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    PROLOGUE




    Fingers and the Prince


  




  Prince Albert of Monaco and his fiancée, Charlene Wittstock, were used to turning heads. Wittstock, a stunning South African former Olympic

  swimmer, would have attracted attention anywhere, even if she was not accompanied by a minor European royal who was the son of the late American actor Grace Kelly.




  However, at a private dinner in the K Club at Straffan, Co. Kildare, on the night of Sunday 3 April 2011 it wasn’t the soon-to-be-royal who caused eyebrows to be raised: instead it was the

  sight of a neatly dressed 73-year-old gentleman who sat down with her for a jovial dinner. This was Michael Fingleton, the old boss of Irish Nationwide Building Society, who regaled the prince and

  his glamorous bride-to-be as if his society had never collapsed at a cost of €5.4 billion to the taxpayer.




  The dinner, on the first floor of the Palmer Smurfit Clubhouse, was in the elegant surroundings of the Kwam Suk-Royal Thai and oriental restaurant, which was celebrating its opening weekend. The

  owner of the resort, the multi-millionaire paper and packaging tycoon Michael Smurfit, was hosting the soirée.




  Fingleton, known as ‘Fingers’, was among the twenty or so guests invited to the exclusive gathering. For four decades he had ruled his small building society with an iron fist. His

  nickname reflected his shrewdness, his love of power and his immense greed. Unlike Smurfit, whose father had been a successful businessman, Fingleton was an entirely self-made man. He was a gossip,

  who could be good company, but he was also a man with a controlling and even vindictive side to his character, which was capable of keeping many secrets.




  Fingleton prided himself on always having the inside track. This allowed him to mix with minor European royalty as easily as he had with the elite of boom-time Ireland, who had got ahead

  sometimes by what they knew but other times only by who they knew.




  By 2011, however, this was no longer enough. The tide of public opinion had turned against men like Fingers. He was no longer an influential figure, someone to be feared, but was instead being

  hunted by the media, which blamed him—not entirely unreasonably—for being one of those who caused Ireland’s economic collapse.




  The fall of Fingleton’s beloved building society came after Ireland’s property bubble burst spectacularly. The taxpayer has had to foot the bill of €5.4 billion, at the cost of

  drastic cut-backs in public services.




  From the wreckage of his fiefdom Fingleton had walked away with a bonus of €1 million and a pension fund worth at its peak €27 million. He had received more than €11 million in

  pay, bonuses and benefits in the six years before he left the society. He had helped impoverish a nation, but he still enjoyed a life of holidays abroad, giving him a slight tan behind his

  trademark goatee beard.




  Sitting near Fingleton was Michael Lowry, the scandal-dogged Tipperary politician who still managed to top the poll. Only the previous month Lowry had been accused by a tribunal of inquiry of

  having a ‘profoundly corrupt’ relationship with Ben Dunne, scion of the wealthy retail family. On top of that, the tribunal concluded that he had improperly ‘delivered’ a

  valuable mobile phone licence to a young entrepreneur, Denis O’Brien, who later became Ireland’s richest man.




  None of the twenty guests at the dinner cared a jot about either Fingleton’s or Lowry’s fall into disgrace but were happy to dine with both men. The meal was a pleasant and cordial

  affair, preceding an official visit by Prince Albert to Ireland, a country that had once been compared to his wealthy principality. Now, however, Ireland had fallen a long way from being considered

  one of the wealthiest countries in the world. Instead it was lumped in with Greece, deemed a disaster area and a beggar reliant on hand-outs from its wealthier euro-zone partners, such as Germany

  and France.




  News of the dinner caused a minor diplomatic incident, with the Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs, Éamon Gilmore, insisting that ‘we had nothing to do with it. It was

  a private dinner.’ Both Fingleton and Lowry refused to comment or even confirm that they had been in attendance.




  Smurfit, Ireland’s honorary consul for life in Monaco, was a vastly wealthy man who had done it all in business. He didn’t give a fig about public opinion when it came to old

  friends. Later, in October 2011, an indignant Smurfit would tell Justine McCarthy in the Sunday Times that he believed both Fingleton and Lowry were innocent men. Fingleton, he suggested,

  was simply a scapegoat for others eager to assign blame for Ireland’s loss of economic sovereignty when its banking collapse forced it to seek a joint EU-IMF bail-out.

  ‘People will always look for somebody to hang because of what’s happened. That, of course, is way over-exaggerated and totally unjustified in relation to Fingleton, as far as I’m

  concerned,’ Smurfit said.




  The truth, as uncovered in forensic detail in this book, is that when it comes to Fingleton, his rise and fall, along with his toxic building society, in a sense Smurfit is right. The twisted

  tale of unchecked personal ambition and greed that is Fingleton’s story could never have happened for so many decades without many willing, and some unwitting, accomplices.




  Irish Nationwide is the second-largest corporate failure in Irish history, after Anglo Irish Bank. Despite the scale of its losses, relatively little is known about its inner workings. This is

  the tale of the men in suits, in banking, politics, the bond market and regulation, who allowed Fingleton to run so recklessly that he cost every citizen dearly. He could not have done it

  alone.




  Irish Nationwide, relative to its size, is the worst bank in the country, with hidden secrets that even five years into financial crisis remain unknown to a public who have nonetheless been

  forced to pick up the enormous bill for its collapse.




  This book looks at both Fingers the man and the financial institution he created. It examines the reasons for the society’s failure and Fingleton’s direct and indirect role in it and

  brings the situation regarding both the banker and his society up to the present.




  It exposes for the first time the way in which Fingleton was allowed to operate at will around the board table at Irish Nationwide, despite the society being chaired by an eminent professor of

  banking and being regularly micro-managed by the state’s banking watchdog. It shows how the Financial Regulator knew about colossal failings in the society from 2000 but failed to really do

  anything about it. It publishes for the first time the details of the Ernst and Young report, commissioned by the Central Bank to examine what was going on in the society in regard to failings of

  corporate governance.




  It names the clients of Irish Nationwide who ended up as beneficiaries of those failings, and it examines their relationship with Fingleton.




  It divulges what life was like inside Irish Nationwide for those working under Michael Fingleton.




  It delves into the culture of the company and the management style of the man who brought it down.




  It examines the role of Fingleton’s family: his son Michael junior, who helped run the British and European lending operations, and the British law firm at which his daughter works, which

  acted on both sides of property deals (for the society and the client). It also raises the issue of his other son’s mysterious Chinese property venture, into which funds from Irish

  Nationwide’s biggest borrower were paid.




  The book looks at Fingleton’s appetite for financing lavish projects, such as the €50 million renovation of the yacht Christina O, Updown Court (the most expensive house in

  Britain), the Kilternan Hotel (loans of €150 million for a hotel project Fingleton never even went to see), and the Provençal Hotel renovation in the French Riviera that has never been

  finished, among many other deals.




  It also looks at the life of Michael Fingleton, from early beginnings working for charity in Nigeria to his social life, his friends, his lavish expenses, and how in the end he blew his fortune

  and ended up as part of a small group of pariah figures, blamed for costing Irish citizens billions.




  Fingleton’s closeness to politicians—usually as a lender but also as a business partner—is also analysed. We look at the extraordinary deal he believed he had struck with the

  government as he walked out of the ruins of his building society. We also uncover the top borrowers from the society near the peak of the boom and reveal some of the many well-known names from

  politics, business and the media who he favoured. And we report on how the taxpayer was forced into paying the bill when the music stopped.




  The book also reveals the mistakes made by the Irish Nationwide board, the government and the regulator in allowing this failure to happen over many decades. And it looks forward to what is

  likely to happen now in follow-up legal actions against Fingleton and other board members.




  Fingleton had many contradictions, and he often had two sides. He was capable of being generous but could also be a bully. He knew everybody but was in many ways a loner. He had huge appetites

  for the high life but was obsessed with driving down costs. He was a perfectionist but with huge personal flaws. His character is more intriguing and complex than that of other bankers.




  In the end, what was it within him that drove him to ultimately give two fingers to the Irish people, despite the horrendous cost of his greed and lust for power?




