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SCOOP


A newspaper reporter’s work is like that of a firefighter, in that there are periods when the reporter has to be there, just in case. During such dull periods the newspaper still has to be filled, and reporters can be assigned to write up reports about matters that are of little general interest. A way of escaping from the more tedious aspects of the job is to generate your own news, or scoops, since reporters who can do so win a little freedom from the line editors to whom they report, and with a bit of luck they can make their lives more interesting.


On the morning of 19 September 2006 I arrived at work on what looked as if it was going to be a quiet news day. The Irish Times was still in D’Olier Street, in a terrace of old buildings that had been connected to each other over time by the knocking of holes in their walls, creating a complex whole whose full details were known only to a select few. If you were going to the canteen and strayed from your normal route you could get lost in a warren of linoleum-covered staircases and bizarrely connected hallways.


I entered by the so-called works entrance in Fleet Street, climbed to the newsroom on the second floor and walked through it to a smaller room at the back that had once been the men’s toilets but was now the business and finance section. It looked onto the dull brick wall of the building opposite, through the broken windows of which pigeons flew in and out. There was little by way of natural light.


At that period much of my section’s work consisted of reporting on the phenomenal and seemingly never-ending growth of the Irish economy, and on the astonishing wealth that had been accumulated by business owners and investors over the previous decade or more. Every week there was yet another startling story about a killing made through the sale of assets, or about the latest purchase made by the Irish leviathans who were busy buying the choicest properties in the Western world. There was an air of unreality about the stories which created their interest while at the same time robbing them of any depth. Unfortunately, too few of us paused to reflect on what that might mean.


I sat at my desk with my takeaway cup of coffee, an almond croissant and a copy of that morning’s edition. My to-do list was empty. Then the phone rang.


A short time later I had in my hands a number of documents that I read carefully so as to estimate their journalistic value. It was immediately clear that I had not only a scoop but one that concerned the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern. Anything about Ahern was of journalistic interest. He had been in power for nine years and was the most popular politician in Ireland—possibly the most popular since the foundation of the state. He was at one and the same time the country’s most powerful politician, one of its biggest celebrities and someone whose place in history was secure. Everything about him was news.


The documents concerned the workings of the Mahon Tribunal, the planning inquiry that had been set up by Ahern’s first Government soon after it had come to power in June 1997. Scoops based on leaks about tribunals had become so frequent that they were something of a debased currency. The country was suffering from tribunal-allegation fatigue. The saving grace, however, was that this leak involved Ahern.


The information I had showed that the tribunal had written to a man called David McKenna informing him it had been told that he paid money to Ahern in or around December 1993. McKenna was a successful businessman who was friendly with Ahern and had on occasion brought him on a private jet to watch soccer matches in Manchester. The tribunal told McKenna that it was investigating a number of payments to Ahern. Furthermore, the information indicated that McKenna had replied to the tribunal saying that he had indeed paid money to Ahern. So what was at issue wasn’t another allegation of a payment: it was a confirmed payment.


A tribunal can investigate only matters that are covered by its terms of reference, and the Mahon Tribunal was charged, in the main, with investigating allegations of corruption in planning. Allegations of corruption in different planning decisions over the years had been arranged by the tribunal into discrete sets of planned hearings, or modules, and I had to explain to my readers which module or planning decision the inquiry being made of McKenna, who ran a successful employment agency, belonged to.


Making my way across the newsroom, I stopped at the news desk and told the news editor, Miriam Donohue, that I had some material revealing that the Mahon Tribunal was investigating payments to Bertie Ahern in 1993.


‘Oh, that sounds good. You’d better go up and talk to Geraldine,’ she said.


Miriam was referring to the then editor of the Irish Times, Geraldine Kennedy. I walked across the newsroom and through a doorway that led to the editor’s office, which was in fact a number of rooms. In the first were the desks of the editor’s secretary and five or six more desks belonging to senior editors. On the right was the editor’s office, while on the left, up a step, was the conference room, where the section heads met at scheduled hours every day to discuss what was going into coming editions and the progress of the items being worked on. This room, with its wall maps and set of tables arranged in a square, was used for less frequent meetings in which the organisers of the different elements of the paper’s content would meet and apprise the editor or duty editor of their plans and progress. It also served as an important stage for all the gossip and office manoeuvring that exists in any organisation of substance and supposed power.


On the day I went up to the editor’s office Geraldine was just finishing her weekly meeting with the political reporters who covered the goings-on in Leinster House. We sat at the conference-room table, and I told her what had happened and gave her the material I had to read through. Geraldine, a former political editor and a long-time political journalist, was immediately interested. She was cognisant of the fact that it was a controversial matter affecting the reputation of the most powerful person in the land. We discussed what I had and how I should go about preparing my report for publication. Any mistaken allegation about such a figure would be a huge embarrassment. Ahern would have to be given an opportunity to respond to anything that was going to be written. It was agreed that I would work closely with her on the story.


