to compete amongst each other but
now it’s been brought up to
brigade level. Now we have to
work with other units from within
the brigade and it’s not as easy
as you would think, as other
units have different drills, different ways of conducting themselves on the line, and different
levels of skills.”
Sgt Aidan Linnane
B Coy, 12 Inf Bn, 1 S Bde.
“I’m our team’s
CPO, in charge of
the gun-line and
the detachments.
The new competition is a thousand
times better. It
exercises the
MFCs and CPOs
in more realistic
scenarios. In the old quickaction competition you went in
fired and that was it. Now you are
tested on everything you have
learned on your mortar instructor’s course. It’s long, it’s tiring,
and you’re really put to the test.
It’s as close to the real deal as
you’re going to get and that’s
what it’s about.”
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(MFC). He calls the shots and co-ordinates everything from the OP. He gives the fire control orders
and the command post operator (CPO) translates
these into specific orders for crews. Everybody’s job
on the team is as important as the next man: if someone on the gun makes a mistake it costs everybody.”
During the week teams were exposed to different
aspects of the mortar that they would not have
encountered before or would not have had the opportunity to put into practice. The various scenarios were
designed to test the skills of all members of the mortar platoon. If the intention was to raise the profile of
the mortar and foster an awareness of its capabilities
the teams certainly succeeded.
The week started off with a quick-action shoot,
as the participants were all familiar with that scenario from other competitions. Then a night shoot.
Not too unfamiliar you would think, but Comdt
O’Keeffe told me: “Crews usually only do an ‘area
illum’, basically firing into, and illuminating, an area
but this week they did a ‘co-ordinated illum’ shoot.
This involved illuminating an area but also
engaging ‘opportunity targets’ that we gave them,
so they had to co-ordinate the firing of ‘illum’ and

Mortar (MFC
takes bearings).
Right:
Preparing to fire.
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Fire planning cell

Cpl Niamh Ryan
Sp Coy, 12 Inf Bn, 1 S Bde.
“I’m a detachment commander this year. The
new competition
is a lot more
interesting, with
several different
shoots throughout the week.
The different
scenarios keep
you switched on all the time. I
also think it’s going to work out a
lot fairer then previous competitions as you’re now get tested on
all your knowledge and all your
skills rather then just the one
shoot. Another new aspect is
working with other units from
within the brigade and that’s
going well.”
2/Lt Aidan Ryan
Sp Coy, 5 Inf Bn, 2 E Bde.
“My role is platoon commander. We’ve been
training for this
competition for
the last number
of months, going
through all the
different scenarios. This is my
first mortar
competition and from talking to
the crews there are scenarios
here that people have never
encountered before. Since the
purpose of the competition is to
improve the standard of mortar
drills within the army, it can only
lead to improvement.”

high-explosive (HE) rounds onto the one target.”
The crews made this look easy, but when you
consider that an ‘illum’ round only gives 40 seconds
of light, which in turn gives crews only around 15
seconds to get their HE rounds in the air, it goes to
show how well trained they are.
Next came a linear shoot, which was a first for the
mortar crews. The scenario was based on an enemy
supply line and the crews had to fire individually at
separate points along the line.
The next scenario was a fire plan based on the mortar platoon’s capability in supporting a battalion in
attack.To make it realistic the teams from each brigade
combined to form a full mortar platoon of six mortars.
Comdt O’Keefe filled me in on what was happening: “In this scenario the battalion commander wants
fire brought in on targets in a certain sequence as his
troops are advancing. The teams are briefed on their
different targets, at what time they are to be engaged,
and the way the battalion will be manoeuvring. The
teams have to work out the distance between each
target and the speed of travel for the battalion so the
rounds are always ahead of the troops. They have twoand-a-half hours to carry this out.”
The last element was a datum shoot, in which a
new mortar line is occupied and the information for
a previously adjusted and recorded target is
obtained from the Morfire (handheld fire control
computer). This target, known as the datum target, is
engaged and adjusted from the new position. At this
point the mortar line, not the target, is re-recorded
within the Morfire; resulting in accurate re-engagement of other pre-recorded targets from the original
mortar line.
IWW staff monitored and adjudicated the competition and marked the teams on a wide variety of
skills, including crew drills, how they operate and
hits on the target.
At the end of the week all the points awarded are
added up to decide the Defence Forces champions.
“There may only be one winner,” Comdt O’Keeffe
said, “but the other eight teams are going to get an
awful lot out of it as well, in terms of experience and
knowledge of the mortar and its capabilities.”
To get an idea of what the judges were looking for
I followed them during the fire plan phase of the
competition. The judges had to monitor and score
the participants for their performance in the several
elements that make up the mortar platoon on the
ground, including the platoon commander and platoon sergeant at the fire planning cell (FPC), the
MFC at the anchor OP, and the CPO on the gunline.
Captain Tom Fox was judging the platoon commander’s performance. In the scenario the platoon commanders had to attend the battalion commander’s RGroup to advise him on how best the mortars could
support the attack throughout its different phases.
The platoon commander was then required to
write a fire plan to support the eventual attack, brief
his ‘Alpha’ and ‘Bravo’ MFCs at the anchor OP, and
the platoon sergeant at the FPC. Before and during
the attack the platoon commander must operate
closely with the battalion commander and the mortar platoon in case of any changes to the fire plan.
“I judge each of the platoon commanders in their
various roles at the R-Group, the anchor OP and
then at the FPC,” explained Capt Fox. “We are looking out for the various procedures that the platoon
commander has to complete and that he is doing
them correctly. We also look at the information the
platoon commander extracts from his discussions
with the battalion commander, and how and what
information he passes onto the MFC and CPO.”

