
 

 

THE OLYMPIC TORCH RELAY 

 RIO 2016 

When I wrote to you in May to thank you all and tell you that I would be running with the 
Olympic Torch I had no idea that my story would make the news. In July Philip Bromwell 
from RTE heard about it from a contact in Brazil and asked could he broadcast a piece on 
the news. After it went out on the RTE news everything went a bit crazy with lots of 
journalists contacting Paul via the club email. I got invited to appear on “Saturday Night with 
Miriam” which was really good fun as we got to see how live TV works, meet several 
Olympians and also meet Louis Walsh who made a special birthday video for Isabel as it was 
her birthday the next day. I was also interviewed by Pat Kenny at the Newstalk studios and 
spoke to several other journalists. 

We flew out of Dublin on the 21 st of July and after a very long flight arrived in Rio. The 
scenery was spectacular and the whole city seemed to be working hard preparing for the 
Olympics. Although we had been warned that Rio can be a dangerous place it felt very safe 
as there were armed police and soldiers everywhere. The Brazilians were all really friendly 
and no one we spoke to had met anyone or even heard of anyone who had caught the Zika 
virus. 

On Monday 25th we went to the Rio 2016 offices near the Maracanã Stadium to meet Carlos 
Nuzman, President of the Rio 2016 Olympic Games and his executive assistant Lygia, who 
first received my letter asking could I be a torchbearer. It was the week before the Olympics 
and we were so privileged that they took the time to meet us. The offices were amazing, 
hundreds of staff buzzing around in the Rio 2016 brightly coloured uniform.  

On the 27th of July we headed off to Volta Redonda where I would be running with the 
torch. It is an industrial city with a population of 250,000 located about two hours drive 
from Rio. Ciara Gilvary, the Vice Consul from the Irish Embassy came with us and she was an 
amazing help as she could speak Portuguese and not many people there spoke English. The 
Mongolian Olympic team were staying at our hotel and we watched the boxers sparring and 
training. As luck would have it the Rio 2016 Torch Team were also staying there along with 
the closely guarded Olympic Flame which is kept in six lanterns and which they stay with 24 
hours a day. The torch team were on Day 87 of the relay and had not had a day off since it 
started but they were having so much fun they said they never wanted it to end. There were 
hundreds of staff involved in the relay as they visited 3 cities every day. On Thursday July 
28th the day had finally arrived. We travelled to a local council office to meet the other 
torchbearers and get our uniforms, torches and receive a briefing session from the torch 
team as of how to light each torch and what not to do also! Everyone was very excited. We 
left in a bus to be brought to our respective drop off points. What I didn’t know at this point 
was that my family’s driver who was bringing them to my drop off point had got lost and 
they were stuck in traffic and nearly missed the whole relay! Luckily for them the bus 
stopped several times to do media interviews so the torch relay got delayed and they made 
it after some very tense moments with Ciara from the Embassy saving the day. 
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Then the moment had arrived and I was dropped off with my torch. It was dark and there 
was a huge entourage of media trucks and crowds cheering. When my torch was lit it felt 
amazing and incredibly hot! As I ran with the flame the military police ran alongside me and 
the crowd cheered. After 200 metres I passed the flame on to an Australian but his torch 
malfunctioned and wouldn’t light so I got to carry the Olympic flame a few precious 
moments longer while the torch team replaced his torch. We then had to return to the 
council offices on another bus to collect my torch as due to the heat of it, the torch team 
had to mind it for health and safety purposes and remove the gas canister so it would be 
safe for me to carry home. Afterwards there was a celebration and concert in a local park 
which we attended. When we got back to the hotel we met lots of the Rio torch team and 
media people who were able to give us photos to send home. We got up at 5am the next 
morning to wave the Olympic flame off to the next city and after that returned to Rio. 

On Saturday 30th we were the guests of the OCI (Olympic Council of Ireland) at the Olympic 
Village and got to meet some Irish Olympians. We also got to eat in the enormous dining 
hall that all the athletes eat in and which serves up to 18,000 people in a day! It was 
fascinating to see the different athletes of all shapes and sizes from the 207 different 
countries who were staying at the village. As Isabel was wearing an Ireland Olympic top 
which the OCI had given her some people from other countries approached us and thought 
she was a very young gymnast. 

The next day after taking a Sunday morning stroll on the beautiful, sunny Copacabana and 
Ipanema beaches we headed to the airport where there was a bit of fun and games 
explaining to security that the torch was safe to carry and that it wouldn’t blow up. It all 
worked out in the end and we arrived home on Monday 1 st August with the torch safely in 
my possession. 

It was the most incredible, exciting trip of a lifetime and I enjoyed every minute and will 
treasure it forever. There were so many good wishes from so many people for which I am so 
grateful. Again I would like to thank everyone from Blackrock Athletic Club and everyone 
who has supported me. If it wasn’t for Tom Kelly, the coaches and everyone involved 
keeping the club going I might never have had the opportunity. A special thanks also to 
Nigel for lending me the London 2012 torch in the first place. I will never forget everyone’s 
kindness and support which means so much.  
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