  Michael Fingleton’s survival for decades as a rogue banker in charge of a toxic building society goes to the heart of the dark side of the ‘Celtic Tiger’, which would

  eventually kill it. The implosion of Irish Nationwide was not an isolated incident among Irish lenders: others collapsed, or would have collapsed if not for the intervention of the state. But Irish

  Nationwide was not quite like the others. This was a building society dominated by one man for more than thirty-seven years. Its mistakes were his mistakes. Its failings were his failings.




  The Central Bank had the information and the powers needed to force the society to change direction. It knew what was going on but failed to take real action. The other banks were a calamity

  that would always have happened when the property bubble burst; Irish Nationwide was a financial disaster waiting to happen. For many years in plain view.
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FINGLETON: CHAMPION OF LAW AND ORDER



      


    


  




  On 5 July 1983 Michael Fingleton took the stand in Dublin’s daunting Circuit Criminal Court. Outside, the dark River Liffey flowed on a

  bright Tuesday afternoon. Smartly dressed, with his trademark dark goatee neatly clipped, Fingleton cut a dapper figure. The respected boss of Irish Nationwide—the up-and-coming building

  society beloved of the media—was comfortable as he slid into the witness box.




  He was the first witness in what promised to be the explosive trial of Alex Tarbett, former chief executive of Concern, the country’s biggest overseas aid agency. Fingleton had the rather

  delicate task of outlining the evidence in the criminal prosecution of a former friend who faced both ruin and imprisonment.




  In the confined space of the courtroom Fingleton could see Tarbett, only yards from him. Their eyes met. Tarbett, a smooth-talking and accomplished businessman who lived in an expensive suburb

  of south Co. Dublin, was not the court’s typical accused. He looked a sorry sight. Despite his wealthy background he had suffered the indignity of having his assets frozen by the court, so he

  could not afford his own lawyers. The only concession made to his former position in the establishment was that Judge John Gleeson granted leave for his distraught wife, Mary, to sit beside him

  throughout the trial.




  A 54-year old father of six children, Tarbett was a friend of cardinals and bishops. He had mixed in the highest levels of Irish business, even working for a time as lieutenant of Michael

  Smurfit, the packaging tycoon and one of the country’s richest men. Now he was far from high society and was instead facing ten charges of embezzling £240,000. This was a colossal sum,

  equivalent to more than €1 million today. The money that was allegedly taken had been collected from the public and the Church to help the poorest of the poor in Africa and Asia over a period

  of three years, up to the time he left the charity in 1981. All the alleged fraud had taken place under Fingleton’s nose as chairman of the charity from the end of 1977. It was embarrassing

  for Fingleton, who prided himself on his canniness and ability to judge people. Now the newspapers were all over the story, and Concern’s hard-earned reputation was threatened.




  Maurice Gaffney, senior counsel for the prosecution, began his questioning. He had already described to the jury how the prosecution’s case was that Tarbett had repeatedly moved large sums

  out of Concern’s bank accounts into his personal account and how he had managed to siphon off big cheques made out to Concern for his own benefit.




  It was up to Fingleton—a trained barrister and accountant—who had personally led Concern’s internal investigation into the affair, to fill in the damning detail.




  Fingleton was a credible and steely witness, who showed little sentiment for Tarbett’s predicament. He began his evidence by describing how Concern’s main bank account in 1978 was in

  the College Green branch of Bank of Ireland, but it also had several other accounts, including one with AIB in Baggot Street. At that time, Fingleton said, everybody trusted

  Tarbett and nobody suspected him of wrongdoing.




  As chief executive of Concern, Tarbett earned a modest salary of £4,000 a year, but he appeared to be independently wealthy, as he also ran his own publishing company. There was no reason

  to believe he would need to top up his earnings by stealing from Concern.




  Unknown to Concern, however, Fingleton stated that in 1978 Tarbett had set up a new bank account in AIB, Baggot Street, in his own name. He told the court that two

  signatures were required for withdrawing any money from Concern’s accounts, but somehow Tarbett had got around this and managed to move money around on the strength of his sole signature.




  Tarbett had explained his actions to AIB by saying it was to cover his personal expenses as he jetted around the world’s disaster zones and went on epic

  fund-raising drives. As a result he had managed to use Concern’s bank account as his personal piggy-bank, to be tapped into at will.




  Fingleton told the court that Concern had found out what was really going on only after Tarbett left the charity when his contract expired in September 1981. In November 1981, he said, questions

  suddenly emerged about where large sums of money from donors had gone. The Bishop of Orange County, California, Dr William Johnson, had set alarm bells ringing by asking how his donation had been

  spent. He said his parish had given a donation of $85,500 to Concern that nobody in Concern knew about. About the same time Concern also found out that a cheque for £20,000 from its Cork

  branch had gone missing.




  The organisation quickly began a review, led by Fingleton, into what began to look like fraud on a grand scale. Fingleton summoned Tarbett to explain himself at a specially called meeting of the

  executive committee in Dublin. ‘I interviewed him and put it to him that the auditors had discovered that cheques sent to Concern seemed to have been lodged in his account,’ Fingleton

  said. Tarbett seemed surprised at this news. He promised Fingleton that he would investigate it immediately and return that afternoon with a full explanation.




  Later that day Tarbett rang back. He said he’d been delayed and asked for the meeting to be deferred until the following day.




  Under questioning from a now deeply suspicious Fingleton, Tarbett admitted that he’d found two missing cheques for smaller sums in his bank account. He also said he’d uncovered a

  cheque to Concern for £4,000 that he had forgotten about. As for the cheque for £20,000 from the Cork branch of Concern, he said he had no idea where it was now.




  Under pressure from Fingleton, Tarbett admitted that the money must somehow have ended up in his personal bank account. This was an ‘error’, he insisted.




  Fingleton then raised the issue of the $85,500 from the bishop in California—a huge donation at the time. Tarbett admitted he had got the cheque but said he’d decided to hang on to

  it while he waited for a better exchange rate between the American dollar and the Irish pound. When he finally got around to cashing it he said he’d noticed for the first time that the cheque

  was not signed. ‘He said he’d sent it back to the Bishop of Orange for signature,’ Fingleton said. Somehow the cheque had then got lost, Tarbett suggested rather implausibly.




  Fingleton openly disbelieved him. He told Tarbett he needed to come up with a much better explanation to account for the missing cheques. He demanded that Tarbett give Concern a letter

  authorising him to look inside his bank accounts. Under pressure, Tarbett had little choice but to give his consent.




  Once the bank details were handed over, Fingleton could see big sums intended for the charity somehow ending up with Tarbett, who was spending large sums every month. Fingleton told the court

  that he was satisfied that none of these movements were legitimate.




  Concern had hoped not to be forced to pursue Tarbett, and it had first invited him to repay all the disputed money. Tarbett had readily agreed, and the date of 21 November 1981 was set. It was a

  stalling tactic; and Fingleton told the court that in fact he had ‘no knowledge’ of any money being repaid. When the deadline passed, Fingleton called in the authorities.




  On Saturday 19 December 1981 Detective-Sergeant John Carty of the Fraud Squad arrested Tarbett for questioning. Tarbett’s plan to fly on Christmas Day to Australia for a holiday with his

  family had to be abruptly cancelled. He had a visitor’s visa for a year, further arousing Fingleton’s suspicions.




  Fingleton finished his testimony and allowed others to fill in more gaps for the prosecution.




  John Millett, Cork area organiser for Concern, said that a cheque for £20,000 dated 7 November 1978 and one for £7,500 dated 8 October 1980 had been sent to Concern. But, he said, he

  now knew they had made it only as far as Tarbett.




  Seán Duffy, secretary of the Agency for Personal Service Overseas, said he had sent Concern a cheque for £4,164 in July 1981, but this too had stopped at Tarbett.




  Ronald Smiley, chairperson of the Disaster Appeals Committee of Ireland, said he had sent a cheque for £84,000 to Concern in March 1980. The cheque had been paid out all right, on 14

  April, but it had been done on the signature of Tarbett alone, and yet again the money had ended up in his bank account.




  As the evidence against him mounted that Wednesday afternoon, Tarbett, acting in his own defence, recalled Fingleton to the stand. He had some questions to ask of his former friend who, in

  Tarbett’s eyes, had turned against him.