“I’ve been very impressed,” Capt Fox told me.
“This was the first time they would have had the
chance to be exercised in command of an entire mortar platoon and I must say it’s worked quite well.”
At the FPC I met IWW instructor Sgt Jimmy Doyle.
The FPC is the HQ of the mortar platoon and basically
everything that happens in the platoon goes through it.
The platoon commander, the platoon sergeant and the
radio operators work in the FPC where all the maps
and charts needed for engaging and adjusting onto targets and recording information are held.
“Among the platoon sergeant’s responsibilities
are the platoon’s admin and logs; who adjusts onto
what target, in what sequence, and in what priority;
calculated grids; and anything down to what ammunition is needed,” Sgt Doyle explained. “He or she also
deputises for the platoon commander if he is away or
becomes a casualty. We have to assess the platoon
sergeant’s competency to take charge of the platoon
and his knowledge of all mortar procedures.”
Sgt Martin Byrne was one of the adjudicators on
the gun line, where the responsibility of keeping the
guns firing falls to the CPO. “We are on the mortar
line to observe the crew drills and performance, and
also the performance of the CPOs; seeing what their
drills are like, and their command and control over the
sections,” he told me. “First you watch when the CPO
comes in and lines his guns up, making sure they are
in the direction of the target. When each crew comes
in the mortars should all be parallel; with each gun
having the same direction towards the target.
“We watch the CPO’s interaction with the different sections; how proficient he is. We also check that
the CPO is watching the sections, making sure their
drills are correct and that they report back correctly
to him. Finally, we check how he uses the fire plan
and how he brings it into action.”
Up at the anchor OP Sgt Steven O’Neill was judging the MFC’s, without whose peering eyes the platoon would be blind.
“In the OP section I’m observing the MFCs and
the signalmen,” Sgt O’Neill told me. “I’m looking at
their construction of the OP and their method of
operations within it. The MFC is responsible for
adjusting and recording fire onto the target and calling in indirect fire. He reports back to the FPC and
lets them know that the target has been adjusted;
they acknowledge that and build it into the fire plan.
We also observe the signalmen for their co-operation
with the MFC and their voice procedures.”
In a battle scenario one MFC is in the anchor OP
and another MFC, who is mobile, could be on the forward edge calling in the fire.
The MFCs are equipped with binoculars, the LH
40C laser range finder, and Garmin GPS to calculate
were the bombs are falling in relation to the target.
The MFC then sends corrections to the gun line. He
would also have a Morfire connected to the SINCGARS radio to send the corrections digitally.
“The standard has been quite good,” Sgt Byrne
told me, “right down to the private on the comms.”
The mortar allows the infantryman to have organic indirect support at platoon and section level.
Throughout the 20th century these light, simple to
operate, man-portable weapons have proven to be a
scourge to the soldier on the receiving end, and in
many battles the mortar has inflicted more casualties then any other weapon. To maintain the mortar as
a vital asset in today’s army training has to be kept to
a high standard and scenarios have to be as realistic
as possible. The new mortar concentration does just
that; bringing the mortar and its crews onto the battlefield in a very effective and co-ordinated fashion.■
AN COSANTÓIR
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MORTAR COMPETITION

