
way it's hard to pick out details, but
I'll try to outline some of the activities
and share comments from NCC
members.

The Active Life

With events ranging from several 12
and 6/7-a-side matches (both NCC v.
Skye and mixed sides) to a ceilidh,
cultural presentation and a shinty-
hurling match there was a lot of activity
during the two-week visit. And this
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2009: A Year of Action!
What a year we have had! Northern California Camanachd (NCC) kept ourselves
very busy from Hogmanay through to the autumn. Beginning with a New Year’s
Day Beach match, moving on to a second Sixes League season, later appearances
at several local Highland Games, and finally featuring a visit from Scottish shinty
club Skye Camanachd, the last 12 months have been thrilling on many levels.
We are already looking towards the club’s tenth year and planning many exciting
events for 2010, but first we should catch up on the last year. Details of all our
2009 adventures follow... I think it is safe to say that shinty has found a home
away from home in Northern California!

OK, so there have not been quarterly newsletters over the last 12
months... instead we have a sort of 2009 yearbook in this oversized
edition of The Hail. There are a number of great events to report on
and some fantastic contributions as well. Hopefully 2010 will see more
frequent newsletters, and your contributions and ideas will help to
make this hope a reality! If you've been itching to jot down your thoughts
about shinty, to doodle a camanachd cartoon, or see your favorite shinty
photo in print please drop me an email - info@norcalshinty.com. This
is your window on the world of shinty in California and the US.              

By Michael Bentley

Our largest project for 2009, perhaps
the largest Northern California
Camanachd venture thus far, was
hosting Skye Camanachd in late
August and early September. During
their two week visit we jointly staged
a number of special events in addition
to participating in the Pleasanton
Games. It was a fantastic two weeks
and I think we all got something out
of the exchange. With so many great
memories and high points along the continued on page 8 continued on page 4

HOGMANAY ON
THE LEFT COAST

Northern California Camanachd
welcomed in 2009 with a nod to
tradition – a Hogmanay Match. We
returned to Poplar Beach in Half Moon
Bay for the second year and while not
an ideal surface – too much fluffy sand
and not enough hard-packed surface –
it proved to be an enjoyable location,
blessed with sun and a nearby pub!   

“It was clear that the Sun Gods were
shining on our match,” player Colleen
McAvoy observed. “Driving from pea-
soup fog at home didn't bode well for
the weather on the coast. But to my
surprise, about 5 miles from Half Moon
Bay the clouds evaporated, the sky was
blue and the sun was glorious!”      

The match began in earnest shortly
after noon, and within a few minutes
the ball had gotten so completely
buried by the scrum that the teams
had to stop and dig it out.

“I loved it when the ball was so totally
lost that half-a-dozen players were
digging like dogs, and we still didn't
find it right away,” Colleen laughed.
“I also loved that usually reliable
dribblers could be stolen from, because
even they could not reliably strike the
ball on the sand.”

The beach did provide a serious
challenge, trumping all our other
surfaces for difficulty. It also provided
some serious conditioning for our
holiday-weakened legs.

“I wasn't sure what to expect from

Skye, Blue & Gold
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2009 – The Year In Scottish Shinty
Writer Kenneth Stephen gives us an overview from the Highlands
As the 2009 Shinty season draws to a
close in Scotland, it is pleasant to
observe a campaign of great reform
happening on the field rather than off it.
In recent times, the major debates has
been political; confidence votes in the
Board, for example. Gladly, season
2009 will be remembered for the things
we are all passionate about – the game.
Indeed, only the Scottish weather and
the fact that we are still likely to be
playing 'summer Shinty' well into
November remains constant. The
ruling Camanachd Assocation are
persistently blamed but weather is
weather and, in Scotland, it is
unpredictable. Four seasons in one
day. If there were more, we would
have them. Emerging through the
clouds this season, the renaissance of
some sleeping giants have stirred the
imagination.
The south of the country contains
some puzzling conundrums. On one
hand this season we have seen the
revival of Kyles – former bastions of
the sport.
This young Kyles side – most are in
their early 20s – are entertaining, fast,
creative and, on occasions, equally as
likely to implode as excel. Yet that is
why Shinty has taken them to their
hearts this season. They are a team in
evolution but one which will, almost
certainly, do what they just failed to
do this term – win the Camanachd
Cup. Then we have the enigma which