By the next evening the story was ready to run. I got in contact with people who acted as spokespersons for Ahern. The Government spokesperson said it was a matter for the party spokesperson, who said it was a tribunal matter and therefore confidential. I contacted McKenna and, on his instructions, his solicitor. The story was ready to roll. I sat at my computer in the messy business section and wrote the few paragraphs that were going to appear on the next day’s front page. Geraldine came up and looked at it on the screen and suggested a few changes.


It is important to say that the report the Irish Times was about to publish was, we believed, more than just another tribunal leak of something that would in time have come to the attention of the public. The information we had belonged to what is called the private phase of the tribunal’s inquiries, and it concerned a matter that, depending on how it panned out, might never come to be mentioned in the course of one of the tribunal’s public hearings. The tribunal, naturally, investigated much more than it disclosed publicly, largely because a great deal of what it investigated turned out to be untrue or to be unconnected with the terms of reference that laid down its powers and duties. We were reporting something that might otherwise never be disclosed—the best sort of scoop. The payments might be of no interest to the tribunal in the context of its terms of reference, but they were of legitimate public interest.


The report was published on the front page on 21 September 2006, with the headline ‘Tribunal examines payments to Taoiseach.’ The first few paragraphs read:


A wealthy businessman David McKenna has been contacted by the Mahon Tribunal about payments to the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern.


The tribunal is investigating a number of payments to Mr Ahern in and around December 1993, including cash payments, The Irish Times has learned.


Mr McKenna is one of three or four persons contacted by the tribunal concerning payments to Mr Ahern totalling between €50,000 and €100,000. The tribunal has been told that the money was used to pay legal bills incurred by Mr Ahern around this time. In a letter to Mr McKenna in June of this year and seen by The Irish Times, he was told the ‘tribunal has been informed that you made payment of money to Mr Bertie Ahern TD, or for his benefit, in or about December 1993. The tribunal seeks your assistance in reconciling certain receipts of funds by Mr Ahern during this period.’


The tribunal requested a detailed statement from Mr McKenna. He was asked to name the person who requested the payment and his understanding as to why it was required. He was also asked who the payment was given to, and whether it was in cash or another form.


It is understood a solicitor who was an associate and personal friend of Mr Ahern’s, the late Gerry Brennan, may have played a role in the matters being inquired into. Mr Brennan, a former director of Telecom Éireann, died in 1997.


Mr McKenna, a friend of Mr Ahern’s and a known supporter of both him and his party, was estimated to be worth more than €60 million a number of years ago. However his publicly quoted recruitment firm, Marlborough Recruitment, collapsed in 2002.


Mr McKenna is also a friend and business associate of Des Richardson, the businessman appointed by Mr Ahern in 1993 as full-time fund-raiser for Fianna Fáil and who also fundraises for Mr Ahern’s constituency operation. The tribunal was told in private that Mr McKenna was one of the people who made a payment to Mr Ahern.


The report was printed across the top of the front page. What happened next is well captured in the diary kept by the then deputy political editor of the Irish Independent, Senan Molony. The diary is also useful in providing a flavour of the political coverage of the time. I am grateful for his permission to use these excerpts.
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A POLITICAL REPORTER’S DIARY


September 2006


September is when the TDs pretend to be back, but aren’t really. The Fianna Fáilers went to some hotel in Mayo for their annual think-in. A Deputy balanced a jug of water on his head in the bar at 4 a.m.


Bertie was interviewed by ‘Morning Ireland’ at breakfast in the hotel. He had a cut at Enda Kenny [Fine Gael leader], noting the local fellow was ‘around a long time’, having entered the Dáil in 1975, two years before himself. So much for Enda’s portraying himself as the poster-child of national vigour.


But the remark only allowed the Taoiseach to be asked if he was nearing the end of his own shelf life. He responded with a classic Bertieism—that he knew his own ‘shelf-by date’. In America a year ago, when Bertie spoke on the issue of the illegal Irish, he said that if support dried up in Congress we would have to ‘fight our own canoe’.


In the afternoon Brian Cowen [Minister for Finance] promised that FF would have the ‘bottle for the battle’ when the election came around.


7 September


Mary Harney resigns after no fewer than thirteen years at the helm of the Progressive Democrats (PDs). She will be remembered for banning smoky coal in Dublin and for not being Charlie Haughey. She also blocked the Bertie Bowl [the proposed football stadium for west Dublin]. Her popularity has been dropping like a stone since she became Minister for Health.