Pte Pio Duggan
Sp Coy, 4 Inf Bn, 1 S Bde.
“I’m the No 1 on
my mortar. 4 Inf
Bn won the
Southern
Brigade competition last year but
this year it’s all
new to us. We’re
finding it good
in some ways
and bad in others. I know it’s a
competition but we’re not being
told what we are good at or what
we are bad at. Feedback will
probably come at the end but
because scenarios like the
brigade shoot are new to us so
I’d liked to see immediate feedback to tell us “Yes lads, you’re
doing it right” or otherwise.
Because it’s a week long you
certainly notice the increased
pressure on everyone, particularly the CPOs. It takes a lot out
of you: last night we had a
‘illum’ shoot and we didn’t
get to bed until around 1:30,
then we were back up early
this morning to get the guns
clean.”
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In this two-part feature Lt Col
JJ O’Reilly, Dir PR Section, looks at
the lives of two Irishmen who died
in the trenches of WWI and whose
names are synonymous with the
haunting war poetry that emerged
from the unprecedented brutality
and carnage of the Great War:
Thomas Kettle and Francis Ledwidge.
Above:
Thomas Kettle was called to bar
in 1905.
Far right:
Thomas Ledwidge in military
attire.

he stirring spectacle of the newly re-organised,
re-equipped Óglaigh na hÉireann parading along
the capital’s main thoroughfare on April 16th this
year was as much a statement as a spectacle. As
the troops marched past the GPO, symbol of Ireland’s
thrust for independence in 1916, under the gaze of An
tUachtarán and An Taoiseach, members of the
Oireachtas, and the people of Ireland, they reaffirmed
their standing as the true inheritors of the spirit of the
Irish Volunteers. Such a display, the first of its kind in
some 30 years, reflects the changed political landscape. Another sign of the advanced situation was
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Ghosting
The Trenches
PART I

Troops resting on the way up to
the trenches at Ginchy,
September 1916.
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the official recognition of those Irishmen who fell in
the Battle of the Somme, commemorated in a ceremony at the Irish National War Memorial Gardens,
Islandbridge, Dublin, on July 1st, which was also
attended by An tUachtarán and An Taoiseach.
The two traditions, so long kept apart by mutual
misunderstanding and suspicion, have finally been
officially honoured with equal fervour.
Like no other conflict, the First World War continues to fascinate and horrify, with its obscene casualty list, its destruction and displacement, its impact on
World politics and the valour of its young and innocent soldiers.
Similarly, the events in Ireland in the same period
remain resolutely etched on the public consciousness. Many of the great figures and events of that
period stalk the pages of Irish history, poetry and legend from Yeats’s 1916 roll call;
‘I write it out in a verse
McDonagh and MacBride
And Connolly and Pearse’;
to the heroic folk memories of 1919-1921 and the tragic dénouement of the Civil War, the legacy of which
can still impact on Irish political life.
While the names of Collins, De Valera and others
are firmly rooted in the public domain, the period they
dominated and the preceding years were populated
by a much larger cast whose lives were profoundly
changed by events and whose biographies are
dwarfed by the major players. Among them were two
young men from opposite ends of the social spectrum; Nationalists, poets and soldiers who shared a
common destiny and faced the moral challenges of
their day with courage and integrity.
When the Irish Volunteers were founded in 1913,
two of its first recruits were Thomas Kettle and
Francis Ledwidge. Kettle was at the very heart of the
movement’s inception, being a member of the
Provisional Committee, while Ledwidge joined in his
native Slane and was elected secretary of the Slane
Corps. The Volunteers were an unofficial civilian
army, the outward manifestation of Nationalist sup-

port for Home Rule and a counterpart of the Ulster
Volunteers, formed in the same year to oppose it.
The Irish Volunteers attracted young men from
diverse backgrounds who joined for varying reasons,
and by May 1914 its numbers reached 27,000. Within
a short time, however, many graduated from the
slightly unreal world of marching and drilling to the
shattering reality of the front line in the Great War.
Among these were Kettle and Ledwidge.
Thomas Kettle was born in Artane, Co Dublin, in
1880, one of the large family of Andrew J Kettle, a
substantial farmer with impeccable Nationalist credentials. Tom was educated at Clongowes Wood
College in Co Kildare, a leading Catholic institution
established to cater for the future middle-class leadership of Ireland. He excelled in his studies, gained a
love of literature and an intolerance of ascendancy
that was to inform his politics in later life, which
were strictly Nationalist and non-extremist.
In contrast to Kettle’s privileged upbringing,
Francis Ledwidge’s origins belonged to the poor
rural working class. He was born into a humble
Slane family in 1887, the son of a farm labourer
whose early death in 1892 left nine young children
unsupported. In order to rear her family, Francis’s
mother took to the fields as a labourer, showing the
strength of character and heroism later displayed by
her son. Francis attended the local school where his
promise as a lyricist soon became evident: not for
him, however, the privilege of a secondary education, he left school at 14 to work in the fields.
By that time Tom Kettle was about to graduate
from university where he had distinguished himself
as a promising intellectual and an outstanding orator. Among his contemporaries at university were
students who would have an impact on Irish political
and cultural life such as Hugh Kennedy, the first
Chief Justice of the new state; George Clancy, who
as Lord Mayor of Limerick was murdered by British
forces in 1921; and the literary genius James Joyce,
whose Finnegan’s Wake contains the cryptic reference: “ the high priest’s hieroglyph of Kettletom”.
In 1903 Kettle entered Kings Inns to train as a
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Among his contemporaries at university were students
who would have an
impact on Irish
political and cultural life such as Hugh
Kennedy, the first
Chief Justice of the
new state; George
Clancy, who as Lord
Mayor of Limerick
was murdered by
British forces in
1921; and the literary genius James
Joyce, whose
Finnegan’s Wake
contains the cryptic
reference: “ the
high priest’s
hieroglyph of
Kettletom”.

