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PROLOGUE

THE END OF THE LINE


That day, neighbours wouldn’t have paid much attention to the ministerial Mercedes. It was 27 March 2008, and the car carrying Brian Cowen pulled into the driveway of 44 Beresford Avenue in Drumcondra, home of Taoiseach Bertie Ahern. Ministerial Mercs were no big deal in Beresford, an estate of comfortable houses off Griffith Avenue, on the northside of the city. Everybody knew Bertie. His car was a familiar sight there. However, closer inspection on the day in question would have revealed that this wasn’t Bertie returning home, but a highly unusual house call by his most senior minister.

Cabinet members were routinely summoned on government work to Ahern’s constituency office in St Luke’s, down in the heart of Drumcondra. This particular visit was to his home, far from any prying eyes that might be staking out St Luke’s. And Cowen wasn’t responding to a summons to deal with a problem. He had come of his own volition, and the problem at hand was Ahern himself.

The Tánaiste and Minister for Finance had returned the day before from Malaysia and Vietnam, combining ministerial duties for St Patrick’s Day with meeting his family for a short holiday in Vietnam. His sojourn in South-East Asia had been punctuated by urgent phone calls from home. Party colleagues had been in touch about the evidence emerging from the Mahon Tribunal in relation to their leader’s finances.

Ahern’s personal secretary, Grainne Carruth, had endured a torrid time in the witness box. After she had been presented with relevant banking records, she was forced to admit that she must have deposited sterling amounts on behalf of Ahern. This was a direct and irrefutable contradiction of his evidence.

Public perception of Ahern’s finances had taken a nosedive. Carruth had been a modestly paid employee, who appeared to have been left swinging in the wind by her former boss. The sterling revelations were causing enormous unease and tension in the Fianna Fáil parliamentary party.

For some time it had been obvious that Ahern’s tenure as Taoiseach was coming to an end. He had stated that he wouldn’t lead Fianna Fáil into the next general election, which would fall in 2012 if the Dáil ran its full term. Most commentators were of the opinion that he might go after the European elections in 2009, but the previous November the Sunday Tribune had run a front-page story citing informed sources who declared that the widespread view among government TDs was that Christmas 2007 would be Ahern’s last in office. Now things were moving faster than anybody had anticipated. In the wake of Carruth’s evidence, it was clear that unless Ahern could provide a logical explanation for the sterling deposits, his position was immediately untenable.

Brian Cowen was the heir apparent. Ahern had anointed him as his preferred successor after the 2007 election. His popularity within the party was unmatched. However, loyalty is one of Cowen’s predominant personality traits. For months he had resisted the strong urgings of some supporters to make a move against Ahern. Given his status as leader in waiting, any such move would have been decisive. That wasn’t Cowen’s way. He believed strongly in backing the leader through thick and thin.

Carruth’s evidence had clearly changed everything. It wasn’t just about Ahern any more. It was about Fianna Fáil and, perhaps more importantly in Cowen’s mind, the upcoming Lisbon referendum. Party TDs had held the line in support of their leader, but behind the scenes, cracks in this united front were appearing as the tribunal’s revelations mounted.

Informed sources have confirmed to the authors of this book that one junior minister was planning to resign on the grounds that they could no longer serve under Ahern, given what had emerged. If this had happened, there would have been a likely domino effect. The result would have been an unseemly and demoralising end to a leadership that had brought three consecutive election victories.

It was against this backdrop that the meeting between Cowen and Ahern took place at Beresford Avenue. The venue was ironically appropriate. One of the issues being examined at the tribunal was Ahern’s purchase of his home. He had bought the residence from a friend, Michéal Wall, in unorthodox circumstances that had given rise to a number of questions.

The exact details of what was discussed between Cowen and Ahern is known only to them. We do know the Mahon Tribunal wasn’t the only subject they covered. They talked about the not insignificant chaos on the world financial markets. In relation to Mahon, Cowen has said the two men “discussed things generally” and that he was “supportive of my Taoiseach”.

That is likely to be accurate. However, nobody at a senior level of Fianna Fáil is in any doubt that the conversation went beyond that. Cowen would have pointed out that if Ahern remained as Taoiseach, his personal finances would be a central feature of the campaign. If that campaign was lost, Ahern would be forced to resign –  going out on a distinctly sour note. However, if Ahern opted to go of his own volition, he would no longer be a target. The media circus surrounding the Mahon Tribunal would largely evaporate. It would not be an issue in the Lisbon referendum. Ahern had been invited to address the joint Houses of Congress in Washington. That would be a fitting end to the tenure of the state’s second longest-serving Taoiseach.

At the end of their meeting the two men shook hands. Ahern closed the door and Cowen got back into his ministerial car. The tenor, rather than the specific dialogue, of their conversation dictated exactly what would happen next. As Cowen was driven away, he brought with him the balance of power within the party. It would take a few weeks to formalise but Ahern’s career at the top of Irish politics had just ended.



PART I


THE RISE
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WOULD THE REAL BERTIE PLEASE STAND UP?

Bertie Ahern stepped down as Taoiseach in May 2008 under a cloud of controversy, if not scandal. The examination of his finances in the Mahon Tribunal had left him in an untenable position. He has always maintained that his unusual financial activity in the mid-1990s was connected solely to the legal separation of his marriage. In the space of two years, money to the value of more than three times his annual salary flowed through his own or associated accounts. Most was in cash.

But it wasn’t just the amount of money that was significant: there was also the involvement in Ahern’s finances of a group who were central to his political career. Men like the former Fianna Fáil fundraiser Des Richardson, who was also involved in raising money for Ahern’s constituency organisation as well as for Ahern personally. Men like Tim Collins, described as a party activist, but whose political activity was strictly confined to Ahern’s constituency machine, and Ahern’s best friend Joe Burke, who had been an integral part of his political organisation for more than thirty years. Others played a role in Ahern’s finances: they were less central to his day-to-day political life but were only too willing to give him a “dig-out”.