is Inveraray. Two Cup wins – the
Glasgow Celtic Society and the
Macaulay (beating Kingussie in that
final, no less) yet a flirtation with
Premier League relegation. The ability
to field a consistent side has always
dictated fortunes in this sparsely
populated but beautiful corner of
Argyll. If manager Davie Macpherson
had the answers as to why his men can
perform heroics in Cup games yet
stutter alarmingly in the league, he
would be granted the freedom of the
town. Oban, too, deserve recognition
for their rise. Both Oban and Kyles
have shown themselves to be the
future for the South yet, while the
region's top tier thrives, there is a vast
chasm below. This is illustrated by the
fact Lochside Rovers, Oban's feeder
team, won South Division One.     
There is a worrying lack of depth to
the product in the south. One can only
hope Kyles, Oban, Inveraray, Bute et
al can carry the flag long enough for
development to catch up in the levels
below.
The North, too, has witnessed a
revolution. Kingussie – so long the
dictators – have been overthrown
following a period which saw 24 titles
in 25 seasons.
As this is written, they still have an
outside chance of the Championship
but this year they have lost two major
finals and the Kingussie of old simply
didn't do 'losing finals'. As the sport's

neutrals welcome the dawning of a
new era and the jealous finally have
their chance to gloat at the toppling of
an empire, students of the game should
remember the legacy of this great
Kingussie team. Like them or loathe
them, it has been the standards set on
the banks of the River Spey that have
changed the face of the game we know
today. Professionalism, attention to
diet, preparation, athleticism, new
coaching philosophies – they were bred
at the Dell.
Others have now followed and the
cycle has been virtuous. It would be a
great error of judgement, too, to forget
the lesson of their master marksman.
This season, Ronald Ross became the
first Scot in any sport to score 1000
goals. Achieving such a feat has taken
discipline, endeavour, sacrifice and
skill. Whoever takes over Kingussie's
mantle, in a team sense, will require
all of those attributes. If they have
them, Shinty will be the winner. Roll
on 2010.

Our thanks to Kenneth Stephen (seen above at
Braeview Park in Beauly) for contributing this
article. You can read his work in the
Scotsman/Scotland on Sunday and the Herald,
among others. Photos by Michael Bentley - 2009.
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CLOCKWISE from TOP:   Newtonmore’s
Danny Macrae chests down a pass in front
of Inverary’s Andrew McMurdo... note the
defender’s caman position.. .  ouch;
Young players from Skye (white/blue) and
Fort William (yellow/black) compete for the
MacMaster Cup in Oban - here Angus Grant
moves to shoot, keeper Jack Fraser awaits.
Fort William managed the victory for their
fourth consecutive title;
Fort William’s Gary Innes swings from the
wing, Kyles’ back moving to defend;
Glenfiddich Spirit of Scotland award
winner Ronald Ross takes aim at the Dell
during a match with Bute. Kingussie won the
league with a perfect record down the stretch,
overtaking rivals Newtonmore at the end.
FACING PAGE at BOTTOM: Fort William
celebrate their Camanachd Cup victory at
Mossfield Park in Oban;
Newtonmore great Norman “Brick”
MacArthur led his Eilan-based side through
a great season and MacTavish Cup victory



Hogmanay 2009   continued

ANTI-CLOCKWISE from TOP:
players searching for the ball - it became
hopelessly buried about 5 minutes into the
game; Max McKay and Scott Mikusko kick
up sand in pursuit of the ball; sun and sea
provided a beautiful backdrop for the
match; a bit wet and sandy, but definitely
ready for the pub... Northern California
Camanachd on New Year’s Day 2009;
ON PAGE 1: into the surf - Ben Phillips
uses his reach against Max McKay.    
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playing on sand...” Colleen pondered
while catching her breath. “I figured
I'd be frothing at the mouth within a
minute... yup, pretty much!”       

“After the first part of the match the
middle of the field was a giant pitted
mess, and long shots up the middle
inevitably went about 10 feet and
found themselves in a crater.” Seth
Ford described the action further.
“The ball would settle in a depression,
and to this pit at least two players
would charge and begin the inevitable
caman digging. After a minute or so
the ball would trickle out and another
digging competition would begin. It
seemed like the bigger, stronger
players ended up clogging the choppy
middle field while the finesse players
found themselves standing near the
ocean shore where the wet sand

provided a smoother surface. Cries of
‘Water! Water!’ rang out as passes were
shoveled towards the solid sand. At
one point Michael got his wish as a
goal clear ricocheted off me to him
standing on a nice solid sand hill. With
a quick wrist shot he put it through
the goal.”