barrister. By that time he was developing as a mature,
charming and popular figure destined to play a role in
his country’s future. As a prominent member of the
Irish Parliamentary Party he was among the emerging
Catholic leadership who sought to assume control
over their country’s destiny and replace the ascendancy elite, who had been in decline throughout the
nineteenth century
For Francis Ledwidge, that ascendancy class was
symbolised in his native village by the Marquis of
Conyngham’s parklands, Slane Castle and the Big
House at Beaupark. For him and others, these were
not necessarily symbols of oppression; indeed
Ledwidge himself was to be grateful for the munificence of one of their number, Lord Dunsany, whose
seat was just a few miles away at Dunsany Castle.

Above: Tom Kettle in repose.
Right (l-r): Vincent Clarke, Fellx
Hackett, T M Kettle. Bottom:
Will Dawson, J M O’Sullivan,
Hugh Kennedy, Charles
McGarry, James Murnaghan
and C P Curran.
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Above:
Ledwidge’s grave in Boesinghe
Cemetery.
Right:
Thomas Ledwidge in Mudros
(after Gallipoli), November 1915.
Bottom Right:
Plaque erected in Slane, Co
Meath in Ledwidge’s memory.

Lament for
Thomas MacDonagh
By Francis Ledwidge
He shall not hear the bittern cry
In the wild sky, where he is lain,
Nor voices of the sweeter birds,
Above the wailing of the rain.
Nor shall he know when loud
March blows
Thro’ slanting snows her fanfare
shrill,
Blowing to flame the golden cup
Of many an upset daffodil.
But when the Dark Cow leaves
the moor,
And pastures poor with greedy
weeds,
Perhaps he’ll hear her low at
morn,
Lifting her horn in pleasant
meads.
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On the other side of the village lay the Boyne battlefield and the megalithic tombs at Newgrange,
Knowth and Dowth that stood in mute testimony to
an older more native culture. This physical landscape
represented both Gaelic and Catholic Ireland, which
was reflected in the conflicting cultural and political
energies of Ireland at the time.
When Ledwidge left school in 1901 the cultural
energies were as much in evidence as the political. The
political dynamism, which characterised the 1880s
when the Irish Party was dominated by the towering
figure of Charles Stewart Parnell, ended with Parnell’s
death in 1891. The promise of a limited form of selfgovernment for Ireland failed with the defeat of the
first Home Rule bill in the House of Commons in 1886
and, though the desire for self-determination
remained, Parnell’s death and the subsequent split in
the Irish Party left a political vacuum in which cultural
nationalism thrived. This was represented by many disparate groups, such as the Gaelic Athletic
Association, the Gaelic League, and many smaller
groups, whose aims were the restoration of Irish
games and pastimes and the revival of the Irish language.
Alongside the cultural movements were political
organisations such as the United Irish League, the
Ancient Order of Hibernians and the emerging
Labour movement. They aspired towards the deAnglicisation of Ireland and promoted the rejection
of English values, which were seen as vulgar alongside the purer traditional Gaelic values. Their nationalism was heavily weighted towards Catholicism but
was not yet coloured by separatism or extremist in
nature. It represented a desire for self-determination
but not necessarily through a break with England as
even Cumann na nGaedhal, later to become Sinn
Féin, was disposed towards autonomy under the
Crown. All of the Nationalist fringe groups used the
Sinn Féin banner to express their aspirations and
while some had militant tendencies, up to 1910 they
were still bathed in the ideal of a Celtic, Catholic
Ireland. However, they were awash with anti-British
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sentiments, which later were to culminate in the 1916
Rising and the violent separatism of 1919-1921.
Throughout the first decade of the century,
Ledwidge’s development from youth to manhood typified the lack of opportunity available to the rural
poor as he progressed through a series of uninspiring occupations from farm labourer to apprentice
shopkeeper to road worker. He was, however, sustained by his love of nature and the countryside and
through his poetry was elevated above the dull
monotony of the Irish provincial life.
In contrast, Kettle’s development was marked by
success. He was called to the Bar in 1906 and his
prominence in the United Irish League led to an invitation from John Redmond, leader of the re-united
Irish Parliamentary Party, to stand for election the
same year. He was elected MP for East Tyrone and
soon impressed in the Commons as a speaker of
great wit and erudition. He spoke passionately on
Ireland’s behalf and was a tireless campaigner for
Home Rule. He later said he was never happy in politics but fought to retain his seat in the General
Election of 1910 out of sense of duty rather than
desire. When Parliament was dissolved later that
year he did not re-contest. It was this election that
proved a turning point in Ireland’s quest for Home
Rule, as the result saw the Irish Party hold the balance of power that paved the way for the introduction
of the 1912 Home Rule Bill by the Liberal Government.
This would allow Ireland a limited form of self-rule
within the British Empire and while the proposal was
acceptable to the majority of Irish Nationalists, it was
not acceptable to the Ulster Unionists.
The Bill was defeated in the House of Lords in
1913 as the British Tory Party, backed by powerful
supporters, put their considerable weight behind
Unionist extremism under Carson and Craig. It was
finally passed in May 1914 and though the question of
Ulster was to yet to be resolved, the partition of
Ireland was implicitly accepted.
When World War One broke out in September
1914 the Bill was shelved, but the war and its implications were to ensure that it would never be resurrected, as by the time it ended a mood of benign
Nationalism had transformed into one of violent separatism in which things, in the words of Yeats were
‘All changed, changed utterly
A terrible beauty is born’
When the war broke out Redmond offered the
services of the Volunteers to defend Ireland, but a
short time later, in a momentous speech at
Woodenbridge, he called on them to serve “wherever
the firing line extends”. This split the Volunteers: the
majority sided with Redmond but it left a rump that
contained the extremists who would foment the crisis
of 1916 and change the course of Irish history.■