The one characteristic that united all of them was their commitment to the career of the most successful Irish politician of the last fifty years. By their own account, most were not natural political animals. In the main their loyalty was not to Ahern’s Fianna Fáil party, or even to his local cumann. They were Bertie men, first, last and always. Their status as such led to them being dubbed the “Drumcondra Mafia” by no less an observer than Charlie Haughey.

The name would stick. The Drumcondra Mafia was not a political party but it succeeded in putting its man in the state’s most powerful office. Its base was St Luke’s, an innocuous two-storey red-brick former doctor’s surgery, in the heart of Drumcondra village. While nominally a Fianna Fáil building, it was acquired in unusual circumstances. The names on the deeds were not those of party stalwarts but of Ahern loyalists. It was, to all intents and purposes, Ahern’s power base.

During Ahern’s tenure as Taoiseach, St Luke’s was as pivotal as Government Buildings to the running of the state. While the cabinet sat in the handsome Edwardian surroundings of Merrion Street, Ahern’s unofficial cabinet was based in its more modest location.

Uniquely for a political leader, Ahern didn’t draw a kitchen cabinet from senior elected members or party strategists. He confined his inner circle to a small cabal, most of whom he had known since he started in politics. The role played by the Drumcondra Mafia in Ahern’s ascent to, and retention of, high office has never been fully explored. His own political nous and that of the people around him ensured that he built up the most formidable and professional political machine seen in Irish politics. They were pioneers in some of the strategies they employed and, when required, they dealt ruthlessly with opponents. They got their hands dirty, which allowed their leader to remain aloof, pristine and affable.

Through his career, Bertie Ahern achieved much. He has correctly received huge credit for his central role in the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 and the subsequent peace process, which brought peace to Northern Ireland. Two biographies have already been written about him, and his own political memoirs are forthcoming. He was an outstanding politician – arguably the greatest Irish practitioner of the art of pure politics since de Valera. But ironically for a politician whose popularity was based on personal and individual appeal, he would remain hugely dependent on the small cabal around him, a group who were both remarkable and unremarkable. Individually, they came from modest backgrounds, devoid of privilege, and were remarkable in that they helped to create the most powerful Irish political figure of his generation.

This is the story of the members of that cabal, the story of Bertie Ahern and the Drumcondra Mafia. Money is of central importance to it. The electoral machine that was created was the best funded in the state. Ahern and his people introduced unique and often lucrative fundraising techniques, most notably in an annual dinner that has assumed almost mythical proportions.

The money acquired was well spent. Ahern’s operation introduced new and expensive election promotional tools and regular constituency literature. As with general political fundraising at a time before ethics legislation was introduced, the source of much of this money is not, and never will be, known.

Money was central to Ahern’s downfall. The discovery that large sums had flowed through either his own bank accounts or those of his associates, and the less than convincing explanations he offered, led directly to his departure from office.

St Luke’s was to loom large in the investigation into Ahern’s finances. Its acquisition, its status as Ahern’s residence, and the safe in a downstairs office where Ahern stored large quantities of cash would all be teased out in public in the more official surroundings of Dublin Castle.

We examine Ahern’s explanation of the large sums of money he acquired and we ask whether or not an alternative might be more plausible. If the money in question did find its way to him in the manner he outlined, then this most astute politician was naïve, unwise and displayed greed at odds with his well-cultivated public image. If the money was not sourced as he has claimed, then it raises the most serious questions about the life and times of an exceptionally successful politician.

Either way, at every step of his career, through the highs, the lows and the days when money flowed through his accounts in highly unusual circumstances, the members of the Drumcondra Mafia were at his side.
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THE MAN FROM NOWHERE

As general elections go, 1977 was a humdinger. The ruling Fine Gael-Labour coalition was shown to be more out of touch than anybody imagined. Their four-year administration had been beset by global economic problems and, at home, continued fears of the Troubles spilling over from Northern Ireland. But their biggest problem was communication.

Taoiseach Liam Cosgrave often appeared to be a man out of time, stuck in the past before Ireland had opened up to the world. He was consistently lampooned in the satirical Hall’s Pictorial Weekly as the Minister for Hardship. Yet, despite a lack of enthusiasm for the government, few believed it would be defeated in the upcoming election.

They hadn’t bargained on Seamus Brennan. In 1976, the Fianna Fáil general secretary travelled to the US and observed the presidential election. He returned with his head full of new ideas for electioneering, determined to drag Irish elections into the late twentieth century, kicking and screaming. His boss, party leader Jack Lynch, saw the merits of the new approach, which would, among other things, put him forward in a more presidential style than any party leader heretofore had aspired to.

The election was a runaway success. The campaign to “Back Jack” –  allied with the basic and underestimated unpopularity of the outgoing national coalition –  resulted in a majority of twenty seats for the new Fianna Fáil administration, the biggest ever Dáil majority. The government backbenches were heaving with young, hungry politicians. Among them was a man from Dublin’s northside, an understated individual, a little unkempt but highly personable. He wasn’t someone whose potential jumped out. If, for instance, you had suggested that young Bertie Ahern would turn out to be the most successful politician since Éamon de Valera, you would most likely have been asked to pull the other one.

* * *

Ahern wasn’t meant to be elected in 1977. The seat he won was effectively earmarked for the Labour Party. At least, that was how Jim Tully, the local government minister in the Fine Gael-Labour government, envisaged it when he controversially redrew the state’s constituency boundaries. Tully’s attempt to gerrymander the constituencies to ensure his government’s reelection was so breathtakingly blatant it quickly became known in political circles as the “Tullymander”.

The incumbent Fianna Fáil TD in the newly created Dublin Finglas constituency was Jim Tunney, a party grandee with a stylish dress sense –  known locally as the “Yellow Rose of Finglas”, for his habit of wearing a flower in his lapel. Tunney’s bailiwick was the predominately working-class Finglas area in north Dublin. But the new constituency also spread south into the more middle-class Drumcondra and Glasnevin, which accounted for around 40 per cent of the electorate.

