WHENEVER AND WHEWEVER an Irish inter-
national team plays chances are that among the
crowd will be card-carrving members of the Lon-
don branch of the Republic of Ireland Soccer Sup-
porters Club (RISSC).

Whether it is the under 16 team playing a friend-
ly in Holland, the under 19 squad involved a qual-
ifying tournament in Malta or the Senior inside in
action at a major finals, the boys and girls, men and
women from London will be there, 'I his week

Ireds of their bers will d d on Dublin
by plane and ferry to cheer on Ireland in the cru-
cial World Cup qualifier against France at Lans-
downe Road and they'll be on the road again next
month for the away trip to Cyprus quickly fol-
lowed by the home game against Switzerland.

Many of the club’s 580 members were born and
bred in Ireland and moved to England in search of
work or to study at college. But a growing number
are first and second generation Irish whose lifelong
devotion to the boys in green has been fuelled by
their parents and relations. They may have English
accents but their blood is emerald green.

“It is about 90 per cent male, 10 per cent female
and we have people who were registered at birth
as members while others are well into their sev-
enties,” reports secretary Declan Finnegan.

“We have got first generation, second generation,
people who are Irish by marriage and even one or
two with spurious Irish connections. It isa non-sec-
tarian club and as long as they are supporters of
Irish football they are welcome irrespective of
their background or nationality” Club chairman
Stephen Harte says that the club also provides a very
important social function for the Irish communi-
ty in London and south-east England.

“Members have different reasons for being in the
club but the hardeore of the people here in London,
the people who attend our meetings, will average
from 60 to over 100, They would see our meetings
as a social function, an opportunity to go out and
meet, chat and have a drink with like-minded peo-
pler

Last October saw the club celebrate its 20th
anniversary with a gala dinner in the London
Irish Centre in Camden Town at which Ireland team
manager Brian Kerr was the guest of honour and
he made presentations to those members who
have 20 years of unbroken service,

Kerr is Honorary President of the club following
a line that has included his assistant manager
Chris Hughton and the current Ireland skipper
Kenny Cunningham. Up until Kerr’s appointment
the policy had been to have an Irish player based
in London as Honorary President, but following
Cunningham’s transfer from Wimbledon to Birm-
ingham City it was decided to change this and Kerr
is the first non-London based person to hold this
position.

Meetings are held every month and after spend-
ing the previous 20 years gathering in corners of
pubs like the Prince of Wales in Harrow and
MeGoverns of Kilburn the club moved earlier this
year to the new Crown Moran's Hotel in Crickle-
wookd where they have the use of a proper meeting
room to conduct their business.

It's all a far ery from 1984 when a young Irishman
living in London wrote to the frish Post announc-
ing he was holding a meeting to start up a supporters
club for Irish fans living in the English capital,

Lappin, a native of Sligo who lived in Scotstown,
Co Monaghan, for a while and went to boarding
sthool in St Mel's College, Longford, was only 22
years-old but he had been in London since 1973 and
was an avid Arsenal fan. A member of their travel
club he followed the Gunners everywhere,

I also followed Ireland home and away and
used to meet other supporters at King's Cross Sta-
tion when we would heading to Dublin, Holland,
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Lasi Octuber Republlc of Ireland manager Brian Kerr was the guest of
honour at the 20th anniversary celebrations of the London Branch of the
Republic of Ireland Soccer Supporters Club. Tomorrow hundreds of the
members will be in Lansdowne Road for the crucial World Cup qualifier
against France. Many may have English accents but their blood is emerald
green.

reports

France or Belgium to support the team.”

Owver 70 people turned up at the meeting which
was held in the upstairs room of a pub near War-
ren St tube station and the London branch of the
Republic of Ireland Soceer Supporters Club was
horn.

“Susin Dunne who was living in Potters Barn
became the first secretary and Tom Gately was
treasurer,” recalled Lappin who also has fond
memories of a future chairman, Tony Booth, from
that first meeting.

“Tony Booth was at the first meeting. He was a
schoolteacher in Bethnal Green and was extreme-
Iy eloquent. I remember Nigel Doherty saying to me
“that hig bloke seems to be over-educated! “We were
so fortunate that we had a really strong core of foot-
ball supporters and good games to go to, We were
also fortunate that we had a good organisation and
peaple who were prepared to work hard for the club
and go on the various committees.”

They started coach trips to international games
and as word spread the membership grew until it
peaked at 650 at the time of the 1994 World Cup
finals in America. Such was their organisational
ability that they were once called upon to ferry FAI
officials to Portsmouth for an under 21 game
against England.