While playing along the surf-line made
dribbling and hitting easier it did
provide a few challenges. At one point
Bruce Norris and Max McKay lost the
ball to a foamy tidal surge, white ball
and white froth indistinguishable. they
ran back and forth like two dogs
looking for a stick in the surf when, by
chance, the ball washed up near Bruce's
feet resulting in a brilliant shot on goal.

“We had a great time,” Ruth Mikusko
enthused, “after a couple of nose dives
I finally got my balance on the sand
and was able to play!  So, was the tide
really going out?”

“Kudos to Ben and Elheran, who were
stout-hearted goalkeepers, and could
somehow manage long strikes,”
Colleen summed up over post-match
dinner and drinks. “I would have to
say that Max gets the prize for playing
the best on that surface, there were
times that he seemed to be playing on
turf! Seth gets the First Goal of the
New Year award, and a pretty goal it
was too! Bruce must get some kind of
prize for breaking two, yes two,
camans – and he still found someone
to lend him a third. I scored one goal
that counted and one that was too high,
and I made a bunch of sand angels.
Life is good!”

All in all a terrific and memorable way
to start off 2009!
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Gary Innes,
The Campbell

Concert & the HNC
The Northern California Camanachd
Club was lucky enough to welcome
Spean Bridge’s shinty and music star
Gary Innes back for a fourth visit this
past June. His expertise and energy,
as seen during the Campbell Games
and coaching workshops, have been a
huge help for the club and a big factor
in their improvement over the last few
years. This year’s visit was, however,
a little different.
The economic climate has not been
kind to the smaller Highland Games
in the greater Bay Area, with several
events changing form or being
cancelled outright. The Campbell
Games Committee had decided that
there was not enough money to support
a full-fledged Highland Games in 2009,
and so the event was put on hiatus
with a plan to continue fund-raising
for a 2010 Games. To this end the
NCCC’s Michael Bentley proposed a
benefit concert for the Campbell
Games Association, with the kind
assistance of Gary and a number of
other local musicians. This proposal
was adopted by the committee and
what we ended up with was a fantastic
evening of music, raffles and laughs.
Peter Daldry opened the show with
his band, playing a number of classic
Scottish songs and ballads much to the
crowd’s delight. Highland dancer
Joshua Haiman followed, amazing us
all with his skill and power, both before
and after a short break for introductions
and raffle explanations. Susan Worland
Bentley and Calli Morrow followed on,
playing a short set of fiddle and harp
duets. This duo was new to most
listeners and was very well received,
and as a result the mini-concert that
Susan and Calli offered as part of the
raffle was one of the most coveted
prizes! After another short intermission
Gary Innes took the stage, playing with
fiddlers John Taylor and Susan
Worland Bentley, with Michael
Bentley joining on bodhran. The tunes
rocked and reeled along (and perhaps
even jigged once or twice), bringing
the evening to a thunderous close.
The event provided an excellent way
for our newly minted non-profit tax-
exempt organization to make its public
debut – the Highlanders of Northern
California (HNC) co-sponsored the
event. The HNC is the umbrella

organization under which Northern
California Camanachd operates, but it
is about much more than just shinty.
The HNC mission is focused on
educating the public and promoting
the arts, sporting and cultural activities
from the Highlands of Scotland here
in Northern California and beyond, as
well as fostering cross-cultural
relationships through those activities.
Obviously shinty has provided the
most visible events so far, but with the
Campbell Concert and the hosting of
Skye Camanachd in the late summer,
the HNC is expanding on their
activities. Going forward the HNC will
form associations with like-minded
organizations and sponsor other cultural
events and fundraising activities. The
Campbell Games Concert was certainly
a successful beginning to these plans!

The success of this event was the result of

CLOCKWISE from ABOVE   Gary
coaching during the NCCC shinty workshop;
Susan Worland Bentley, Gary Innes, John
Taylor, & Michael Bentley playing some
tunes; Bruce and Cheri Norris enjoying
their raffle winnings; all the musicians at
evening’s end.

The success of this event was the

result of generous contributions

from many people.  The performers

(with John Taylor doubling as

sound engineer), the Campbell

Games Committee members (and

former committee members too),

and all those in attendance made

the evening very special and I

would like to thank them all!

Michael Bentley
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The sophomore season of the Northern
California Camanachd Sixes League
ushered in an expanded schedule,
adding one additional set of fixtures,
so that every team played eight games
over a schedule of four fixture dates.
Since the league has three teams,
setting up fixture dates was the most
efficient method of getting matches
in. At each fixture all teams played
twice (once against the other two
sides), and whichever team was not
playing provided a referee and
side/goal judges for the match, so every
match benefitted from a full set of
officials. For equity we rotated which
team had the middle game break.   