Given the number of voters in those areas, there was certainly an electoral logic in having somebody on the ticket from the southern end of the constituency. Unfortunately for the party, there appeared to be a dearth of potential candidates. Former Fianna Fáil government press secretary Frank Dunlop recalls –  in his political memoir Yes, Taoiseach – discussing the absence of credible candidates in the constituency with the then number two in the party, George Colley. Colley told Dunlop there was “a young fellow there called Ahern”, but in virtually the same breath dismissed his chances: “I don’t think he’ll amount to much.”

Ahern had grown up on Church Avenue in the heart of Drumcondra. The family lived in a red-brick terrace house that came with his father Con’s farm manager’s job at All Hallows seminary. Con was a veteran of the War of Independence and Civil War. Fianna Fáil was in the blood. “The Irish Press was the Bible,” is how Bertie’s brother Noel describes it. One family tale has it that at the age of twelve, Ahern wrote an essay entitled “Why I Want to be Taoiseach”. The family has never been able to locate it, but one of his sisters swears it existed.

By the age of fourteen, Ahern was shimmying up lampposts in the 1965 general election, putting up posters for his teacher Stan O’Brien, who was a Fianna Fáil candidate in Dublin North-East. O’Brien performed creditably but didn’t come close to winning a seat. Years later, it emerged that Ahern was known as “king of the poster boys” for his performance in that election. As with much about the Ahern legend, the story may be apocryphal, but it does chime with the reputation he would acquire for dogged hard work.

The 1965 campaign also brought his first meeting with his future mentor, Charlie Haughey, who topped the poll in the constituency. The young Ahern was introduced to Haughey, then agriculture minister, at a polling booth, where the two future taoisigh chatted for a few moments.

A decade later, the boy had become a man with his own Dáil ambitions. Ahern had joined the O’Donovan Rossa cumann in Drumcondra, named after the legendary Fenian Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, who is buried in Glasnevin Cemetery. The cumann was then peopled mainly by elderly activists. Some remember it as little more than a social outlet. The young Ahern quickly displayed his energy and had soon become its secretary. Under his stewardship and, later, reign, it would become the most high-profile cumann in political history.

He had been championed by Noel Booth and Tom Houlihan, who ran O’Donovan Rossa. The two were neighbours of the Ahern family. Noel’s son, Robin, was friendly with Ahern and worked with him on Stan O’Brien’s campaign. Within a short time, Ahern was the organising secretary of the Comhairle Dáil Cheantair –  the Fianna Fáil managing body in the constituency. He was still in his early twenties. His brother Noel recalls Bertie “dragging me and a lot of other pals into a cumann in 1973. I can’t say whether he was just being the great organiser or if he was being far-seeing. The political system works on the basis of having friends at cumann level. That would have been 1973. In three or four years he would have needed the delegates. I’d say he did plan it,” Noel would later tell a journalist. Already the group that would one day be described as the Drumcondra Mafia was forming around Ahern.

His close friend and lieutenant Tony Kett –  destined to take over Ahern’s seat in Dublin Corporation and become a senator –  was at his side. (He died in April 2009 aged just fifty-seven.) Kett and Ahern met when both men worked in the accounts department of the Mater Hospital –  where Ahern quickly developed a reputation for getting things done on a limited budget; as young men, they had founded their own football club, All Hampton United. Also in the group were Dáithí O Broin, who is today deputy principal of Ard Scoil Rís in Dublin’s Marino, Brian Curran, who married and moved to Galway, and Paul Kiely, currently chief executive of the Central Remedial Clinic.

Kiely has remained out of the limelight but he is spoken of in almost reverent tones by those involved with, and opposed to, Ahern’s political machine. He has been described as “very smart” and “the brains” of the Drumcondra Mafia. He and Ahern worked together at An Bord Bainne, the Milk Board. More than three decades later he was present for Ahern’s address to the US Congress. Kiely’s father was an insurance agent who worked the Finglas beat. His standing and contacts in the area were a huge benefit to Ahern.

As with most of the group around Ahern, Kiely didn’t have a Fianna Fáil background –  it has even been suggested that some of his family was Fine Gael. Impeccably dressed and smooth, he was a serious operator: “He didn’t ever say much – Kett or Ahern did the talking –  but he was always there with his hand at the back, directing everything. He was the strategist. He set the direction,” recalls one former rival in Dublin Central.

Paddy Duffy was also involved pretty much from the beginning. In terms of the rough and tumble of Drumcondra politics, he was perhaps not a central player. His strength was not the grind of the door-to-door canvass. But throughout Ahern’s ascent to the top, he retained an influence. Many in Fianna Fáil credit him with transforming Ahern’s appearance, which had earned him the unkind soubriquet “the Rat in the Anorak”. Duffy had been a Jesuit seminarian: he was well educated and had a passion for the arts and Celtic mythology, which showed in Ahern’s speeches while Duffy worked for him as press officer at the Department of Finance, and as an adviser at the Department of the Taoiseach.

In the 1970s, Duffy was teaching in the De La Salle school in Finglas and was involved with the local Erin’s Isle GAA club. He had joined Fianna Fáil in 1975 and one of the first people he met was Ahern. The two had struck up an instant friendship. Duffy was charged by the party with setting up a cumann in south Finglas and later unsuccessfully contested the local election in that area.

Ahern also became active in the Federated Workers Union of Ireland. He had joined up while still a teenager, and begun a relationship with trade unionism that would last for the next forty years and inform much of his industrial-relations policy. He did some part-time work as a scrutineer in union elections and, at the age of just twenty-one, was short-listed for a job as FWUI branch secretary. The story goes that he lost out only because he was deemed too young for the position. In later years, Ahern would recall with fondness the union conferences or heading down to the Labour club and the free steak dinners. “I never got a free dinner out of Fianna Fáil,” he said.