(Part Two, next month, continues with the Great War
and the Easter Rising and the effect these two momentous events had on Kettle and Ledwidge.)
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The Stone
SENTINEL

bed for 15 nights. Later that evening we met two
other expeditions returning from Aconcagua, both
of which had been unsuccessful. They had encountered very poor weather and had been forced off
the mountain.
We walked 42kms over the next three days
through the beautiful Vacas and Relinchos valleys,
meandering through spectacular high-desert
scenery surrounded by 21,000ft peaks. The walking
was easy as we were only carrying daypacks; our
equipment was being carried as far as base camp
by mules driven by Arrieros - hardworking men
with a wonderful sense of humour who are responsible for mule transport in the high valleys.
When we finally arrived at base camp at 13,000ft
on December 21st the effects of altitude were
starting to show: it was harder to breathe and we
had to carry out our tasks more slowly than usual. I
had a splitting headache, but after sitting down for
half-an-hour, slowly drinking a litre-and-a-half of
water and taking in the spectacular scenery my
headache passed and I conjured up enough energy
to pitch my tent on the rocky ground.
The following day was a rest day, which allowed
our bodies time to acclimatise to the thin air
before we began our assault on the
mountain proper.
Acclimatisation is perhaps the most
important

ADVENTURE SPORT

arly on the morning of December 14th 2005 myself
and three climbing colleagues left Dublin Airport
bound for Mendoza in Argentina in an attempt to
climb Aconcagua. Mendoza is a bustling, relatively modern city of over one million inhabitants. From
the city centre the snow capped Andes are clearly
visible, though not Aconcagua, which is blocked by a
range of intermediate mountains. We spent two
nights in Mendoza making final preparations for our
assault on the mighty mountain. On our second night
we met six other climbers from Belgium, England,
Australia and America who would climb with us over
the next 18 days on Aconcagua. We also met our
guide for the expedition, Everest veteran Tom
Torkelson, from Jackson Hole in the United States.
The next morning we headed for Los Penitentes,
a small mountain town near the Chile/Argentina border that is the most popular staging post for
attempts on Aconcagua.
This was to be our
last night in a
comfortable

Aconcagua is a mountain located in
the heart of the Argentine-Chilean
Central Andes. At 22,834 feet it is
the highest mountain in the world
outside Asia, and the highest point
in the Western Hemisphere. It is a
phenomenal mountain whose icecovered, gigantic rockfaces
aptly reflect its native Inca name,
Ackon Cahuak (Stone Sentinel).