The season got off to an inauspicious
start for the 2008 League Champion
San Mateo Hooligans as they had to
forfeit their first matches due to
insufficient players. The North Bay
Rovers used this to their advantage by
jumping out in the lead with two
victories. Everyone enjoyed our new
"home" field, a latest-generation
artificial turf lacrosse field at
Burlingame High School, the surface
behaving as much like grass as any
artificial surface anyone in the club
had experienced.

The next three fixture sets saw the
Hooligans return to form and grind out
a string of wins to regain the lead and,
in the end, the league title. The South
Bay Bears were unlucky enough to
lose a couple of players to work
demands and injuries between seasons,
but with consistent effort they were
able to improve throughout the season.
Matches showcased a good level of
play with all teams passing and moving
the ball with greater efficiency and
communcation than in the previous
season. Because of this more shooting
opportunities were created, and more
shots taken. In fact, during their two
matches in the third fixture set, the
Rovers managed to hit the post and/or
crossbar 10 times, in addition to the
goals that they scored.

In the end it was clear that the gap had
closed somewhat from the previous
season, the matches were hard fought

Hooligans Repeat as Sixes Champs

continued on page 7
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with many results in doubt until the
final whistle. In particular the
Northside Rovers made a strong run
from the start and managed to parlay
their initial success into an opportunity
to win the league in the final fixtures
of the season. But despite the Rovers’
efforts in that last game, the Hooligans’
stout defense meant that a first-half
goal was enough for a victory, with a
late score insuring their second
consecutive NCC Sixes League
Championship.

Hooligan Champs   continued
FIXTURE 2 - 4/19/09

Hooligans 4    Northside Rovers 0
(H: Jim Buatti [2], Colleen McAvoy, Clark
Lawson)

Hooligans 6    Bayside Bears 0
(H: Hermann Baer [5], Jonathan Yee)

Northside Rovers 1    Bayside Bears 1
(NR: Bob Moynihan - BB: Boris Berenberg)

FIXTURE 3 - 5/31/09

Hooligans 7    Bayside Bears 0
(H: Jim Buatti [3], Hermann Baer [3], Colleen
McAvoy)

Northside Rovers 3    Bayside Bears 0
(NR: Dave Armacost [2], Michael Bentley)

Hooligans 2    Northside Rovers 0
(H: Colleen McAvoy, Hermann Baer)

FIXTURE 4 - 6/28/09

Hooligans 2    Northside Rovers 0
(H: Bruce Norris [2])

Northside Rovers 2    Bayside Bears 0
(NR: Nancy Lee, KW Chou)

Hooligans 3    Bayside Bears 1
(H: Jim Buatti [2], Colleen McAvoy, BB: Max
McKay)

W L D PTS
Hooligans 6 2 0 12

Northside Rovers 4 3 1 10

Bayside Bears 1 6 1 3

NCC SIXES LEAGUE RESULTS

FIXTURE 1 - 3/29/09

Northside Rovers 1    Bayside Bears 0
(NR: Seth Ford)

Northside Rovers 1    Hooligans 0
(Forfeit - Hooligans unable to field team)

Bayside Bears 1    Hooligans 0
(Forfeit - Hooligans unable to field team)

OPPOSITE PAGE from TOP:   Scott
Worthge shoots, Kent Bell works to defend;
Hooligans Jim Buatti & Clark Lawson work
against Rovers Iain MacDonald and Dave
Armacost; Keeper Elheran Francis clears
the ball from danger.