  Fingleton had shown that when it came to wrongdoing or treating an organisation’s money as one’s own he was fully prepared to step up, investigate and try to ensure that the money

  was at least given back. When this didn’t happen Fingleton would not shirk his responsibilities in dealing with the matter.




   




   




  ——




  Fingleton’s own interest in Africa began in the late 1960s. Unmarried and without ties, he had travelled to Nigeria in 1968. Using his accountancy expertise, he had

  helped to administer the Catholic Bishops’ Fund in Nigeria. There he had got to know most of the significant personalities in Concern and overseas development.




  Based in the teeming capital of Lagos, he was part of an extended network of hundreds of Irish missionaries and lay people working there when a secessionist movement among the Igbo people in

  south-eastern Nigeria broke away and established the state of Biafra. The young Fingleton was part of a group of Irish people energised into action by the war and its consequent famine to begin

  helping not only on the ground but by embarking on a huge fund-raising drive in Ireland. It was an exciting time.




  ‘Biafra was the first famine on television,’ Tom Arnold, chief executive of Concern, recalled in an article in the Irish Times on 2 February 2008. ‘But stories coming

  home from Irish missionaries, into almost every parish in the country, also contributed to the massive response.’




  Among the Irish missionaries working in Biafra was the charismatic Father Raymond Kennedy of the Holy Ghost order. With his brother John O’Loughlin Kennedy and the latter’s wife,

  Kay, he set up Africa Concern in March 1968, which later became simply Concern. By the close of 1968 they had raised £3½ million for Biafra—equivalent to €64 million

  today—as the public responded emotionally to television and press reports of devastating famine.




  Michael Fingleton, while never based in Biafra during the war, still managed to play a part in the relief effort as well as helping with existing good works in Nigeria. The extent of his bravery

  is not clear. In an interview with the business magazine Strategy in July 1988 he described the experience as




  

    

      unreal, interesting, exciting and a great adventure. You’re not frightened when you’re involved and you were much more likely to get killed in a car crash than

      in the war. They drove on the wrong side of the road and if there was a gap, there was a car.


    


  




  In a profile of Fingleton in the Sunday Business Post in 1994 the journalist Ted Harding described what he called a ‘celebrated’ incident involving

  Fingleton as a sort of Indiana Jones figure. ‘Irish clergy were rounded up and imprisoned in the country’s Port Harcourt jail. Fingleton managed to cajole a pilot with government ties

  to fly him into the area. Coming off the plane, he was asked to open his case by security forces. The soldiers were stunned to see around £100,000 of bail money for the priests.’




  Contemporaries of Fingleton in Concern don’t recall him ever telling this story during the time they knew him—the 1970s to early 80s—so maybe it grew legs in the telling.

  Fingleton certainly never denied it: he was happy to foster the image of an adventurous, anti-establishment spirit. He regularly recalled Africa fondly in interviews about Irish Nationwide. For

  Strategy he described the Igbo people in awed terms. ‘They’re gracious, dignified, cultured and they’re both fatalistic and ambitious. They’ve an extraordinary

  attitude to life—they don’t worry about tomorrow and yet they’ve a voracious appetite for knowledge and they are highly educated. You’d see kids of 13 and 14 with a gun in

  one hand and an algebra in the other.’ This attitude, combining knowledge with power, fascinated Fingleton.




  Together with absorbing Nigerian culture Fingleton did a lot of growing up and left his three-year spell in a seminary firmly behind him. He tasted alcohol not only for the first time but also

  out of necessity, as canned beer was often a safer option when no clean water was available.




  The Nigerian sojourn left one other lasting mark on Fingleton: his trademark beard, of which he merrily quipped, ‘All imitators beware.’




  When he returned to Ireland in 1970 to embark on his banking and business career with Irish Nationwide he was eager to continue helping out with Concern. On 19 June 2002 Tony Farmar interviewed

  Fingleton in a meeting room on the top floor of Irish Nationwide when he was researching for the official history of Concern, Believing in Action. Farmar said he was still clearly proud of

  his involvement. ‘He obviously had contacts with Concern and Concern people because he became a member and later joined the board,’ Farmar recalled. He was one of the ring-leaders

  pushing for the charity to change in response to its rapid growth in what Farmar called a ‘fundamental conflict between the inspired enthusiast and the cool professional.’




  As time went on, Fingleton, always impatient, became an increasingly harsh critic of the Kennedy brothers, who had put the charity on the map but were far from management experts.




  By 1971 Concern was expanding from its base in Africa into East Pakistan, now Bangladesh, which was trying to break away from West Pakistan. A gigantic cyclone had hit the region, killing at

  least 300,000 people. This created a huge housing and sanitation problem, combined with a human tragedy. Concern, buoyed by its success in Nigeria, decided to help. It had substantial reserves,

  including £800,000 originally collected for Biafra, and a fund-raising network in Ireland. But there was disagreement about how effectively it was spending it.




  John O’Loughlin Kennedy, according to Believing in Action, engaged in ‘wild talk’ and was prepared to consider everything from a Biafra-style airlift to sending

  Concern’s ship, the Columcille, half way around the world to bring supplies. Deciding what to do created tensions within the board, and Fingleton and others were particularly angered

  by the proposed use of the Columcille, which they thought of as a needless and wasteful expense. Farmar recalled:




  

    

      They were all over the place. In one sense you have to think that Fingleton was smack right in wanting to tidy up Concern. Control it and discipline it and what have you.

      There is no question that the Kennedy brothers were very charismatic but with a slight tendency to trust in God. They had a slight tendency to just say let’s do it.


    


  




  By February 1972 feeling was so bad that Michael Doheny, a Holy Ghost priest, was forced to speak out in favour of the Kennedy brothers. ‘[Concern’s] whole concept

  and history is based on big thinking, daring decisions, adventurous action … It seems to me there is no shortage of “prudent” people in the world, but a famine of courageous

  thinking.’ The comment was a critique of the Fingleton faction, who took a rather different view.




  On 10 May 1972 Fingleton and three others put their criticisms in writing. Believing in Action describes the letter, now buried in Concern’s archives, in a telling way. ‘The

  letter was aggressive beyond the heat typically generated in voluntary organisations,’ it concluded. Farmar, recalling reading the letter, said he couldn’t be certain that Fingleton was

  the principal mover behind it, but he suspected he was. The letter placed great emphasis on the high cost of administration at the time, which sucked up 35p of every pound raised.




  

    

      Fingleton was quite aggressive but I don’t know if he wrote it … It was a very awkward time when Concern didn’t know whether it was coming or going. It was a

      strong letter repeating criticisms about accounting stewardship. It was about the 35 per cent. Basically the business people were complaining bitterly about the amount of expenditure relative

      to cost, and the boat was part of it.


    


  




  Soon after the letter was written, Michael Doheny, fresh from the field, rode again to the Kennedys’ side. ‘I came back ten days ago full of the glory of

  Concern,’ he told a meeting of Concern’s executive. ‘I came home full of the joy of it and I see this letter. In God’s name we are spending energy and worry on negative

  things, let’s get together, let’s back up our team in Bangladesh.’




  The rows, however, did not end; and gradually the Fingleton faction gained more influence in Concern. ‘He felt the Kennedys had lost the plot,’ Farmar said. ‘[Fingleton] wanted

  to declericise the organisation and broaden it into a more secular thing with proper plans and financial base.’




  In 1974 Fingleton was among twenty-two people selected from the ranks of the clergy, former volunteers and business to join the council of Concern at its annual general meeting in Dublin.

  ‘The council of Concern when he came in were people who had worked overseas,’ Farmar said.




  

    

      They knew from their personal experience what was required but they weren’t necessarily businesslike and quite a lot of them at that time were priests or religious.

      They felt—and this was how Fingleton put it to me—they slightly felt the lay people had a duty to supply the cash for them to do the good. That was the deal. That was how he put it

      to me.


    


  




  Concern, as a result, saw its income rise and fall in response to particular crises. Fingleton wanted to make its funds more stable.




  

    

      His idea was to create a reserve and stop the boom and bust nature of the income. He wanted a three month reserve of expenditure in the kitty as it were. That was his

      plan.


    


  




  Éanna Johnson, the then chairman, said:




  

    

      I had to manage the transition from highly charismatic, sometimes erratic founders into an organisation with goals and achievements. That transition was made in the mid-70s.