As with his working and sporting life, Ahern stayed local when it came to romantic attachments. In the early 1970s he started going out with Miriam Kelly, a bank clerk from Clonliffe Road in Drumcondra. The couple were married on Ahern’s twenty-fourth birthday, 12 September 1975, and set up home at the new Pinebrook estate in Artane, around three miles up the Malahide Road from Drumcondra. Kelly was from a family of thirteen, a good starting pool of voters for any fledgling politician.

* * *

Despite his already obvious street savvy and developing union contacts, Ahern lacked political pedigree. He wasn’t a city or county councillor. There was no hand-me-down seat in his family, ruling out the route for political aspirants that had been prevalent in post-colonial Ireland. This meant that securing the party nomination for the 1977 general election would be extremely difficult, and so it proved. Despite the obvious advantage that he was based at the opposite end of the constituency from Jim Tunney, Ahern lost by three votes to a much more established candidate, a councillor by the name of Danny Bell.

Bell was a hardworking and suave businessman, well liked in the area. He was a general-election candidate on merit, but by the time the campaign had begun, the Tunney-Bell ticket had had a third name added to it: Bertie Ahern. A member of the Fianna Fáil national executive at the time recalls leaving a meeting of the executive in the early hours of the morning, just weeks before polling day, when there had been no mention of any additions to the ticket in Dublin Finglas. However, some time after his departure, Ahern became a candidate.

It says everything about Ahern’s Fianna Fáil upbringing that his elder brother Maurice believes his mother’s proudest moment came on the day she saw her son’s face on a Fianna Fáil poster on a street corner during that campaign. “I don’t think anything that happened after that really matched that moment for her.”

But why was Ahern added to the ticket? The official version is that, with two Finglas-based candidates, it lacked balance and the hole at the Drumcondra/Glasnevin end of the constituency had to be filled. The party needed a “sweeper” to bring in Fianna Fáil votes outside Finglas –  an entirely plausible explanation.

Geographical considerations weren’t the only reason for bringing Ahern forward. Bell had done well in the local elections and was putting out flyers everywhere. Given the expectation that only one Fianna Fáil candidate would win a seat in the constituency, Tunney, typical of sitting deputies, became worried about the threat from Bell. Not the least of his concerns, apparently, was Bell’s place at the top of the ballot paper –  the positioning is set by alphabetical order –  which in those days was reckoned to guarantee at least 700–800 votes straight off for Fianna Fáil candidates. The best way of neutering that threat was to add a name to the ticket, particularly if the new candidate’s surname began with ‘A’, which would place him above Bell on the ballot paper. Even members of his own inner circle admit that Ahern would not have been seen as an immediate threat to Tunney, certainly not in comparison to Danny Bell.

Tunney’s key strategist was Ray Walsh: “He organised everything for Tunney. He was superb. Ray could read the numbers and you needed his approval before you got anywhere. Bertie got his approval after much courting by him and his associates and was added to the ticket at the last minute,” recalls one veteran of that 1977 campaign. “Ray Walsh got a hold of [Jack] Lynch and persuaded him that they were in dire straits,” says another.

Ahern would have the southern part of the constituency to himself, but Drumcondra was far from the Fianna Fáil stronghold it later became. It was “blueshirt territory”, says one of Ahern’s supporters, dominated by Fine Gael’s Alice Glenn.

Ahern later admitted that he had agreed a sideline pact with Tunney whereby the sitting TD would “take a slip in his support to bolster my first preferences and he would stay out of my areas. He came down in votes and I went up.” The bell was clearly tolling for Danny’s Dáil prospects.

Whatever the motivation behind Ahern’s addition to the ticket, it wasn’t supposed to matter in terms of seat numbers. With Fianna Fáil widely expected to win only one seat, Ahern was “a nobody”, with “no pedigree”, who “came from nowhere”, his friend Dáithí O Broin later told the RTÉ documentary Bertie, aired in 2008. But nobody, not even those closest to him –  perhaps not even Ahern himself –  realised the quality of the candidate that had been selected. As the new kid on the block, Ahern had to get his own crew in to survive. He had little choice. But what was done out of necessity turned into a virtue. They weren’t the well-drilled, almost military-style Drumcondra machine that became the stuff of legend in the 1980s, but they were hungry, enthusiastic, unconcerned about reputations and totally loyal to Ahern.

“They were not bleary-eyed Fianna Fáilers. These were Bertie men,” one then senior Fianna Fáil figure recalls. That much remained unchanged over the next three decades.

In the 1977 general-election campaign, local sports clubs were a big source of Ahern supporters. Players from All Hampton United and the GAA club that he had once lined out for, Whitehall Colmcilles Gaels, were happy to help, as were athletes from Clonliffe Harriers running club, with which his brother Maurice was strongly involved, and members of the local tennis club. Ahern’s connections from his involvement with the FWUI also came in useful, while friends from Drumcondra and colleagues at the Mater swelled the ranks.

* * *

The Ahern camp has often contended that the tally of his votes in that election showed a significant number of transfers to Labour and Fine Gael. This, they argue, points to a significant personal vote: he was getting the first preference votes of people who would normally vote elsewhere than Fianna Fáil.

Perhaps. Although a close study of all the counts in Dublin Finglas shows that Ahern didn’t do particularly well with transfers from non-Fianna Fáil candidates, so it’s difficult to believe his own votes were particularly strongly transferring across party lines.

Whatever his intial appeal, there is little argument that the main reason for his election in 1977 was the national swing to his party. It not only neutralised the Tullymander, but turned it in Fianna Fáil’s favour. The tactics behind the Tullymander had been far from complicated: in Dublin, where Fianna Fáil was weakest, the city was divided into a series of three-seater constituencies, which, based on the voting patterns of previous elections, would inevitably deliver a consistent return of one Fianna Fáil, one Fine Gael and one Labour.