THIS PAGE from TOP:  Keeper Max
McKay (in goal due to injury), prepares to
block league-leading scorer Hermann
Baer’s shot, though stopped the shot would
then bounce into goal; The three teams
after the second fixture set.
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doesn't even take into account the
evenings of kilted mechanical bull
riding and karaoke, terrorizing
Berkeley neighborhoods with late
night Flower of Scotland sing-alongs,
and covering a hotel balcony with
empty beer bottles!
On the night of their arrival a NCC
delegation met the Skye travelers with
a small fleet of SUVs and whisked the
jet-lagged Highlanders off to Stanford.
A brief post-check-in visit to a nearby
eatery for a late supper introduced the
group to American culture at its finest.
“I think that was the first cultural
exchange moment, when some of the
guys realized that ordering chips
doesn’t get you french fries!” Colleen
McAvoy chuckled.
The following evening both clubs
gathered on a Stanford University
athletics field for the very first
international shinty match played on
US soil. It was a twelve-a-side affair
officiated by Skye’s Donnie Martin
and while Skye won handily, the NCC
side managed to score a goal and
general ly improve their  play
throughout the second half. The match
went into the history books with a 7–1
final tally. Afterwards a pizza feast
brought both clubs together for food
and craic, and provided an opportunity
for everyone get acquainted. The less
said about the following late night
wander through sports bars and
multiple last calls the better!         
On Thursday Campbell Grant and
Donnie Martin spear-headed a cultural
presentation on the Stanford campus.
Introductions were made and Donnie
talked a little about the history of Skye
Camanachd as well as the place of
shinty in the island's culture. I was
invited to give an outline of the birth
of Northern California Camanachd and
relate my own experiences visiting
Skye in the 1980s. Campbell Grant
spoke briefly about the work of his
company Sitekit and the growth of
businesses on Skye. The evening
closed with a viewing of the Home
documentary, recording the events
surrounding Skye's extraordinary 1990
Camanachd Cup win. Many a hoot and
holler rang out as the crowd recognized
faces and marveled at the fashion
statements made by the Cowies!     
One of the important elements of our

plan from early on had been a joint
ceilidh, so on Saturday August 29th
both clubs gathered at the Swinging
Door in San Mateo to celebrate the
visit. The evening provided great
memories for one and all, at least what
we could remember, and was a high
point not only for folks in the club, but
a number of guests who came to
support the event. As the evening wore
on it became obvious to customers in
the downstairs portion of the bar that
we were having a better time upstairs
and so we made a lot of new friends
that night, which definitely added to
the festivities.

“I had just been in China playing music
at a festival, but I traveled home early
specifically for this event, and it was
absolutely once in a lifetime stuff!”
effused Susan Worland Bentley.         

For many folks the next event was a
favorite, a Shinty-Hurling hybrid rules
match played at the Treasure Island
fields of the San Francisco Gaelic
Athletic Association (SFGAA). A
cloudy and cool day helped ease the
hangovers, and the Skye boys, with
help from a few NCC players, powered
through a 10-4 win over the the SF
Rovers, who themselves were on their
way to a big hurling tournament on
the east coast.

"Watching them beat the stuffing out
of the hurlers, and listening to Bruce's
commentary in the stands, was
stunning," Susan Pelmulder laughed.   

The following week we returned to
Stanford for a second go at a 12-a-side

Skye, Blue & Gold   continued

match, this time mixing the sides and
getting some coaching from the Skye
squad. Everyone enjoyed the chance
to play on the same side as our visitors,
and that experience provided some
important insight into team play.   
Skye Camanchd moved to Pleasanton
to close out their visit by participating
in the Scottish Games and Gathering,
one of the largest such Highland
Games in the North America, and
probably the world. Starting with the
pub night in town, spirits were high
(and also liberally consumed) for the
long weekend at the Marriott Hotel.
A fridge was procured by a helpful
handyman and room 234 became the
destination of choice for the group and
offered the opportunity for late night
meetings with the hotel manager.
The games themselves provided the
stage for a series of 7-a-side matches
on the driving range near the
grandstands. Each match had its own
flavor, from the mixed-side affairs to
the Skye v. NCC and the Skye v. Skye
scraps. The Saturday Skye v. NCC
match provided a particularly
memorable moment – Aaron Shaw
(piper with The Wicked Tinkers and
author of  the NCC pipe march, as well
as one of the original shinty boys) lead
the teams out onto the field.
Unbelievably the match featured five
of the original shinty boys - besides
Aaron, Elheran Francis, Karl Davis &
Michael Bentley were joined by Don
Magarian visiting from Washington. I
think we all felt a closing of a long long
loop in our personal histories.
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ABOVE   Julius Talyansky heads for a
scoring shot, keeper Walt Worthge awaits.

The last match on Sunday saw a lot of
the lessons of the past two weeks come
together. The sides were mixed Skye-
NCC and even through exhaustion we
played hard. In fact maybe our fatigue
was actually helping us to play smart.
“It was hot, people were hungover,
people were coming in from their
rounds of the clan tents, people were
stressed out, people were tired. And
we played!” recalls Iain Macdonald.
“It was the culmination of the visit and
people were talking to each other
throughout the match... I'm running
down... Pass it across... move up... keep
down. Players were hanging on to the
ball for just that extra split second so
that they could put it in just the right
place, in just the right corner.”
The match ended in a penalty shoot-
out which went through seven or eight
rounds before the winning shot was
made by Karl Davis. It was exciting to
see how we were capable of playing
with a little coaching and I hope we
can return to that level as we train for
our matches in 2010.
The Skye group had also managed
many non-shinty adventures, including
visits to Santa Cruz, San Francisco,

