CLONDUFF VISIT ARAS AN UACHTARAIN

Clonduff Club Chairman Brendan Murray, Niall Rafferty, Paul Kelly and Marie Walls travelled to Aras an Uachtarain on Tuesday 5 July.  The club were invited to the Garden Party as part of the Rural Initiative for Older men to acknowledge the work being done by the club for its older members.  The initiative was the brainchild of the President who approached the GAA for help to do something to attract older men who had little or no social outlet.  Several clubs throughout Ireland were asked to pilot the initiative, Clonduff being one of two Down clubs, An Riocht the other.
On arrival delegates were brought to the exhibition centre in the Aras where various artefacts were on display.  The Presidential Bentley, the medal given to those who reach their 100th birthday and the spade used by Pope John Paul to plant a tree in the grounds,.  Each dignatory who visits the Aras plants a tree and delegates could see the trees recently planted by Queen Elizabeth and President Obama. The President then met all the clubs individually in her reception room and each club were asked to introduce themselves.  Needless to say Mary Mc Aleese and her husband Senator Martin Mc Aleese needed no explanation as to where Clonduff was.  An official photograph of the club delegates with the President and her husband was then taken.  Delegates proceeded to the front lawn where they were entertained by the Garda band.  As delegates moved through the garden to the refreshments area several well known faces appeared none other than Micheal O Muircheartaigh who was Master of Cermonies for the day.  Introductions over and Micheal quite happily posed for more photographs.  High tea was served then, an array of the most delicately made sandwiches, buns, pastries, biscuits, cocktail sausages etc.  During high tea more familiar faces appeared and Kilkenny hurling hero Eddie Kerr chatted with delegates and posed for photographs as well.  It was indeed a pleasure to be in such company.  
Following the refreshments it was back to the garden for a complimentary drink or two before being invited into the marquee for the entertainment.  Delegates heard soprano Niamh Mulligan from Dundalk sing songs from the musicals and a beautiful ballad called the Fairytales of Ireland.  Niamh was followed by the legendary Paddy Cole who didn’t want to be reminded how many years it was since he played his saxophone in Hilltown when we spoke to him earlier.  Paddy was and still is simply superb and everyone enjoyed his rendition of the old blues songs he is famous for.  The craic, jokes and banter between Paddy and Micheal O Muircheartaigh was great.  Following Paddy a traditional Irish group entertained the delegates and two of its youngest members also gave an exhibition of sean nos dancing.  Next it was the turn of the Garda band and that was also a delight. 
Mary Mc Aleese and her husband arrived on the dot of 4 pm and spoke very highly of the work being done by the GAA and the clubs to endear older men into social activities.  Her wit, charm and humour were all in abundance and following her address to delegates she sat down with the GAA officialdom (Christy Cooney and Paudric Duffy) to enjoy the artists who all performed again.  Micheal O Muircheartaigh in making reference to the end of her Presidential term in November summed up the President by saying that “we may get as good but not any better”.
Following the President’s departure delegates mingled again and friendships on and off the pitch were renewed, games debated and scores settled.  Cork footballer Noel O Leary and Waterford hurler Tony Browne mingled with delegates posing for photographs when required.  More refreshments were available and indeed one could have stayed much longer, there was no final whistle and no staff moving people on.  Delegates then had the option of taking a guided tour of the house.  The tour was very interesting and brought to life things we see and hear about on our TVs but only get a rare opportunity to actually witness in real life.  It was very obvious from the tour guides that they will miss Mary Mc Aleese when she leaves.  On leaving the Aras each delegate received a book outlining the history of the house, a photograph of Mary Mc Aleese and a beautifully presented box of Irish chocolates.  Clonduff’s delegates were honoured to be there and will have many happy memories of their day in Aras an Uachtarain.