      Organisations who don’t make that transition don’t survive.




      There was some friction. Around that time an article appeared in Hibernia magazine that was highly critical of Concern. Michael would have been one of the ones who agreed with that article.

      It was part of my job to steer things away from personalities.


    


  




  Fingleton’s push for a more businesslike approach was reinforced when, in 1977, Alex Tarbett, a respected businessman and publisher, became chief executive of Concern.

  ‘Tarbett was the one who refocused the thing,’ Farmar said. ‘Concern had become less effective. There was a sort of disillusion, and Tarbett provided it with a new drive and

  direction. Fingleton supported that.’




  Tarbett was a marked departure from what went before. He had trustworthy credentials as a former student priest who studied in Maynooth in the 1940s, where he befriended the late Cardinal

  William Conway and many other members of the clergy. He had spent six years with the publishing house of C. J. Fallon and later joined the London publishers Geoffrey Chapman. His biggest coup, with

  the help of his friend Cardinal Conway, was to secure the rights to publish missals and other religious books in numerous international markets. He was feted in business and very much a friend of

  the Church.




  His record in business also included running the retail, office equipment and publishing division of the Smurfit Group, then one of Ireland’s most dynamic businesses. He left after

  ‘personality differences’, which was not that unusual among the employees of Michael Smurfit, who was a brilliant businessman but a hard taskmaster.




  ‘Alex was very well connected and a smooth man. He was going to, and clearly did, change the scale of the thing,’ Farmar said. At his first annual general meeting as chief executive,

  in 1977, Tarbett described passionately his vision for the charity, which was then nine years old. Back from a visit to Bangladesh, where Concern had forty-four volunteers working in the field, he

  said: ‘If the public at large could see what I have seen in my very short visit, it would have no hesitation in saying “we must do more for Concern”.’ He described in vivid

  detail the scale of the catastrophe they were facing. ‘Our engineers and agriculturists are today fighting a battle against time to ensure that vital crops will not be washed away in the next

  monsoon, to ensure that communication by road is possible from one stricken area to the other, to ensure that our nurses and doctors are dealing with malnutrition and helping to eradicate

  disease.’




  It was powerful stuff, and the Irish people, including Fingleton, reacted to it. Despite his determination to expand Irish Nationwide, Fingleton decided to become even more involved in charity

  work.




  Towards the end of 1977 he took over as chairman from Éanna Johnson. ‘[Fingleton] was very interested, very committed and very outspoken. I like people who speak their minds,’

  Johnson recalled in 2012.




  Fingleton found in Tarbett a kindred spirit who was interested in expanding Concern in a more professional way. The Kennedy brothers were now far less influential—but, according to John

  O’Loughlin Kennedy in 2012, they did not bear Fingleton any ill will for squeezing them out.




  

    

      [Fingleton] was chairman of Concern during a very difficult period and he was good. He could be very demanding. That was the Michael Fingleton I knew. He was a little bit

      gruff at times but behind the crusty exterior he wasn’t as crusty inside as he appeared outside. He could have a short way of answering but apart from that he was a splendid person.


    


  




  As Tarbett and Fingleton worked together, Concern’s income tripled, to £2.3 million, while spending on non-field work was reduced to below 20 per cent.




  The two men liked each other. They got to know each other on trips abroad, including a visit to Tanzania in 1978 to meet its first president, Julius Nyerere. At the time Nyerere was widely seen

  as a progressive African leader, a vocal opponent of colonialism and apartheid who helped found the Organisation of African Unity. (His reputation, like that of his visitors, would in time be

  tarnished as he turned to brutal prison camps that were used to quell dissent.)




  As Concern grew rapidly under Tarbett, Fingleton hit on the idea of introducing tax relief to encourage more giving—an idea he would later promote in the 1990s and onwards for property in

  Ireland. In January 1981 Fingleton called for tax breaks in the Irish Times and suggested that the state should give more money to Concern, rather than to governments in the developing

  world or non-Irish aid agencies. ‘My personal view is that if the same money was given to voluntary organisations such as Concern, we would spend it to greater advantage. We have greater

  flexibility, greater experience and expertise.’ They were words that within less than a year would prove questionable.




  With Tarbett’s alleged fraud uncovered and in the process of being investigated, Fingleton faced a difficult task preparing his chairman’s report for 1981. As ever, he didn’t

  shirk from presenting the hard facts.




  

    

      Last year has been the most difficult that Concern has ever seen. There has been a change in top management and in addition we are now in the midst of a depression the worst

      in 30 years.




      Finally we have suffered the effects of the publicity from the impending court case which in itself has caused a great deal of work and worry for all members of Concern staff, the executive

      committee and council. It is evident that from here on it will be much more difficult to obtain local funding in Ireland. This should only encourage us to redouble our efforts.




      We are advised that we will be able to recover funds if it can be established [that] they were misdirected. Members will be aware that the delay in calling the AGM

      was due to the necessity of calling the auditors to investigate these alleged irregularities.


    


  




  Together with Father Aengus Finucane, Concern’s brilliant and charismatic new chief executive, Fingleton now had to hold the charity together and to weather the coming

  storm of bad publicity. On 3 August 1983 the Irish Times reported that fears had been expressed at the July council meeting that its reputation had been damaged badly.




  In a statement to the paper, the council, chaired by Fingleton, sought to assure the public that its problems were firmly in the past. ‘Concern has always considered itself to be fully

  accountable to the public for all funds donated and entrusted to it for its work in the Third World,’ it said. It assured the public that it had an accounts policy that, apart from its own

  personnel, was backed up by professional accountants who provided regular and detailed financial institutions.




  Ironically, as we will see in relation to his own stewardship of Irish Nationwide in later years, Fingleton was keen to stress that the correct procedures now existed for ensuring that an

  isolated incident could never be repeated.




  Meanwhile Father Finucane embarked on a national campaign in parishes and communities throughout the country to assure its supporters that Concern was still a charity they could trust.

  ‘Alex did a lot of good work while he was there. He had vision,’ Johnson recalled. ‘It was a serious shock, a very serious shock when money went missing.’




  As a result of his years of preparation, Fingleton proved a formidable witness when Tarbett called him back to the stand in 1983. He was on top of his brief, having worked hard to get to the

  bottom of what had happened. Johnson recalled: ‘He did extremely well handling the situation. Michael Fingleton called me into a mini war cabinet to help handle the situation. He was firm,

  tough and absolutely resolute that it all would be done in the open. There would be no cover-up of anything.’ Johnson said while Fingleton was tough he was ‘not unreasonable. For

  example on two occasions I asked him to help people who didn’t meet the usual loan criteria for mortgages. They were people of great personal integrity. On both occasions he did speak to them

  and he gave them both mortgages. Neither of them let him down.’




  Tony Farmar recalled:




  

    

      [Fingleton] reckons it took him two years to sort out the mess. Eventually he put together a package and in effect forced the bank to repay. One of the points the bank had

      failed to do was insist on second signatures. They had made mistakes.




      He felt put out that on his watch it had happened. He had been the promoter of a sort of business like Concern and to have this happen with a businessman … he felt a bit miffed and a bit

      put out that the person he had promoted and was in favour of had done this. There was an element of feeling responsible to get it right again.


    


  




  Not everybody agreed that Tarbett should be pursued legally, Farmar said.




  

    

      There was some pressure. As in all of these things there was a big temptation to hush it up. There was a lot of pressure to sweep it under the carpet. There was another

      point … ‘If we started opening the sea cocks God knows what we will find.’ He said, ‘We didn’t know quite what else was there. We knew what we could see but maybe

      there was other stuff.’ He took the view that it was actually the responsible thing to do to take the case.




      Tarbett was extremely well connected to the clergy and what have you. And of course you know the Irish way: it is always assumed the individual is right and the organisation is wrong. There

      is always an assumption that there is a nasty organisation beating up the unfortunate individual.


    


  




  Facing his former friend in the courtroom, Fingleton showed little sign of strain or emotion. ‘I don’t think Michael had any difficulty. He was fair-minded but

  tough,’ Éanna Johnson said. ‘He would have had a personal liking for the guy but he was in no doubt [that he needed to be prosecuted].’