Berkeley, and the outlet mall. And
thanks to Bruce Norris, one special
destination became an obsession –
Lodi and sky-diving! As Facebook
profile pictures and You Tube
downloads can attest, the en-masse
sky-diving trip was one of the truly
un ique  h igh -po in t s  f o r  the
Highlanders.
The last gathering of the trip was on
the night before Skye's departure, a
small informal BBQ dinner at shinty
player Ben Phillip’s house.
“After all the excitement and drama,
most of it good,” Susan Worland
Bentley says smiling, “but to end
quietly – well, not so quietly, there
were bagpipes involved – but singing

songs over the fire. That was extremely
special to me.”
I think this and all the other moments
were very special to all of us, something
that we'll remember for a very long
time.
A Bit of History

Our association with Skye Camanachd
reaches back to the 1980s when a small
group first became aware of (and
interested in) shinty. My own and Don
Magarian's individual visits to Skye
(1983 and '85 respectively) were
important elements in our education
about how Camanachd was played and
how it fit into a Highland community.
Later on Elheran also had some
communication with them and so the
seed was sown for an association
between California and Skye to grow.
As most folks probably know by now,
there was a long dormancy between
our initial “discovery” of shinty and
the formation of a lasting shinty club,
it took about 20 years to reach critical
mass! During the many in-between
years the camans would occasionally
be pulled out of the closet, the 1983
Shinty yearbook and rules too, and we
would dream of getting a club up and
running. Several of the original
California shinty boys were involved
in NCC’s founding in 2001 – Karl
Davis, Elheran Francis and myself.
Karl had spent many of the recent years
living and working outside of
California, but returned to the Bay

OPPOSITE : In arguably the best shinty photo
Susan has taken so far, AB Connor and Iain
Nicolson are lurking with intent... though to be
fair they are both watching the ball.   

TOP:  Piper Aaron Shaw leads the clubs out
onto the pitch, with four more of the original
shinty boys in tow at the front!

RIGHT: Swinging Steven Morrison looks to
move the ball past NCC’s Walt Worthge.       

continued on page 10
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Area in early 2009.
“We have worked long and hard to
host a Scottish team,” Karl Davis said
after the visit, “and I am grateful to
have lived to see it happen. We were
incredibly honoured to have a team as
good as Skye Camanachd be the team
that first came over.”
Don Magarian added, “One can only
glean so much from video or reading
or even workshops. It has to be
experienced in full force. It also helps
that the visiting team was as helpful
as the Skye contingent were, rather
than pompous elitists who would rather
show off than promote the sport
through interaction.  It was also great
to meet the son of D.R. MacDonald
who was only a baby when my wife
and I visited them on Skye 24 years
ago.”
“It was great to close the loop,”
Elheran Francis observed, “Skye
Camanachd has been an influence and
a model for me, plus in the early days
of NCC seeing the video tape of the
1990 Camanachd Cup victory was
inspiring and helped motivate us. Also
great that Skye and NCC made history
by playing the first 12-a-side matches

between a Scottish Team and an
American team on both Scottish and
American soil!”

For myself, I found the experience
quite emotional, just as I had found
our 2007 visit to Skye to be a little
overwhelming, in a good way. To have
had a dream from my college years
fulfilled after so long, to have a
“someday” plan burrow its way into
my thoughts without even being
completely conscious of it, was quite
extraordinary. That kind of reward is
one benefit of being a little older,
though I do wish I had had the
opportunity to play a Scottish side back
in the days when I could run a bit
more!

It was also fantastic to have the
opportunity to get to know all the Skye
folks, to have conversations and share
experiences, to get the craic. And to
learn so much about shinty from
players and coaches who grew up with
the game, and who came from families
who been part of this tradition for
generations... fantastic stuff.     

“This was an awseome occurrence,”
Don concluded.

I could not agree more!

Club Feedback and Observations

There's no doubt that we learned a lot
from watching and playing with (and
against!) Skye Camanchd during their
visit. Some specific points were noted
by club members, from the most basic
aspect of seeing a team playing in
person.
“It helps to see in action what we know
we are suppose to do,” said Bruce
Norris. “For example, lead the ball to
a person, don’t just hit it at them.”   
“The value of passing the ball from
the forwards back to the midfielders
to set up better scoring opportunities,”
Elheran observed, “seeing how it
forces a reset of the defense and also
gives the midfielder, who has a better
view of the big picture, passing
opportunities. And of course, the value

ABOVE : Skye Camanachd & Northern
California Camanachd after the first ever
international shinty match in the US.        