"We had a 52 seater coach going to Portmouth
and we took Peader O'Driscoll, Charlie Walsh and
other FAI officials with us to the game. Somebody
asked who were they and I replied that they were
new members, They didn't pay for their seats but
Peader O'Driscoll never forgot itwhich was handy
when ['went to him leoking for tickets for our mem-
bers,” recalled Lappin. For Euro '88 the club organ-

ised three coaches to take their members to Ger-
many and ferry them up and down the autobahns
to Stuttgart, Hanover and Gelsenkirchen. Acord-
ing to Lappin, they had such a good time that they
had to persuade the hotels they were staying in to
make breakfast available until mid-day.

“Being part of a major finals for the first time ever
was a fantastic experience and I will never forget
it," says Lappin. “1 remember something Con Houli-
han wrote at the time and | think it d up that

officiated at a game between two London based sup-

G&rry Lappln. founder porters’ clubs, one of which was Glasgow Rangers.
and first Chairman of One Rangers' player questioned a decision, calling
the London branch of him “an Irish catholic’ to which Tony promptly

the RISSC, Brian
Kerr, Chris Hughton
and Stephen Harte,
the current

retorted: "Irish yes, but I'm a Protestant like vou,
50 just get on with the bloody game!'

It was while in Cyprus for the 1998 under 18 Euro-
pean Championship that Tony first became ill.

Chalrman at the 20th Initially a Kidney problem was suspected before

tournament perfectly. He wrote: "When a man
comes thirsty out of the desert it is unlikely he will

sary dinner.
Photo by Malcolm
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complain about the first drink he is offered”

Tony Booth became chairman in 1985, the year
after the club was founded, and held that post until
January 2002 when hie died, at the age of 48, after
along illness. While Lappin provided the inspira-
tion, it was Booth who helped to grow the club and
firmly establish it as a focus for Irish football fans
in London and south-east England.

Born in London of an Anglo-Irish background
(his mother was from Kerry, his father was born in
India of Irish parents), Booth was the engine at the
heart of the Supporters Club, having been chairman
since 1985, His tenure helped it become the focus
for Irish soceer fans in London and south-east
England. A former teacher, his leadership, patience
and charm forged the clubs stature amongst the
London Irish community and his warm personal-
ity help build strong links with the FAI in Dublin.

He was also the face and voice of the club on tel-
evision and radio and took every oppartunity to pro-
mote the club, Members still recall the evening he
famously engaged in a heated debate about the
“granny rule’ with the former MP, David Mellor, on
BBC Radio 5.

He was also a Sunday League referee and once
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eventually myloma was diagnosed. Even while
undergoing treatment and despite feeling easily
exhausted, Booth continued to play an active role
in the affairs of the Supporters Club and still fol-
lowed Ireland.

During the 2002 World Cup qualification cam-
paign, he attended every under 21 and senior inter-
national, home and away, and despite being clearly
unwell, he was at Lansdowne Road to see the first
leg of the play-off against Iran. When he returned
to London he was admitted to hospital, but incred-
ibly, two days later he discharged himself five
hours before flying out to Tehran with his colleagues
from the London Supporters Club.

Despite being in immense p: he courageous-
Iy took his place in the Azadi Stadium to see Ireland
qualify for the World Cup finals. On his return to
London, he was readmitted to hospital for the last
time and died the following January,

His successor as chairman was Stephen Harte
and he has nothing but praise for the work which
Booth did for the club,

“In organisations like this, which are voluntary
organisations, it usually falls, and certainly 15 to 20
years ago this was the case, to one individual who
is brave enough and prepared to get his hands dirty.
Tony Booth was the man who was prepared to do
that. He took it on board and did a tremendous
amount of work for the club.

“He kept the club going and probably worked too
hard. It may not have helped his health, to be
honest, he may hitve put too much into it. His pass-
ing obviously had an impact because every one in
the club knew and respected Tony. Certainly on a
personal level his departure was a loss”

Harte who was born in Drumecliffe, Co Sligo,
undet the shadow of Ben Bulben, grew up sup-
porting Sligo Rovers and was travelling to soccer
matches from an early age. At 10 he was taken by
boat from Derry to Glasgow to see an Old Firm
derby between Celtic and Rangers and in 1966 he
went to every one of the World Cup games staged
in London including the final between England and
West Germany, His family eventually emigrated to

£R: Brian Kerr gets a RISSC Life Membership award
from Gerry Lappin
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