In rural areas, Tully went for four- or five-seaters. This would ensure that, despite Fianna Fáil’s strength, it would be confined to a share of the spoils with Fine Gael and Labour. The 50:50 split outside Dublin, allied to the 2:1 advantage the coalition would hold in the capital, seemed to guarantee that the coalition government simply couldn’t lose.

Certainly, that was how people in Fianna Fáil saw it. Many senior party figures despaired that the general election was unwinnable. Fianna Fáil, the party that had benefited from imaginative redrawing of boundaries in past elections, had been out Fianna Fáil-ed.

Although some in Fine Gael had serious reservations –  most notably future Taoiseach Garret FitzGerald –  many National Coalition TDs were cock-a-hoop at the prospect of doing to Fianna Fáil what Fianna Fáil had done to them so many times in the past when Fianna Fáil local government ministers had drawn up electoral boundaries that favoured their party.

However, there was a fatal flaw in Tully’s plan. It was based on the assumption of little change in the first preference votes of the main parties and would work perfectly if that was the case. For example, if the new constituencies had been in place for the 1973 election, the National Coalition’s majority would probably have increased from four to around fourteen. But if that was not the case –  if, for example, Fianna Fáil’s vote increased –  the potential existed for enormous gains by the opposition. This potential weakness was spotted by a few election experts. However, a sizeable increase in Fianna Fáil’s national vote seemed highly unlikely.

With opinion polls then in their infancy, most commentators believed that, if anything, Fine Gael and Labour had strengthened their hold on the electorate. How wrong they were. Days after the election was called, key members of the coalition commissioned their own private opinion poll. The result showed Fianna Fáil at a staggering 59 per cent. The election was as good as over, a point illustrated by Garret FitzGerald’s joke to his colleagues on receiving the poll figures: “Can we undissolve the Dáil?” Shock set in, which lasted the length of the campaign.

What the political commentators hadn’t realised was that the voters had had their fill of the National Coalition. Fianna Fáil’s massive give-away election manifesto, including promises to scrap domestic rates and car tax, certainly helped, as did its decision to embrace the glamorous US-style election campaign with plenty of razzmatazz and glitz. In comparison, Fine Gael and Labour appeared staid and boring.

The huge swing to Fianna Fáil turned the Tullymander on its head. Outside Dublin, it meant that Fianna Fáil was taking three out of four or five seats in many constituencies. In Dublin, its huge vote was delivering two out of three seats. The result was a massive and unprecedented twenty-seat majority.

In Dublin Finglas, Fianna Fáil’s three candidates secured more than 51.5 per cent of the first preference vote. Ahern attracted 3,729 first preferences –  less than half of Tunney’s total and more than three thousand votes short of the quota. But, crucially, he was at least 1,100 votes ahead of Danny Bell. Bell did marginally better on transfers for the next few counts but it wasn’t sufficient to dent Ahern’s advantage.

Ahern was elected on the seventh count, getting an astonishing 3,042 of Bell’s 3,363 votes that were transferred –  a testimony to Fianna Fáil’s ability to persuade its supporters to vote first, second and third for its candidates. It would be the last time Ahern would ever depend on somebody else’s transfers to win in a general election.

In that campaign he enjoyed another slice of luck. A split in the Labour camp, which saw Matt Merrigan run as an Independent Labour candidate, did serious damage to that party’s prospect of winning a seat. On the Monday following the election, the Irish Times analysis of the votes in Dublin Finglas said the in-fighting had handed the second seat to Fianna Fáil, adding that “Bert [sic] Ahern, a 25-year-old accountant got the second seat by default for Fianna Fáil.”

Given Fianna Fáil had in excess of two quotas in the constituency, that is probably an exaggeration. But not for the last time in his political life, Bertie Ahern had found himself in the right place at the right time. “Bert”, as the Irish Times called him, was a TD. His life, and the lives of those around him, had changed for ever.

* * *

His early days in Leinster House didn’t make a major impact on those around him. Mary Harney has spoken of how, when he started out as a TD, Ahern “went out of his way to conceal his potential” from his colleagues and the media.

Those closer to him knew differently. They were shocked and delighted that Ahern had won the seat, but they quickly noticed a change in him. Paddy Duffy describes it as a Damascus-like conversion: “It was a real awakening for him. Before that his priorities were football, a few pints and a bit of Fianna Fáil. Suddenly he had a future in politics … Bertie went from being ‘one of the lads’ to being a leader with ambitions and plans.” It became apparent that Ahern had “talents above and beyond the rest of us. Suddenly we realised, ‘He’s still Bertie but he’s gone to the top storey. We’re in the day jobs. He’s going places [and we’re not] unless we tag along with him.’”

Just how planned and orchestrated Ahern’s subsequent rise was is a matter of some debate, even among those closest to him.

One version of events is that, roughly four to five months after the election, a meeting took place in Malahide. Among those present were his core team of Tony Kett, Paul Kiely, Paddy Duffy and Joe Burke.

Ahern had first met Burke, a Donegal-born builder, when they became neighbours in Artane. Both became involved in the residents’ association, Burke as chair, Ahern as secretary. The two men and their wives became good friends. Burke was then a foreman on building sites, and had spent a few years with Northside Motors and a crash-repairs business in the north inner city. Eventually he set up as a general builder but went on to specialise in pub refitting. Quite a flash individual with a good sense of humour, Burke didn’t play a huge role in the constituency workload, although he was always present at social gatherings. Knocking on doors wouldn’t have been seen as his strong suit, but he was regarded as a “good man to get things done”. He was “a great man to put eight-by-fours and big [election] posters on Amiens Street”, says one insider.

Fianna Fáil members recall Burke, in the early days, driving a Mercedes or “some type of limo” at the time. He would transport Ahern to functions, giving the upcoming politician a certain cachet and earning himself a nickname, “The Chauffeur”, among some in Dublin Central.