  By questioning Fingleton on the matter, Tarbett hoped to show that it was not unusual for Concern to be lax with its bank accounts. Fingleton was having none of it. ‘Nothing

  improper’, he stated categorically, had ever happened in relation to overseas spending by Concern as long as he was there. He added that disciplinary action had never been required against

  anybody until now.




  Tarbett put it to Fingleton that he had brought to his attention various problems with overseas accounts, and ‘nothing much had been done about it.’ Fingleton said he could not

  recall such complaints. He did admit there had been occasional problems overseas, but these were of an honest nature.




  Tarbett made little headway against Fingleton. Instead the evidence against Tarbett kept mounting as a series of bank managers, Concern employees and donors gave their testimony.




  On 13 July, Tarbett finally convinced the court to unfreeze a sum ‘not greater than £2,000’ to allow him mount a proper legal defence. Bill Shipsey, then an up-and-coming

  senior counsel, agreed to take on the case. Tarbett’s defence now began to call witnesses.




  Its first was Charles McCarthy of the Blackrock branch of Bank of Ireland, where Tarbett had borrowings. Tarbett knew there were rumours that he had stolen money from Concern to plough into a

  mansion in Co. Kerry worth £150,000 and he was anxious for McCarthy to clear the matter up. McCarthy told the court that Tarbett and his wife had only a 20 per cent stake in the property.




  Shipsey then questioned Aengus Finucane on financial practices in the charity. Despite tough questioning, Finucane proved a reliable witness, and little headway was gained.




  Father Michael Doheny, a founding member of Concern, did admit under questioning that Concern sometimes had ‘loose arrangements’ when it came to monitoring its many bank accounts.

  But he was definite that money had never gone missing before.




  As Tarbett struggled to convince the jury, he finally decided on Thursday 16 July to address them directly. The next day’s Irish Independent reported:




  

    

      He said that the jury might have been confused by the picture painted of Concern by witnesses for the prosecution. It was implied that it was a tightly run organisation

      rather similar to a normal business and there was a chain of command from the council downwards, Tarbett said. There was also evidence given that there was a tight system to handle all

      expenditure with strict budgetary controls. This was not the case, Tarbett insisted.




      He told the jury he was prepared to draw back a veil and reveal what Concern was about, but that he would not do this in any spirit of bitter or rancour despite what happened to him.

      ‘When you are at the bottom of the barrel, as I have been for the past few months, not many people want you, but when you become successful, you start out as someone important or as

      someone who should not be questioned.’


    


  




  Tarbett then described travelling to Tanzania, Yemen, America, England, Brussels, Geneva, Bangladesh, Calcutta and Singapore. He repeated Concern’s admission that it had

  overseas bank accounts, not all of which were audited. He said he had questioned this ‘from time to time,’ and he maintained that it was not unusual for huge sums to be in the control

  of a small number of individuals. ‘At times there was confusion and money was misspent or the budget exceeded, but on no occasion was I pointing any fingers at anybody,’ he said, in a

  pointed reference to Fingleton and other senior figures in Concern.




  In the early years the ‘cupboard was bare,’ he said, and he had covered many of his own expenses. There was an agreement in his contract that he would be reimbursed; and this was the

  reason, he argued—rather unconvincingly—that large sums of money had ended up in his bank account.




  Essentially, the Irish Independent concluded, ‘Mr Tarbett maintained that the factors which he might be found guilty of were carelessness, extravagance, and not to have kept a

  miser-like account of his expenses and outgoings.’




   




   




  ——




  On Friday 15 July 1983 arguments concluded. Judge Gleeson told the jury they had been asked to consider a ‘very disagreeable case.’ Tarbett was highly educated and

  successful but they must not allow either sympathy or vindictiveness to cloud their judgement. He told them to ‘take a good look at the defendant,’ who he described as ‘an

  impressive man, well cultured, good mannered and polite, and find out whether underneath that he was a clever exploiter of the bonanza that came his way.’




  The jury should consider that Tarbett blamed the committee and council of Concern for his situation. ‘You might think he, as chief executive, could have rectified any looseness.’

  They should also think about whether the looseness was of his own making, to allow a ‘dishonest mentality to play ducks and drakes with Concern money and to live well.’




  After one hour the jury returned. Tarbett was found guilty of all ten charges relating to the embezzlement of £240,000 between September 1978 and August 1981.




  He asked for sentencing to be adjourned so that he could be allowed to plead mitigating circumstances. His counsel asked for bail, but this was refused. ‘Honestly, I think in the long run

  it would be more merciful for you to remain in custody,’ the judge told him. In response to Michael McDowell, counsel for the state, who suggested that a week’s adjournment might be

  appropriate, the judge said: ‘The sooner this poor fellow is put out of pain and knows what’s facing him the better.’ Tarbett’s wife broke down when she heard that he was to

  be held in custody until sentencing. His family embraced him and clung to him as he was handcuffed and led out to a prison van. The nine-day trial, attended on most days by Fingleton, was finally

  over.




  Afterwards an unnamed former colleague told the Irish Independent that Tarbett was a ‘Walter Mitty, who liked everything to be as he wanted. I think he was afraid of being a

  failure. He probably used the money to influence people to like him. He gave the impression of being a big spender and a genial host … but in reality he was a lonely and insecure

  man.’




  The following Thursday at 10 a.m. sentence was delivered. In his favour, Tarbett had no previous convictions and had never been before the courts before. But character references from Cardinal

  Tomás Ó Fiaich and Father Austin Flannery, a friend of Tarbett’s for twenty-five years, among others, were not enough to save him. Father Flannery said, ‘I could never see

  Tarbett as a crook or a person who would put personal gain before his duty to his employer. He took his role in life very seriously and had a missionary zeal.’




  Dr Tom Walsh also testified in his friend’s defence. ‘He had a tremendous interest in the Third World and was a man of the highest possible integrity. His life-style was absolutely

  modest. He was probably overworked in this period …’




  The most emotional moment came when Mary Tarbett described how her husband had taken on the job only on a part-time basis but that gradually it had taken up more and more of his time. ‘My

  view of my husband will never change, and my respect for him is unique.’




  In pronouncing sentence, Judge Gleeson said: ‘I believe that the accused had locked himself into a world of belief where he was the philanthropic Sir Bountiful, not subject to his

  employers … I am not made of stone,’ he said, ‘and I pity you.’ Tarbett was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment.




  Afterwards it was hard to understand why Tarbett had felt compelled to take so much money. ‘There was no evidence that he spent the money on women or drink or that he was a heavy

  gambler,’ the Irish Independent concluded. Yes, he had enjoyed a ‘jet-set’ life and drove a ‘flashy’ car, but he had also helped transform Concern from a

  small organisation into a major agency for overseas development.




  Whatever his reasons, Tarbett’s reputation was ruined. The former seminary student and successful publisher was finished. His reputation and his career never recovered.




  A hard lesson had been learnt also by Concern. It kept growing and is now the biggest and most professional development agency in the country. Michael Fingleton too went on to greater success.

  Whether he learnt from Alex Tarbett’s experience, however, is more debatable.




  As the years went by, Fingleton was certainly happy with the acknowledgement of his role in the prosecution of his former friend and in ultimately forcing AIB to accept

  that it was negligent and should repay the missing money in full. A flattering profile in Irish Business in July 1985 concluded: ‘It may be assumed that Fingleton played a role in

  persuading AIB to make this handsome gesture.’




  The lack of greater acknowledgement in Believing in Action seemed to rankle with Fingleton, a sign of his ego. Tony Farmar recalled a chilliness at the launch of the book in 2002 by the

  former Taoiseach Garret FitzGerald.




  

    

      I suspect that he did feel quite personal about it and that’s why he hammered at it so hard. Maybe he felt it was too cool an assessment of all that hard work. We all

      feel that we are insufficiently praised. I don’t think he thought I gave him enough credit for AIB. He wasn’t particularly happy about the way I expressed

      this.


    


  




  Farmar read from the relevant page of his book.




  

    

      Michael Fingleton devoted himself to forcing the bank to repay the money. He was so successful that Concern was very quickly able to announce [that] the bank had already

      repaid £200,000 in funds and would make sure the rest was recovered. After some shadow boxing the bank behaved well and the money was paid.