By Capt Neil Deegan
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Our attempt on
Aconcagua was
based on the traditional strategy of
‘climb high sleep
low’. We would
establish four
camps on the
mountain, spending two nights in
each camp. Then
from the fourth
camp (high camp)
we would make
our final push for
the summit.
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element in a successful expedition on such a high
mountain. The longer spent acclimatising, the less
chance of suffering from altitude sickness, a debilitating, and potentially fatal, condition that includes
headache, nausea, loss of appetite, dizziness, insomnia, vomiting, fatigue and shortness of breath among
its symptoms.
We spent the rest day relaxing and preparing
equipment for the next day. In the afternoon we
donned our crampons for the first time and tested
them on a moderate slope. That evening we gathered
in the mess tent for dinner and exchanged climbing
stories. Going to bed that night spirits were high in
anticipation of our first carry up the mountain.
Our attempt on Aconcagua was based on the traditional strategy of ‘climb high sleep low’. We would
establish four camps on the mountain, spending two
nights in each camp. Then from the fourth camp (high
camp) we would make our final push for the summit.
On December 23rd we left base camp with equipment and supplies to cache at Camp One (16,300ft).
On average we each carried 25-30kgs of food, gas and
camping equipment. When we arrived at Camp One
the summit was in sight. It looked so close from
where we were standing, but we knew that a lot of
hard work and determination was going to be
required if we were to reach our final objective.
Once again I had a splitting headache. If I was getting headaches at the lower camps what was I going
to like at the higher camps? After caching the provisions and equipment we began the descent back
down to base camp. Back in the mess tent later I was
relieved to discover I wasn’t the only one who had
experienced headaches during the day.
We had successfully completed our first day proper on the mountain and everyone felt pretty tired.
After sunset the temperatures dropped below freezing and our warm, down sleeping bags beckoned.
The next morning we were greeted with blue skies
and excellent climbing conditions. From the previous
day I knew exactly what to expect. I was conscious of
getting another headache and decided to take my
time. If I was last into camp I didn’t care, I wanted to
test my body and try to avoid that thumping headache.
The route to Camp One involved crossing a large
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penitentes field. A particular feature of the region,
penitentes are ice spikes ranging in size from a few
centimetres to as high as four metres. They are
formed by very cold winds and form in a linear pattern with about half-a-metre between each spike.
They are wonderful to photograph and add to the
beauty of the mountain but present a formidable barrier to the climber. I arrived into Camp One at around
1500hrs, again with a thumping headache!
The wind was blowing a gale and I knew the tents
had to be erected as soon as possible for shelter.
Anything that was left on the ground without a rock
on it would be blown off the mountain. Trying to
focus on the task in hand with a severe headache, in
gale force conditions, proved extremely difficult.
However, after erecting the tents and drinking some
water my headache started to dissipate. It was
Christmas Eve and during our first night at Camp
One everyone was in their sleeping bags by 2000hrs.
I remember having sleepless nights as a child in
expectation of the arrival of Father Christmas. This
Christmas Eve was to prove no different, but without
the white-haired gentleman. I awoke on Christmas
morning having not had a solitary wink of sleep due to
the altitude. I knew this Christmas Day was going to
be a challenge!
The climb to Camp Two brought us over several
penitentes fields, but none as high as the fields we
negotiated getting to Camp One. The pace was
extremely slow as we were using the ‘rest step’ technique, which involves pausing for a split second
between steps. This aided our bodies’ acclimatisation and I arrived into Camp Two (17,500ft) in the
early afternoon without a headache.
We cached our gear before descending back to
Camp One for the night. The descent offered wonderful views of the Relinchos Valley and when we
arrived back in camp we feasted on a Christmas dinner of processed turkey and instant potatoes…delicious after a hard day’s work! Small gifts were
exchanged and phone calls to home via satellite
phone were made to friends and family.
The following day we moved to camp two. It was
becoming noticeably easier to move to a higher elevation having been at that height the previous day.
The acclimatisation seemed to be working. The drill
when arriving at camp was becoming
routine. Tents were erected, ice was
melted for drinking water, food was
cooked, lavatory areas were identified (normally under a pile of
rocks) and all with a minimal
amount of fuss.
The next morning we set out
with our load for Camp Three
(19,200ft) moving in single file
using the robotic, rest step.
Dehydration occurs more
quickly at altitude and it
was becoming increasingly
more important to consume the correct amount
of water as we gained
elevation.
The route consisted of a long open traverse along the
northern slopes of
the mountain. I
climbed with big
Stuart, a 6’5”
Australian, for
most of the