Following that meeting in Malahide, Paddy Duffy says that –  in a strange echo of the young Ahern’s school essay –  a document titled “How to Become Taoiseach in Twenty years” was produced, which he himself typed up. “I’m not saying we ever went back to it” but it showed “the clarity of his ambitions,” Duffy says. Others close to Ahern insist that it never existed.

However, the reality is that Ahern indeed became Taoiseach within twenty years. And, with the benefit of hindsight, it was clear he wasn’t in politics to be backbench fodder. Jim Tunney, having seen off the threat from Danny Bell, quickly became aware of the challenge on his hands. In responding to good-natured jibes from other Fianna Fáil TDs, he would dismiss potential difficulties with the line: “Jim Tunney is not concerned about anybody.” He was right to be untroubled – not because Ahern was no threat but because another redrawing of the boundaries –  this time by an independent body –  would return Drumcondra and Glasnevin back into a reformed Dublin Central constituency. From that point on, Ahern wasn’t Tunney’s problem. Instead another, even bigger, Fianna Fáil name had cause for anxiety: the Fianna Fáil deputy leader and Tánaiste, George Colley.

* * *

Colley was seen by the party grandees as the heir apparent to Taoiseach Jack Lynch, but it was becoming clearer that the succession might not be a foregone conclusion. Despite its overwhelming victory in 1977, Lynch’s government was quickly facing trouble on several fronts. PAYE workers took to the streets in huge numbers to protest about the unfairness of the tax system, unemployment was rising; there was major industrial relations unrest and there was serious backbench discontent that Lynch’s Northern policies were at odds with Fianna Fáil’s republican roots. In the summer of 1979 the government put in a feeble performance in the local and European elections, a result that only made backbenchers more jittery. The end of Lynch’s tenure as Fianna Fáil leader was in sight. After thirteen years in the job –  nine as Taoiseach –  he was ready to hand over the reins to his right-hand man, Colley. But the young turks elected in 1977 had other ideas. They wanted Haughey to lead them. And one, Bertie Ahern, planned on taking the fight to the streets and housing estates of Dublin Central.
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SPREADING TENTACLES

On his election, Bertie Ahern made a promise to himself that people couldn’t and wouldn’t ever say, “The only time we ever see you is at election time.” From that resolve emerged the most powerful local political machine the state has ever seen.

Unfortunately for the people of Finglas, Ahern’s resolve wouldn’t be felt in the constituency that first elected him. In 1980, an independent constituency commission had unravelled the Tullymander and its hotch-potch of three-seater constituencies across Dublin. At the heart of the redrawn map of the capital lay Dublin Central.

Ahern followed his political base of Glasnevin and Drumcondra to the new five-seater constituency. The boundaries ran from leafy Griffith Avenue and the Tolka river in the north to the Liffey in the south, and from the Malahide Road and the North Wall to the Phoenix Park. It was a big, sprawling urban constituency with around thirty thousand houses. Although areas such as Drumcondra, Glasnevin and Phibsboro were predominantly middle class, the majority of the constituency was working class and included areas of huge deprivation in the inner city. The principal issues in the constituency hardly changed throughout the 1980s: unemployment, housing, crime, vandalism and drugs. In the grim recessionary 1980s, that held for many constituencies, but nowhere in the country were these issues as profound as in Dublin Central.

The constituency was pockmarked with virtually entire streets of derelict sites. In the more deprived inner-city districts, unemployment in the 1980s was estimated at more than 70 per cent among those under twenty-five. Drugs were a huge problem. The constituency was also conservative: of all the constituencies in Dublin, it recorded the highest pro-life vote in the 1983 abortion referendum and the biggest “no” vote in the 1986 divorce referendum.

Ahern was joined in Dublin Central by five other sitting TDs along with Labour’s Pat Carroll, who had lost in the 1977 election by a handful of votes. Two other prominent politicians also had bases in the constituency. Tony Gregory and Alice Glenn were recognised as forces with which to be reckoned.

Nine into five simply doesn’t go. From the outset Ahern was determined that he wouldn’t be one of the four left behind. The six TDs included two other Fianna Fáil members, Tom Leonard –  who had pipped Pat Carroll to the post in Dublin Cabra in 1977 –  and, more significantly, the Tánaiste and Minister for Finance, George Colley.

Colley was following his political base of Marino and East Wall –  two settled, strongly community-based working/lower-middle-class areas –  which were now part of Dublin Central.

* * *

Colley was a Fianna Fáil blue-blood –  in so much as Fianna Fáil has blue-bloods. His father Harry was a veteran of 1916 and the War of Independence and was a TD for Dublin North-East before losing out to Charlie Haughey in 1957. Four years later, Colley reclaimed the family seat, coming in behind Haughey. By 1965, he was a cabinet minister and being groomed by some of the party elders to succeed Seán Lemass. Although they had been school friends, Colley and Haughey soon became adversaries in a cabinet full of strong personalities, vying to take over from Lemass as party leader and Taoiseach in the 1960s.

Jack Lynch emerged as a compromise candidate, defeating Colley to become Fianna Fáil leader and Taoiseach in 1966. The showdown between Colley and Haughey was postponed.

Lynch lasted far longer than anyone had expected. But, notwithstanding Haughey’s period in the wilderness after the sensational arms trial of 1970, it was inevitable that one day Colley and Haughey would go head to head for the leadership.

In December 1979, just over two years after the Fianna Fáil landslide, Lynch was effectively forced out by an increasingly mutinous parliamentary party. Colley was his anointed successor, and Lynch’s departure had been timed to maximise his chance of taking over. The plan went awry. Colley was an old-style gentleman politician, with an almost diffident manner. His strength, as Bertie Ahern would happily discover over the next few years, wasn’t in soliciting votes. He was outfought, out-thought and out-plotted in the leadership contest by the ruthless and wily Haughey.