    


  




  As he looked up from his book he remarked: ‘There was a certain amount of disgruntlement that I didn’t give him enough credit. He got back everything that was

  stolen. He got it all. He was very proud of that. He was like, “Yeah, I did it!” to me with slightly clenched teeth.’
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FROM TOBERCURRY TO THE TOP FLOOR



      


    


  




  A layer of dust covered Michael Fingleton’s old desk on the top floor of Nationwide House at Grand Parade, Dublin 6.




  It was September 2012, and on all six floors helmeted workers were ripping out the building’s innards. Within six weeks they were to have it ready for the Irish Bank Resolution

  Corporation, the state’s bank set up to manage the winding down of the society and its toxic sister Anglo Irish Bank.




  The shiny raised lettering of Irish Nationwide’s name across the front of the building had been ripped down two years earlier. Only the untouched top floor and the handles of its grand

  entrance, which still bore the society’s initials, remained of the institution Fingleton had ruled like a feudal lord, doling out billions to developers while ruling his staff and smaller

  borrowers with an iron rod.




  Fingleton’s green leather chair had deep creases from his years in charge. In front of him had sat politicians, sports stars, journalists and developers who had come to get a loan, ask a

  favour or beg a dig-out in their time of need. For more detailed conversation, whether on how to rezone a field for housing or how to borrow money to buy an extravagant holiday home, there was a

  round table at the front of his office. At this table, with its four chairs, Fingleton would pore over plans and numbers as he worked out where the society should lend, lend, lend.




  Along the wall was an inlaid wooden bookcase with lockable drawers in which he kept his most sensitive files as well as room for a large television, where he could view video presentations from

  developers. The door to the left of his desk opened into his secretary’s office, where big borrowers or cronies were left waiting on a long green sofa. To his right was the society’s

  impressive boardroom, where the decisions Fingleton had already made were rubberstamped.




  Fingleton had bought the premises in 1994 when he successfully bid for the former offices of P. J. Carroll, the cigarette manufacturers, and had converted the building, which had also once

  contained a cinema, into his headquarters. Under his supervision the society combined functions not unlike those of the previous occupants: spewing out toxicity and indulging in fantasy.




  Fingleton’s office was messy when he was there, but he had stripped it clean of every piece of paper when he finally left it in 2009 as the extent of his catastrophic rule began to

  emerge.




  It was hard to imagine in the autumn of 2012. The office was full of light. At each end of the room it had panoramic views of Dublin city and county. His love of property had shown itself in the

  way so many buildings in view of his office had been financed by his decisions at Irish Nationwide. He could watch the city progress, like a real-life monopoly board.




  Behind his desk Fingleton could see up towards the Dublin Mountains and Sandyford, while in front of him stretched the heart of the south city. Bang in the middle of his viewpoint when he was

  sitting at his desk was the distinctive outline of the Central Bank building in Dame Street. With its twelve steel trusses running down its façade to hold up each floor, it was an imposing

  building that was hard to miss. For Fingleton during the four decades he was in charge, however, it might as well have been invisible.




   




   




  ——




  Michael Patrick Fingleton was born on 26 January 1938. His father was a garda, and Michael was second-youngest in a family of two brothers and two sisters. He grew up on the

  Mountain Road in Tobercurry, Co. Sligo.




  The young Fingleton attended Holy Family Primary School between 1942 and 1946 before going on to St Joseph’s Boys’ School. At the age of thirteen he was sent to boarding school, St

  Nathy’s College in Ballaghaderreen, the cathedral town on the Mayo-Roscommon border. Classmates included the greyhound trainers Charlie Faul and Luke Kilcoyne.




  St Nathy’s was a fee-paying school, but it was no holiday camp. More than two hundred boarders attended the school, which was in a former military barracks and had similarly strict rules.

  Fingleton recalled in his interview in Strategy in July 1998: ‘It was a tough school, with no frills. It taught me to stand on my own two feet and I benefited from the discipline. If

  you’d notions or affectations they were belted out of you. After school I spent three years in All Hallows.’




  The frugal life of the seminary in Drumcondra, Dublin, Fingleton realised was not for him. When asked decades later by a journalist, Patricia O’Reilly, why he dropped out, he murmured

  something about ‘being another Bishop Casey,’ in reference to the Bishop of Galway who resigned in 1992 after it emerged that he had fathered a child. ‘Strangely, it’s as a

  Bishop you’d see him, never as a priest,’ O’Reilly noted in her flattering profile in Strategy, which concluded: ‘Michael Fingleton is a basic man with in-built

  confidence, a golden tongue and an aura of success.’




  Money as well as the flesh, it seems, was already tempting Fingleton. ‘The whole set-up was so antediluvian, or maybe I was just too commercial to take to it,’ Fingleton

  recalled.




  In 1961 he got his first taste of banking by joining a small outfit called Allied Irish Finance. This gave him the money to start a bachelor of commerce course at night in UCD. In 1966 he joined the Dairy Disposal Company, which was charged by the government with taking over and rationalising ailing creameries in the west of Ireland.




  In 1967 Fingleton completed his degree and in rapid succession gained a first place in his chartered secretary exams and qualified as a certified accountant. The Dairy Disposal Company ran

  creameries, cattle stations and cheese factories, and as Fingleton travelled around them he became familiar with the fields he would later come to feel were development land worth millions of

  pounds. It also introduced him to the culture of ‘strokes’ and favours that dominates Irish politics. He later recalled in interviews that a politician once recommended seven different

  candidates for the position of manager in a creamery. Each recommendation was acknowledged, and seven families’ votes were won. That taught him, he said, about Irish politics.




  Ever restless, after a few years Fingleton was ready for a more radical change of direction as the Dairy Disposal Company slowed down. The organisation controlled a third of the dairy industry

  and employed about two thousand people. ‘I anticipated its inevitable end,’ said Fingleton. ‘So it proved, and I left on a wing and a prayer to Nigeria.’




  It was 1969, and the conflict in Biafra was two years old. Nigerian politics and the system of short-cuts and favours required to get things done was not unlike that in Ireland. Fingleton used

  his financial expertise to do the books for Irish missionaries while gaining a reputation as a ‘doer’.




  In 1971 he came home, determined to get stuck into business. ‘By the time I had come back things had run their course in Nigeria and it gave me a quiet satisfaction to know that I’d

  contributed all I could,’ he mused in his Strategy interview.




  But Fingleton told the Irish Press journalist Eoghan Corry that his time in Nigeria acted against him when he tried to get back into the often insular and conservative world of Irish

  business in the 1970s. ‘Fingleton swears that one prominent businessman told him in an interview that he could not have any business ethic,’ Corry wrote, ‘as he was now a

  Communist Third World groupie.’




  He managed to get a job with the electrical firm ACEC, a subsidiary of Westinghouse Group, a giant transnational corporation. While he worked with the company as a

  management and corporate accountant in Waterford he hankered after a return to Dublin. An advertisement in the Irish Times that read ‘Commercial organisation seeks secretary’

  was to change everything.




  In 1972 Fingleton got the job, in a tiny organisation called the Irish Industrial Building Society, previously the Irish Industrial Benefit Building Society. Fingleton was not even a home-owner,

  and his knowledge of building societies, he admitted, was only ‘peripheral’, but the job offered an opportunity to return to Dublin.




  When he joined it the society had assets of £2½ million and employed five people. In Fingleton’s first year a profit of £12,000 was recorded. In the 1960s he delighted

  in recalling that he had applied for a mortgage from a rival firm, the Educational Building Society, but had been turned down by its stuffy officials as he had no record of deposits with them.




  In 1973 Fingleton married Eileen McCarroll, who he had met before he went to Nigeria. She was a secondary school teacher and, Fingleton told Strategy, ‘a traditionalist.’ In

  interviews he would stress his credentials as a family man. ‘Despite my fairly high profile, five nights out of seven I’m at home.’




  He added to his qualifications by being called to the bar in the same year as his marriage. The following year he bought his first house, in Leopardstown, Co. Dublin, with a mortgage from his

  new employer.