way down. We shared some water with them before
they descended down the mountain to a lower camp.
The next morning we set out heavily loaded as the
wind blew hard in our faces and the temperature
dropped noticeably. At around 1500hrs we reached
Camp Four, a desolate, barren mountain camp, swept
by strong winds and low temperatures. It was becoming increasing harder to function due to the lack of
oxygen at this altitude.
Despite being surrounded by less than comfortable conditions it was time to start preparing mentally and physically as the summit push was now only
hours away.
Breakfast was set for 0330hrs the following morning and I couldn’t believe it when I heard the wake-up
call: it felt like I had only zipped up my sleeping bad
and already I was zipping it down again. At 0500hrs,
resembling men in space suits, we began our summit
attempt up the still dark north-western slopes. No
words were spoken and all that could be seen was the
flicker of 13 white lights leaving high camp for the top
of the Andes. I realised that to have a good chance of
making the summit I needed to be out in front of the
group. If anyone fell behind on this final push they
might never catch up.
As the sun started to rise, the huge shadow of
Aconcagua was cast over the Andes. It was the
biggest shadow I’ve ever seen. After a couple of
hours’ hard slog we stopped at a very small ruined
hut called ‘Independencia’. Everyone sat down and
drank some water, but not a single word was spoken.
The next section was very exposed and the wind
was unrelenting. There was very little snow and our
greatest fear was soon realised. The Caneleta, a
1,200ft gully that leads to the top of a short traverse
before the summit, is usually filled with snow in
December/January and ‘snow steps’ can be kicked
into the snow all the way to the top of the gully. But
when we reached the bottom of the gully there was
hardly any snow. To classify the Canaleta without its
snow as a ‘slag heap’ is perhaps disingenuous, but
most apt. The mixture of loose sand and gravel is
frustrating as with every two steps taken you slide
back one. Five of our group had already turned back
at this stage, mainly due to altitude-related problems. One had symptoms of cerebral oedema and he
was short-roped and quickly descended off the
mountain.
The Canaleta was to prove the hardest part of the
climb. It took two-and-a-half hours to negotiate the
gully before reaching the short traverse. From the traverse we could now clearly see the summit.
The South face that had eluded us for so long now
appeared in all her glory and I knew I was going to
make it to the top. All pain temporarily disappeared
from my body over the last few steps to the summit.
As I reached the summit at 22,834ft I was presented
with a spectacular 360o view of the highest mountains
in the Andes. Snow-capped peaks that had looked so
high when we started were now dwarfed by the summit where we stood. The view wasn’t to last very long
though as the forecasted weather closed in after only
three or four minutes on the summit. Very quickly it
began to snow. We had made the right decision by
going for the summit a day early.
We spent the next three days descending off the
mountain back to the road. Back in the hotel in Los
Penetentes a few days later we celebrated with a huge
meal and partied into the early hours of the morning!■
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day, once again staying towards the back of the
group. Stuart and I had a similar pace and took turns
pacing each other and offering encouragement. Most
of the time we walked in silence as a screaming wind
was blowing down off the mountain, howling past us
at a rate of knots!
Five hours later we reached Camp Three, which
was sheltered sufficiently for us to just about hear
each other without having to shout. I felt absolutely
knackered and just wanted to sit down. At least I
could relax for around 30 minutes before we began
our descent.
The pace back to Camp Two was faster than any
of our previous descents and one of the Irish
climbers, Eamonn, shuffled back down in a record
one hour!
My appetite that night was quite poor, but I knew I
had to get something down. At that stage I never
wanted to see a power bar or cereal bar again! I
couldn’t get to sleep either that night and knew that I
was going to suffer the next day.
Day 11 on the mountain started with normal camp
routine; breakfast followed by the consumption of as
much liquid as possible. Each climber conducted his
own urine test to ensure hits urine was clear and
that his body was satisfactorily hydrated, before
commencing the day’s climb. Soon after breakfast
we left for Camp Three, where we arrived a little
quicker than the previous day.
The following day was designated a rest day and
we had breakfast a little later than usual. The day
was focused on rest and recovery but an important
discussion took place over breakfast that was to
result in us trying for the summit a day earlier than
anticipated. A weather forecast from Chile indicated
that the weather was due to change over the next 48
hours due to a front moving in from the west. As our
plan stood we were to carry a load to Camp Four
(19,400ft), return the same day, and move to Camp
Four the following day. Tom suggested that because
of the weather looming in the west, it would be better
to move to Camp Four in one carry and summit the
following day.
The group was divided on his plan but after an
hour of open discussion we agreed to leave Camp
Three the following morning and attempt the summit
a day earlier on New Year’s Eve. The pressure was on!
That evening four French climbers wandered into
our camp looking tired and bewildered. They had
failed on their summit attempt and got lost on the