The level of enmity between the two men, allied to the relative tightness of the result, was such that Haughey couldn’t command total loyalty from his party after he had become its leader. A sizeable minority of the parliamentary party, led by Colley and Des O’Malley, distrusted him. Over the next four years, a succession of heaves against Haughey’s leadership almost tore Fianna Fáil asunder.

At the time of the leadership contest, Ahern’s political base was still in Dublin Finglas. The constituency commission didn’t report until the following spring. A large number of cumann people in Dublin Finglas, including many in Ahern’s O’Donovan Rossa cumann, would have been Colley supporters –  Jim Tunney was certainly in the Colley camp. But Ahern surprised some by voting for Haughey in the leadership contest and stayed loyal to him throughout all of the turmoil that followed. Years later, he explained that although he had met Colley he “didn’t really know him”.

In contrast, Ahern’s involvement –  via his association with the Mater Hospital –  on an internal Fianna Fáil committee that advised Haughey as health spokesman meant he knew Haughey better. While Colley was seen as part of an aloof hierarchy, Haughey actively cultivated the new crop of deputies elected in 1977. Many of the younger TDs were also attracted by Haughey’s republican credentials, and it’s hard to imagine this wasn’t a factor for Ahern, who had grown up in a staunchly republican household. But he must also have seen a better future with Haughey than with the more establishment Colley.

Although the ever-genial Ahern avoided confrontation or acrimony with the Colley-O’Malley faction, his electoral contests with Colley in Dublin Central in 1981/2 came to resemble a quasi-leadership battle. As we will see, those contests were often bitter, and there would be only one winner.

* * *

The approaches of Colley and Ahern to Dublin Central politics couldn’t have been more different. Although Ahern had moved out of the constituency with his new wife Miriam, he had been born and bred in Dublin Central. He mightn’t have slept in the constituency now, but his every waking hour was devoted to it. Colley was a national figure who had simply followed his vote there.

Method was the essence of Ahern’s philosophy. Many people might regard Dublin as a small city, but not Ahern. To him, even his own constituency was a collection of distinct areas, each with their concerns and problems, so he divided it into twenty-five wards –  essentially a group of streets with perhaps a thousand homes. He appointed a “boss” in each ward, who would be in charge of up to ten people whose job it was to canvass each of those streets at least three or four times a year.

The ward bosses were Ahern’s eyes and ears in that section of the constituency. They would know everything that was going on –  births, deaths, football games, sales of work –  and would notify him of events he should attend and accompany him. While out canvassing, it was their job to know each house and ascertain how long should be spent at each door. If there were six potential votes for “Bertie” then it was worth giving it some time. However, if the householders were supporters of a rival candidate, they might be looking to delay the Ahern canvass. The ward boss had to know the difference.

The bosses took their responsibilities seriously. One politician recalls talking to one after a redrawing of the constituency had moved the series of streets he was responsible for to an adjoining constituency. The ward boss was genuinely “broken-hearted” by the loss of an area he and his team had assiduously cultivated for Ahern.

Many of Ahern’s closest associates served as ward bosses, including Joe Burke and Paul Kiely. Liam Cooper, still a key figure in Dublin Central today, was another, as was Cyprian Brady, who in later years would run Ahern’s office and become his running mate in the 2007 general election. Cyprian’s father, Ray Brady, was also involved in helping Ahern build a base in the inner city when he first made the move from Dublin Finglas. Other ward bosses included Dominic Caulfield and Dominic Dillane.

Dillane was a latecomer to the Ahern organisation: a Kerry-born lecturer in tourism management at DIT Bolton Street, he began canvassing for Ahern in the 1990s. He has a degree in actuarial science and a PhD in statistics; insiders describe him as “borderline genius”. His talents, particularly his ability with figures, were quickly spotted and he was brought into the inner sanctum of St Luke’s, becoming treasurer of the constituency organisation and establishing himself as a key figure in Ahern’s organisation.

John Grange was another ward boss. He is a landscape gardener who, insiders say, was responsible for the hanging baskets at St Luke’s that Ahern has been credited with nurturing. Brian Bogle, Charlie O’Connor, Maurice Ahern and John Stephens also served their time, as did Paddy “The Plasterer” Reilly, who in later years would become a household name because of his close friendship with Ahern.

During election campaigns, there was competition between the ward bosses to see who could deliver the highest increase in first preference votes with prizes given to the winners. “It had more the feel of a club than a political party. It was fun. Out on a Tuesday night canvassing, then into Kennedy’s or Fagan’s for a few pints. Many of them weren’t members of Fianna Fáil. It was Ahern. He was a project they took on and they ended up running the country,” one close observer from a rival party recalls. This was echoed by a participant. “You felt as if you were part of something. A little bit untouchable. Our man was on the rise.”

Former Dublin Lord Mayor Royston Brady, a brother of Cyprian who also became a ward boss, has compared it to “something out of Goodfellas” –  the legendary Oscar-winning film about the Mob –  and the process of becoming a made man. But perhaps the best comparison is with legendary Chicago mayor Richard Daley. Dublin Central was Ahern’s personal fiefdom in the way that Chicago in the 1960s and 1970s was Daley’s.

The ward system later evolved to include parish leaders, based around the churches and local schools. Knowledge was power. Every opportunity was used –  collecting kids from school or football, going to mass –  to build information, to get to know people in the locality and, crucially, the area’s problems.

Everybody connected to the Drumcondra machine was involved in intelligence gathering. If the children of a canvasser saw a light missing on a road, they would go home and tell their parents. A letter would be typed, stating the matter would be addressed, and put through doors on the road in question. When the light was fixed, another letter would be dispatched pointing it out. It was time-consuming and unglamorous work, but it meant Ahern’s name was always out there in Dublin Central. As he had at the Mater Hospital, he quickly developed a reputation as a man who got things done.