  Fingleton became a relentless worker in the hitherto sleepy society. He appeared to have few vices—they would mainly come later—and was known only to enjoy a game of golf in

  Woodbrook Golf Club at Bray, where he played off a handicap of fifteen. His powerful character quickly began to influence the small society, which held meetings every Tuesday evening to discuss

  strategy. Steadily, his determined character took control. At one of these meetings he convinced the society to expand outside Dublin city and county for the first time. Until 1969 statutory

  restrictions had prevented it from doing so, but in early 1974 Fingleton gave the society the confidence to think bigger.




  A clever marketer, he realised that the society needed to change its name to reflect its ambitions. At his second attempt he managed to convince the members, by a margin of three votes, to

  support a change, and in 1975 Irish Nationwide Building Society was born.




  The choice of name was not only linked to the company’s geographical ambitions but also perhaps gave the impression that it was connected to the Nationwide Building Society in Britain, a

  much bigger and more credible organisation. Later, when it did expand into Britain, Nationwide would become annoyed at the similarity of the Irish society’s name—and at its radically

  different business model of lending to developers.




  These objections were shrugged off by Fingleton. ‘They certainly tried to stop us, but we felt it was a good strong name and that it reflected us,’ he said. The similar name he would

  in later years dismiss as just a coincidence. In 1983 the society bought the Garda Building Society, the first in a series of small acquisitions.




  Fingleton and his wife had two sons and two daughters. ‘The books balanced on that,’ he said. Their father’s wealth ensured that they all went to the best private schools,

  though he was anxious to make sure they received their early education in ordinary schools. ‘I’m a great believer in national schools—they give a broader education and the

  children mix with all classes,’ he told Strategy. Would his younger daughter, Eileen, go on to a private school? ‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘Eileen’s

  extremely independent, and I’m certain she’ll have a say as to where she goes.’




  A snapshot of his children’s education given by the banker in 1988 reveals a family on the way up, living in a nice house in Leopardstown and mixing with the upper echelons of Co. Dublin

  society. Ann, the eldest, was a fifteen-year-old in Holy Child Convent School, while William, a year younger, went to Gonzaga College, a progressive Jesuit school whose famous past pupils include

  Michael McDowell, the former Minister for Justice, and Peter Sutherland, chairman of Goldman Sachs and a former Attorney-General. Eileen, aged ten, and Michael junior, aged six, were at the time in

  Foxrock National School.




  Fingleton was keen to position Irish Nationwide as a contender. When the prestigious number 1 O’Connell Street came on the market he stopped at nothing to get it. The building, on the

  corner of O’Connell Street and Eden Quay, had little architectural merit. The original building was that of Hopkins and Hopkins, watchmakers and jewellers, which was destroyed in the 1916

  Rising. The building that replaced it in 1922, however, had one great potential benefit: signage on the city’s main thoroughfare.




  Fingleton bought the building from under the nose of Ulster Bank by not letting them know he planned to bid for it. Four hours of haggling with the trustees of Hopkins and Hopkins, ensured

  Fingleton had the keys of the building for £160,000. He erected a big Irish Nationwide sign with individually mounted back-lit letters, ugly but impossible to miss.




  The society began to open branches around the country, but it also used agents—usually local businessmen, retired sports people or auctioneers—who acted as feeders for the society.

  The branches and agencies, often sharing premises with auctioneers, extended the society’s reach nationally while keeping costs down. By 1984 it had twenty full branches and 110 agencies.




  Fingleton set about raising the profile of the society to reflect its new outward focus. He hadn’t the money to compete directly against the bigger banks, so he began strategically

  sponsoring sports events. He was always careful to stand in the centre of photographs, so that there was little chance of being cut out of the picture if it was trimmed.




  On the day he opened the O’Connell Street branch Fingleton grandly announced that men and women would be treated equally when they applied for mortgages. He was lauded as a result by the

  media as a radical. He courted journalists and senior newspaper executives by offering them mortgages at a time when working in the media was looked down upon by lenders. The veteran journalist and

  editor Paul Drury, who now works with the Irish Daily Mail, recalls that when he started as a junior reporter in the Irish Independent in the early 1970s the pubs used to close

  early on Christmas Eve, but there were was an open door for journalists to attend Fingleton’s head office Christmas party. ‘We used to head up a back stairs and into Fingleton’s

  office. There were loads of journalists there and we were sitting on crates of beer. Fingleton didn’t really participate or engage, he would just sit at his desk, a big oval-shaped business

  desk, and watch everything.’




  At that time journalists attending a drinks party in the office of a bank’s chief executive was completely unheard of. As Drury says, ‘you would never even get a bank chief executive

  down the end of a phone, never mind have a drink in his office.’ Fingleton made himself available directly to journalists. He would take a call even from junior reporters and give them a

  comment if they wished. They loved him for it.




  At the same time Fingleton had a tremendous ability to pick up secrets and to attract confidences from all sorts of characters. He would occasionally leak one of these to a favourite journalist,

  further ingratiating himself. By 1980 he had become the ‘go-to’ person for Ireland’s building society industry any time there was a cut in interest rates or any development that

  might affect them. The late Des Crowley recalled in the Sunday Business Post in 2002 that ‘one Christmas during the 1980s when Irish Nationwide’s Michael Fingleton was at the

  height of his popularity with the media, he sent journalists a Christmas card portraying himself as Santa Claus.’




  Fingleton told the Irish Times in 1991:




  

    

      In the days when other financial institutions refused to talk to the press, I saw it as part of my role. We were a small society which wanted to grow and we felt

      PR and publicity could play an important part in increasing the public’s awareness of us. I didn’t mind being quoted by name. I made myself available for

      comment when others did not and I have always been forthright in my views about our industry.


    


  




  ‘Always ready with a quote’ was how Ted Harding described him in an article in the Sunday Business Post in 1994. ‘He became the self-appointed

  spokesperson for a stuffy sector in which the society bosses did not condescend to address reporters.’




  Damien Kiberd, founding editor of the Sunday Business Post, recalls regularly bumping into Fingleton about town or at GAA matches.




  

    

      He was well got, everybody knew him. He was a friendly devil. He took me to lunch in the Shelbourne once … We went to the dining room and it was all very posh. Very

      nice. He went up to pay the bill. There was a woman there. He shook her by the cheek and said, ‘How are you, girlie?’ I was just shocked. I thought, You can’t do that, but he

      did!


    


  




  At this time Fingleton claimed that building societies were democratic and that members were free to be elected to their board, unlike, say, state boards or PLCs, which were much more difficult to get onto. ‘Just because people don’t get enough votes to get elected to the board they shouldn’t blame the societies,’ he

  said, a remark that years later, when the society faced regular rebellions, would prove prescient.




  As unofficial spokesperson for the building societies, Fingleton campaigned hard for them to be allowed to compete with banks: lending to builders, offering mortgage services, and selling

  insurance, shares and foreign exchange. ‘Most building societies are losing money on mortgages, the margins are too tight. They have to pay more for their money. They have to generate income

  by other activities in the money markets. The government should release us from bondage.’




  At the same time that Fingleton called for more freedom for his society, he had already developed a harsh reputation for pursing borrowers who fell into arrears. He told Eoghan Corry:




  

    

      We protect people from themselves. Very often people are afraid to come in to discuss their problems with you. Very often it can all be settled amicably and they can get

      themselves out of a situation, whereas if they fall four months behind they tend to say, ah, sure I have come this far, there’s no getting out of it now.


    


  




  Brazenly, he said it often worked out for the best that borrowers lost their home, as the society sometimes returned money to them, even if they had been forced to emigrate,

  when it sold the house later for more than their debts.
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A GLIMPSE OF THE BIG MONEY



      


    


  




  The 1990s kicked off in a very inglorious way for Irish business. The corporate world was plunged into a series of financial scandals and grubby

  business deals. The early 1990s saw the Beef Tribunal, following the collapse of Larry Goodman and Goodman International and allegations of malpractice against the beef industry. The privatisation

  of Greencore had seen secret share dealings going on behind the scenes, linked to a senior executive of the group.




  John Glackin, a Dublin solicitor, was appointed High Court inspector to get to the bottom of a complex series of transactions surrounding the sale of the Johnston, Mooney and O’Brien site

  in Ballsbridge, Dublin. The controversy saw Michael Smurfit step aside as chairman of Telecom Éireann and the financier Dermot Desmond face heavy criticism in the inspector’s final

  report for his part in the controversy.