If you would like further information on climbing
Aconcagua you can contact the author at
neil.deegan@defenceforces.ie
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However, Con’s enthusiasm and flair for writing prevailed and during his tenure the magazine saw a
resurgence that allowed it to become the respected,
professional publication that it is today.
Con Costello joined the Defence Forces in the
lean, mean post-Emergency years, enlisting in 1949.
After surviving the arduous two-year cadetship of
the time was posted to the General Training Depot in
the Curragh. Thus began Kerry-born Con’s enduring
love affair with County Kildare, and particularly with
the Curragh, a place that he recorded with great
detail and great affection in his book A Most
Delightful Station: The British Army in the Curragh
of Kildare, published in 1996.
As a young lieutenant in 1956 Con was posted to
the newly established Army Apprentice School in
Devoy Bks in Naas, where he became the platoon
commander of the first ever intake of army apprentices. It is very poignant that one of Con’s last acts
was recording a speech for the 50th anniversary
reunion of that first class, which was held just over a
week after he died.
It was during his time in the AAS that Con met
and married his wife Maeve Fitzimons an artist who
was helping to produce a Christmas card for the
School. Con and Maeve built their house, ‘Tullig’
(named in honour of Con’s mother’s townland in
Kerry), in Naas and have lived there ever since.
Two of Con’s greatest passions in life were history and writing and he managed to combine the two to
great affect over the years. In addition to editing An
Cosantóir he also wrote numerous articles for the
t was with great sadness that I learned of the death magazine on subjects ranging from ‘Historic
of Lt Col Con Costello on October 6th at the age of Recruiting Posters’ and ‘Military Life In The 16th
77. Lt Col Costello was editor of An Cosantóir from Century’ to ‘Mohammed’s Jihad And The Course Of
September 1971 until July 1980. At the time he took Muslim Warfare’. Con also wrote numerous very well
received historical books and a series called
over the reins of the magazine Con was a captain
serving in the QMG’s Branch and the task facing him ‘Looking Back’ for the Leinster Leader newspaper
that ran to over 1,250 articles.
should not be underestimated. An Cosantóir at that
Con joined the County Kildare Archaeological
time was in the doldrums, readership was at a low
Society
in 1960 and edited the Society’s journal for the
ebb and there was a case being strongly argued for
discontinuing production of the magazine, which had next 25 years. He later served a five-year term as presbegan life in 1940 and had been the sole official mag- ident of the Society who subsequently recognised his
sterling contribution when they awarded him the Lord
azine of the Defence Forces since the mid-1940s.
Walter Fitzgerald Prize for Research in 2002.
Notwithstanding such an amount of activities and
commitments Con also found time to be involved
with the Kildare County Council Historical
Monuments Committee, and was serving as chairman of that organisation at the time of his death. He
was also a long-time member of the Castletown
Foundation and in 2000 was appointed for a five-year
term to the Heritage Council.
As well as being a prolific writer and an authoritative and erudite historian I found Con Costello on the
few occasions I met him to be a very warm, cordial
and helpful person with a droll sense of humour.
Following the publication of his book on the
Curragh in 1996 I interviewed him in his house on the
Dublin Road on the outskirts of Naas. Typical of the
man, when I asked him about his role in turning
around the fortunes of An Cosantóir he immediately
brought up the part played at the time by Sgt Noel
White, “without whom” he told me “there might well
be no An Cosantóir today”.
When I asked him if he would ever see himself
moving out of Naas he smiled at me and said: “It was,
and still is, my intention to stay in the house until
such time as I move next door.” I was momentarily
puzzled by this until I remembered that his house
was built beside Naas graveyard. Con was, as ever,
true to his word.
Ar dheis Dé go raibh a anam dílis.■
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Photos taken from
An Cosantóir 1996.
Top: Among those wo attended the launch of “A Most
Delightful Station” were:
Elizabeth Connelly
(Secretary, Kildare
Archaeological Society),
Major John De Burgh (Retd),
Mrs Maeve Costello, and Dr
Con Costello, the author.
Centre: Dr Con Costello (left)
photographed with his publisher Mr Con Collins and
Assistant Chief of Staff, Brig
Gen Patrick Nowlan. Photo:
Pte Ger Roche.
Bottom: Former Chief of Staff
Lt Gen Gerry McMahon with
Lt Col Con Costello at the
launch.

Lt Col Con Costello RIP

By Terry McLaughlin
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