In tandem with this, Ahern set about perfecting the constituency’s political clinic structure. Every part of the constituency had one –  eventually there would be fourteen – and six or seven clinics would be held throughout the month. Initially, Ahern tried to attend them all and even years later, as Taoiseach, he would monitor them closely. Paddy Duffy recalls “a huge mountain of work” being created. In the early 1980s, Ahern also opened one of the first full-time constituency offices in the country, over Fagan’s, the pub that became synonymous with the Drumcondra Mafia. Celia Larkin, who was among the extended Ahern network, became the constituency secretary, running the office. She would go on to become central to Ahern’s life, both personally and politically.

The attention to detail was phenomenal, as evidenced by a story that emerged about a young Finglas man who, after returning from abroad in 1977, contacted Ahern’s clinic, saying he heard some jobs were going in Post and Telegraphs (later An Post and Telecom Éireann). A letter came back saying Ahern was investigating job opportunities in the public sector. Not long afterwards the man was offered work in Post and Telegraphs. He ended up taking another job. Four years later, he received another letter from Ahern, recalling the initial contact and suggesting that, although the man couldn’t vote for Ahern in the Finglas area, he might have relatives living in Dublin Central who would. No stone was left unturned in the hunt for precious number one votes.

At the core of everything lay Ahern’s enthusiasm and work ethic. He was known to members of his team as “the bossman” but also, because of his appetite for the canvassing grind, as “part machine, part man”. It rubbed off on all those around him: “Everyone bought into it. Everyone wanted to impress him. They weren’t afraid of him as people were of Haughey,” recalls one figure involved in the 1980s. But neither were they necessarily close to him: “Bertie doesn’t really have friends and you were under no illusions about that,” one insider says.

His workload in the constituency became the stuff of legend. Every year Ahern personally canvassed huge chunks of the constituency –  unless an election was in the offing, the canvassing season ran from St Patrick’s Day to September –  and he continued to canvass regularly in non-election years long after he had become Taoiseach.

Even political rivals, for whom Ahern holds little appeal, concede he was “brilliant” on the doorstep: “He was very, very personable. And women loved him because he was cute,” says one.

It was in the early 1980s that the Ahern Christmas and Easter letters became a permanent feature in his strategy. The Ahern team would sit down in November and a month before Easter and decide on the big issues in the constituency. Paddy Duffy would shape their deliberations into a circular, which was delivered to the entire constituency by up to sixty people, divided into teams. In the Drumcondra office a master board would be marked with all the streets in the constituency, which were allotted to the teams, who headed off to do the “drop”. It was finished within one day, first to ensure efficiency, and second, to build team spirit. Afterwards, everyone would meet up in Fagan’s for a drink.

In the early 1980s, Chris Wall became involved with Ahern. He had known Bertie’s older brother Maurice for some years through athletics. (Wall went on to become one of Ireland’s leading athletics administrators.) Shortly after he and his wife Myra moved to Drumcondra, Myra was canvassing for Ahern. When Wall was dropping her to the constituency headquarters, then based at the Ahern family home on Church Avenue, he figured out the connection with Maurice, and presently joined his wife on the canvass. He was soon the most important figure in Ahern’s local organisation. “Bertie’s ambassador”, “Bertie’s plenipotentiary” and “Bertie’s enforcer” are just a few of the descriptions applied to Wall by those who have witnessed the Drumcondra Mafia at close hand. “There are a lot of people who thought they were players, but it was Bertie and Wall,” remembers one constituency figure. “He was Bertie’s general. If you wanted something done, you went to Chris,” says another.

Wall is affable and pleasant, with a sense of mischief, but those who know him describe an operator who is “tough as nails” and politically ruthless. Wall first made a name for himself at a meeting of the Dublin Central Comhairle Dáil Cheantair –  the body in the constituency that oversees all the Fianna Fáil cumainn –  when he bluntly reminded George Colley that Haughey had polled more votes than he had in the leadership contest. “Chris didn’t suffer fools. What you see is what you get,” says one Fianna Fáil figure from Dublin Central.

Unlike other members of the Drumcondra Mafia, Wall’s involvement with Ahern was purely political. He had no involvement whatsoever in Ahern’s complex financial dealings that would be investigated by the Mahon Tribunal. He was also the only member of the Mafia to play politically at a high level. When Ahern became Fianna Fáil leader, Wall would sit on the party’s election committee, and was the Dublin Central Comhairle Dáil Cheantair’s constituency delegate to the Fianna Fáil national executive. Although he enjoyed a successful career in business and knows politics inside out, sources say his input at those meetings was generally limited. It was not for nothing that he was regarded as “Bertie’s eyes and ears”.

Those who have worked with him at close quarters say Wall has great qualities. He is straight and, unlike many involved at constituency level, able to see the big picture. Back in the 1980s, he brought Ahern’s machine to a new level. He typed up a hugely detailed strategy document based on classic marketing philosophy. It included a marketing operation, a selling operation and a buying operation. The marketing was about providing the service to the public on an ongoing basis, the selling underlay the election campaign, and the buying took place on election day, when the “purchase” was a vote for Ahern. The marketing side was crucial: it kept Ahern’s name in front of people all the time.

By the general election of June 1981, Ahern had been a TD for four years. He had also been a member of Dublin Corporation since February 1978: Jim Tunney, his constituency colleague in Dublin Finglas, had ceded his seat to him on the corporation after he himself had been appointed a junior minister. The local elections of 1979 showed, perhaps for the first time, that Ahern was developing a formidable electoral machine. On what was not a good day for the party, he still headed the poll in his electoral area. He garnered 2,710 first preferences, which was just a couple of hundred votes shy of the quota and well ahead of the next candidate, Fine Gael’s Alice Glenn. Ahern hoovered up the Fianna Fáil vote: the next Fianna Fáil candidate was Ahern ally Paddy Duffy, in tenth place, with 462 votes. The following year, the new Taoiseach, Charlie Haughey, made Ahern his assistant government whip. This followed an Ahern-inspired move to propose involving backbenchers in back-up policy committees. The leadership saw this as a good way to head off potential dissent.
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