OPPOSITE from TOP:  Donnie Campbell
uses his special “advanced” technique on an
unsuspecting hurler; Aonghas ‘Nui’ MacDonald
uses a little keepy uppy to move past Mark
Lawson; Comin’ atcha! Kenny Campbell and
Armin Busse in pursuit of the ball during match
play at the Pleasanton Games.

Skye, Blue & Gold   continued
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of short passes and talking to each
other.”
“We need to have set plays prepared
for restarts from fouls,” Colleen added,
“and an understanding with our
teammates of our respective roles on
the field. And of course we could use
better conditioning and stamina, an
understatement... it doesn’t hurt to be
in your teens and twenties when you
are playing a sport like this!”       
Cecilia Grote had an interesting
perspective as a non-playing observer.
“I learned that they interact much
more than we have in the past... we’re
getting better. They also seem to know
where the other players are. They take
the time to wait and assess where
they’re going to hit the ball, rather than
just whacking it away and hope that
someone from the same team will be
there to receive it.” Cecilia concluded,
mirroring Bruce’s thoughts.
Iain MacDonald both echoed and
amplified the previous comments.
“I learned that when you play, you play
to win, and that means even in a
friendly. It’s not about beating yourself
up after missing a shot, but rather being
present  in  the moment  and
remembering that you are a small
component of a team. You go to the
end as hard as you can and then walk
off the pitch feeling good about it.”
Iain continued, “But the most
instructive thing I learned from Skye
was about being a team. They did
many things together and they always
looked after one another. They seemed
a bit like the Spartans in that
individually they could be beaten, but
as a group they really shined. And
when they told me that they did
sometimes drink the night before
matches, I asked them how they could
play hungover as I am often likely to
say I'm not in. What they said was
instructive. They told me they were
able to play hungover because they
did not want to let the group down.
They played hard for each other. That
is a team, you each have a connection
and that's why you train on your own
time and come prepared.”

What the Future Holds

We certainly hope to see our
relationship with Skye Camanachd
grow in years to come. We are working
on plans for a return visit to the island

in September of 2010 and at the
possibility of Skye Camanachd
returning to the Bay Area in coming
years.
Such ventures are a part of how shinty
will grow here in the US, of course,
but there is a lot on our plate going
forward. Donnie Martin and Eoghan
Stewart ,  among others ,  have
emphasized the need for a youth
program, and this is a big priority for
us, as well as finding new avenues for
recruiting adults. Beyond our own
growth and survival, our association
with Skye begs questions about our
place in the world of shinty.
“Just as Celtic music and Irish culture
were re-established from the nascent
seeds long planted in North America,
perhaps Shinty's greatest hope fifty
years from now lies not in Scotland,
but here.” Says Karl.
An interesting thought indeed.
Whether true or not I hope that we
have a long and fruitful road before us,
and along the road I look forward to
many more meetings with our friends
from Skye. And finally, I very much
hope that we will continue to honour
Steven Morrison’s great toast... “to the
most enthusiastic club in all of shinty!”

Special thanks for planning before and
assisting during the Skye visit go out to
Colleen McAvoy, Jim Buatti, Bruce & Cheri
Norris, Kent Bell, Elheran Francis, Max
McKay Taylor, Ruth Mikusko, Ben & Tracy
Phillips, Iain & Nancy MacDonald, Susan
Worland Bentley, everyone who has given
me photos (Melinda Davis, Sue Pelmulder,
Gordon Worley,Denise Francis to name a
few) and everyone that pitched in to make
it all happen.             
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COACH’S CORNER
by Michael Bentley

2009 provided us with great oppor-
tunities for learning more about shinty,
including a long visit from Skye
Camanachd. In watching the Skye
boys play we saw great skill, good
speed and a team playing together.
Their communication was superb and
provided a concrete example of Gary's
talking points from past workshops.
The visit was also a chance for a group
of experienced players and coaches to
see us play and offer feedback directly.

First off, we are indeed playing shinty,
and that is an accomplishment of which
we should all be proud! There are, of
course, several areas for improvement,
chief among them consistent hitting,
communication, and more effective
team play. The first is the most basic
and something that we can work on
both as a team and as individuals.
Communication means everyone being
more vocal on both offense and
defense, letting teammates know
where you are and what you're doing
a s  c o n c i s e l y  a s  p o s s i b l e .
Communication is one of the main
roads to effective team play and helps
to increase field awareness.