  There were few reasons, however, to think that the small world of building societies would be completely turned upside-down in the years ahead. As the new decade began it would have seemed to

  most people involved in Dublin’s relatively small financial services scene that building societies would find the next ten years slightly more exciting than the dull decade that was

  ending.




  This could not have been further from the truth. The 1990s would see the end of the family dynasties behind some of the building societies. It would also see a major expansion of financial

  institutions as international financial services became more integrated. Several building societies would disappear, while two of the biggest, Irish Permanent and First National, would be floated

  on the stock market.




  The 1990s would also see the first phase of Ireland’s economic boom and the beginning of one of Europe’s biggest post-war property bubbles. All this presented a huge opportunity for

  building societies, which would ride the Celtic Tiger till it dropped.




  But the Ireland of the opening years of the 1990s was quite different from the country that greeted the new millennium ten years later. Corporate scandals and corporate collapses, such as

  Guinness Peat Aviation and Goodman International, were not the only financial action of the early 1990s. The currency crisis in late 1992 had caused havoc on international markets and threatened

  the country’s entire economic stability.




  For building societies the 1980s hadn’t been too bad. In general, the little club of building societies had grown its share of the mortgage market and tried to beat the banks where it

  could. The decade had seen massive interest rates, high unemployment and an exchequer crisis. But despite these setbacks, building societies used their nimble size, flexibility and at times

  aggressive commercialism to rub the banks up the wrong way.




  The building societies used to sit down informally together to discuss interest rates. Then they would troop down to the office of the Minister for the Environment, who had responsibility for

  building societies, and have a more formal meeting with him. If a decision was made to lower rates, the press would have been tipped off in advance and the minister would emerge from the meeting

  and inform the assembled journalists that he was delighted to announce that building society mortgage rates were going to be cut.




  Fingleton had brought a shrewd commercial and consumer head to the building society sector. He was ambitious for the society and kept publicly complaining about the disadvantages the societies

  faced when competing with the banks. The banks in turn complained bitterly that the building societies benefited from special tax treatment.




  Spats between the banks and the societies over commercial advantage or disadvantage dominated the mortgage landscape in the 1980s. Fingleton led the charge for the mutual societies. Banks

  complained that deposit customers of building societies were not paying enough tax; building societies complained that legislation allowed the banks to subsidise their mortgage rates from other

  profitable activities. The building societies argued that under section 28 of the Finance Act (1976) the banks had a tax advantage, which allowed them to subsidise their mortgage rate by a few

  percentage points. In return the banks argued that they paid 50 per cent corporation tax, compared with the societies’ 35 per cent.




  The societies did not have to disclose individual accounts but paid a composite rate of tax on their total deposits; this meant that deposits in building societies were taxed at a lower rate

  than in banks. In the early 1980s the government decided to pursue some of the ‘hot money’ hidden in building societies. In 1982 Fingleton said that ‘we should recognise the

  national paranoia and suspicion about taxation. It’s better that this money should pay some tax than leave the country.’




  Fingleton complained at every opportunity that mutuals needed to be given greater commercial freedom, including the ability to offer more services to customers, such as chequebooks and insurance

  products.




  The banks were clearly rattled. The societies were doing well. It prompted Bank of Ireland to make a bid for the ICS Building Society in the mid-1980s. This had the

  unique status of being a mutual listed on the stock exchange. Fingleton was very critical of this deal being allowed to go ahead, but it did.




  Shortly before the 1987 general election, which saw Fianna Fáil returned to power, its leader, Charles Haughey, announced that if elected he would ensure that all financial institutions

  competed freely, and that building societies could expand their operations.




  Meanwhile Fingleton was determined to close the gap any way he could. In 1987 he reintroduced what were known as tiered mortgages, under a different guise, which the government had outlawed the

  previous year. Fingleton had cleverly found a new way of getting around the ban. The Minister for the Environment, Pádraig Flynn, summed up the attitude at the time. ‘It is clearly an

  attempt to circumvent Section 4 of the 1986 Building Societies Act … I have to admire the skill with which these people can drive a coach and four through hastily passed legislation: the 1986

  legislation had the right idea but it was riddled with loopholes.’




  Eventually, at the end of the decade, the new Building Societies Act (1989) was supposed to deal with the anomalies between banks and mutuals. It was a comprehensive piece of legislation aimed

  at enabling the societies to grow and thrive while updating and consolidating a lot of older, scattered pieces of legislation. But the act contained one clause that would prove to be a massive

  thorn in the side of Michael Fingleton. While it enabled building societies to ‘demutualise’, it placed a restriction on what could happen afterwards. Where a building society

  demutualised by, for example, floating on the stock exchange, a single shareholder could not own more than 15 per cent of the company for five years. It essentially meant that, once demutualised,

  building societies could not be taken over or controlled by another company or financial institution for five years.




  In 1989 such a rule would not have appeared too restrictive to Michael Fingleton. After all, he didn’t even begin talking publicly about the possibility of demutualising until about 1995,

  and he never fully committed himself publicly to the idea until well into the 2000s.




  By 1990 Fingleton was a well-known figure in financial and media circles. He would not have been a household name by any means but he had attracted the attention, and respect, of many executives

  in rival building societies. Fingleton was by now enjoying running Irish Nationwide. He told the Irish Times in 1991: ‘Stress means nothing to me. I never get over excited and I

  don’t take myself too seriously and I have never believed in the cult of my own personality. I am very practical and down to earth in my approach to running my business.’




  

    

      When you are handling other people’s money you have to be conservative. But that doesn’t mean you have to stand still. For me the most important thing is to have

      a flexible approach to business and an awareness of what’s going on at all levels. From what I can see large organisations, weighed down with theory, often lose their way.


    


  




  For a business not ‘weighed down with theory,’ by 1991 the society was pretty big. It had opened fifty branches, had 160 agents and a staff of two hundred, operated

  on a cost base that was a small fraction of that of its competitors. ‘No organisation should be overstaffed. It is counterproductive. Our staff are not overworked, but they are stretched and

  challenged a little. I tend to reach decisions swiftly and it helps if one is in touch with things.’




  Fingleton was a leading figure in the Irish Building Societies Association. His stint as chairman of the association during the currency crisis of late 1992 and early 1993 brought him in close

  proximity to Bertie Ahern, then Minister for Finance.




  As the value of the Irish pound continued to rise on the back of wider European currency speculation in 1992, Irish building societies found that the cost of securing inter-bank finance to lend

  to customers was rising rapidly. By the end of 1992, only weeks before Ahern’s government devalued the Irish pound by 10 per cent, inter-bank borrowing rates had hit 17 per cent. This in turn

  was putting enormous pressure on building societies to push up their mortgage rates to well above that.




  The Department of Finance had a series of meetings with representatives of the building societies, largely through the association chaired by Fingleton. The government was close to agreeing a

  £650 million financing package for the societies when the decision was made to devalue the currency.




  The crisis placed Fingleton at the centre of his sector’s negotiations, and the public eye, as anxious mortgage-holders watched to see what would happen their borrowing rates. Fingleton

  had become the public face of mortgage lending, even though Irish Nationwide was only the fifth-largest society by value of assets.




  1992 was a landmark year in the creation of the single market in Europe and the loosening up in European money markets. In time it would lead to French and German banks recklessly pumping tens

  of billions into Irish banking, which in turn would lend this money on for property. It would prove an addictive and dangerous concoction for Irish bankers.




  Just as the currency crisis came to an end in 1993, the small world of Irish building societies was about to be turned upside-down.




  There was something about building societies back then. They tended to be run by individuals with strong personalities for very long periods. They could sometimes be dominated by colourful,

  larger-than-life characters, who were heavily associated with the society. It might have been the virtually non-existent regulation under the Registrar of Friendly Societies that contributed to

  this phenomenon; it may equally have been their tendency to attract lots of deposits made up of ‘hot money’ that made them seem a bit like mavericks. But they tended to get drawn into

  scandals, and when one hit it hit hard.




  Two of the biggest building societies were Irish Permanent and First National. Just as Fingleton dominated Irish Nationwide, the Irish Permanent was controlled by Edmund Farrell. For years First

  National had been run by members of the Skehan family, but in 1993 its boss was Joe Treacy.
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