It was fantastic to see the improvement

during the course of the Skye visit, and
both Nui and Donnie observed this. The
very last game of the Pleasanton
weekend provided some fantastic passing
and communication, as well as more fluid
use of our skills (see Iain's comments in
the Skye, Blue & Gold article). Imagine if
we had even more time with such
coaching!       

There are other elements of our play
that bear improvement as well. Obviously
fitness is a primary factor in our playing
ability, but because of the structure of
our club and the limited number of
training sessions, I am depending on
members to manage their own fitness
training. I realize this is not the Olympics,
but anything that you can do to improve
your fitness is fantastic, both for shinty
and, more importantly, for your
health.              

One very simple thing that everyone can
do on their own is hitting. Take whatever
shinty balls you have, or tennis balls, and
go to a park and hit into a fence. Keep
your shoulders loose and focus on
swinging smoothly and easi ly.
Experiment with a small backswing as
well as a full back swing. Concentrate
on making solid contact and think about
targeting a specific place on the fence.
Add in running up to the ball and hitting
without coming to a stop. Even with a
tennis ball you will be able to feel when

Camans Clash at
Stanford Youth Field
Hockey Tournament
by Max McKay

“Hey, is that field hockey you’re
playing?” It’s a question many an
American shinty player has faced. At
face value, the similarity is undeniable.
Both are stick and ball sports played
on grass, and neither is well known in
the US. Closer inspection reveals the
differences, and this December
Northern California Camanachd gave
fans a rare chance to do just that. They
played an exhibition match at a youth
field hockey tournament at Stanford
University, giving their field hockey
cousins an up close and personal look
at the game of camanachd.

From the moment the first whistle
blew, it was apparent the Scottish sport
garnered interest from the field hockey
players. Coaches of the youth team
were intrigued by the increased aerial

play in shinty and the vastly different
offside principles. The youth players,
given a choice between a discussion
of rules and a chance to swing a caman,
most often chose the latter. When
camans became sparse, they even tried
out shinty techniques with their field
hockey sticks. Club members who
supervised a group taking goal shots
commented that this could be fertile
recruiting ground for the NCC.
Watching the kids attempt shies with
field hockey equipment was an
amusing highlight of the day.         

The match itself was a brief, light-
hearted affair. The smooth field
hockey pitch and short field required
adjustments from all players. As the
game progressed it seemed the shinty
folk increasingly drew inspiration from
the field hockey teams. Long aerial
play was abandoned in favor of
dribbling and short ground passing.
The artificial surface provided an
opportunity to show off the advanced
passing techniques that had been
learned over the summer. Several of

the plays could only be described as
pure magic.

The club is to be commended for
giving their all in exhibition play. The
short field made near constant running
a necessity as there was nowhere on
the field to hide and catch a breath.
The final score was 2-1, with the side
comprised of a core of Hooligans
triumphing over a hybrid team made
up of Bears and Rovers.

All told the day was deemed a rousing
success. Field hockey players, coaches,
and spectators numbering in the
dozens witnessed shinty for the first
time while the club enjoyed the
opportunity to dust off the camans
during the winter break. This event
was something of an experiment; the
NCC had never previously held an
exhibition in this type of venue.
Thanks go out to NCC member Kent
Bell for creating the opportunity. From
the feedback received, it seems likely
more demonstration matches will occur
as the club ventures into the new
season.

you are making good contact, and
every repetition is a step on the road
to consistent hitting in a game
situation.

With a partner you can do more. Warm-
up hitting only a short distance, and
expand the spacing slowly as you get
loose. Try hitting to a moving target
with one person running, and with
both moving. Play keep away, one
person holding the ball, one trying to
steal it. Use your imagination to come
up with more exercises.

One of the best practice games, and
most fun, is two-touch. Each player
defends a 10 foot wide goal and you
get two touches to make a shot. If you
block a shot that's one touch, you only
get one more to shoot – use it wisely!
First to score three goals wins and you
can replay having changed sides. Play
this on a fenced field (artificial turf is
nice too) and you will eliminate
chasing the ball. Variations include
playing three-touch and adding players
(and touches). Two-touch emphasizes
thinking about blocking and hitting
together, moving to attack and defend,
and accuracy too, and it’s a lot of fun!

There are plenty of exercises that can
be done individually or in small groups,
You have something that works? Please
send it in or pass it along to me at
practice, the more ideas the better!