‘Why, I am not worthy,’ says Michael McDowell [Minister for Justice and Harney’s successor as head of the PDs].


12 September


Fine Gael hold their parliamentary party gathering in Sligo, and claim they will be able to pick up an extra 26 seats next time out. That’s twenty-six. It sounds preposterous.


Pat Rabbitte [Labour Party leader] shows up to signal that Labour is willing. Later on, in the early hours, he leaves the north-west to return home. As it happens, his car is almost out of fuel—but there are no petrol stations between Sligo and Dublin open for custom in the early hours.


Pat drives on empty until the motor is spluttering. All the way through Leitrim he has fears of being stranded, having to sleep in his car. Eventually he passes a single old pump, relic of the 1950s, in the village of Newtownforbes.


He is reduced to banging on a Longford garage door at 1:30 a.m, miraculously raising a grizzled head from an upstairs window. ‘Is it yourself?’ asks the vest-clad rustic. ‘It is,’ replies Pat. The pump is opened, manages to dispense modern unleaded, and Pat makes it back to Dublin.


Five days later Mayo are crushed in the All-Ireland Final.


20 September


There’s a court case today in which a lorry driver who consumed half a bottle of vodka (and some beer) before attempting to collect a skip ‘made shit’ of Michael McDowell’s driveway.


That’s what an angry Minister said to the driver, before noticing the latter was under the weather and calling the cops. McDowell was ‘ranting and raving’, the accused man managed to reveal in court before being fined and banned.


It was the week McDowell, new PD leader, announced it was party policy to send all trucks out of Dublin to a new port half way to Dundalk.


21 September


Yikes! A landmine this morning in the Irish Times. It reveals that the Mahon Tribunal is investigating payments to the Taoiseach.


The money is said to have come from businessman David McKenna in 1993 when Mr Ahern was Minister for Finance. Bertie, on a constituency visit to Clare, admits the reports are accurate, the source ‘impeccable’, and that whoever leaked it must have seen ‘the full file’. But he also says the amounts quoted are ‘off the wall’ at €50,000–100,000.


The Taoiseach later suggests at a doorstep interview that some shadowy people have been out to discredit him over the last few days. The Irish Times says the money is connected to legal bills Mr Ahern had in 1993.


David McKenna is a millionaire who made his money out of Marlborough Recruitment, a firm that unfortunately went bankrupt. This is a peculiar story, and initially everyone seems to be adopting a wait-and-see attitude. There are some suggestions the money may be as little as £10,000 but whether the Minister for Finance should be taking even a few bob from businessmen, personal friends or not, is another question.


Bertie is furious. At a further impromptu press conference he denounces the leak as scurrilous, and says the money is a fraction of the amounts usually thrown around in tribunal stories. He says he’s not going to answer questions about his ‘Holy Communion and Confirmation money, or what I got for my birthday.’ (He was 55 on 12 September.)


Mr Ahern, who in recent years flew to Manchester United matches with Mr McKenna in the latter’s private jet, won’t say the exact amount involved, or what it was used for. He mentions his separation. Meanwhile it is emerging that more people than McKenna may be involved.


The story is developing, and is already damaging.


Fine Gael quotes the Taoiseach in the Dáil from September 1997, speaking about the McCracken tribunal.


‘The tribunal stresses a point I have repeatedly emphasised, that public representatives must not be under a personal financial obligation to anyone.’


Two days beforehand there was a BBC ‘Panorama’ broadcast about Premiership managers and claimed corruption. Now, with a week to go to the new Dáil session, Bertie is mixed up with alleged ‘bungs’.


22 September


Swirling rumours in Leinster House and Government Buildings. The suggestions are that the total sum Bertie received was either £10,000 or £20,000, with four donors giving equal amounts. The pressure is on for the full list of names and amounts, so the public can judge the individuals and their possible links to Government.


Bertie makes a defensive prepared statement after a report launch in Government Buildings. He complains twice of the ‘sinister’ nature of the leak, and refuses to take questions, walking out past journalists who sit there in stony silence.


Yesterday the Taoiseach complained of reports (in Village magazine) that appeared to link him to bank accounts in Liechtenstein, Jersey and the Dutch Antilles. Except Bertie called them the ‘Dutch Anthills’. Trust the media to make a mountain out of an anthill.


Did he or didn’t he pay tax on these payments? If they were loans, to get him out of a tight spot, no tax would be payable. Bertie didn’t say they were loans, but instead that he ‘dealt with them properly’. As Minister for Finance at the time, of course, he was responsible for clawing in the nation’s tax, as well as being responsible for the tax authorities themselves, while also capable of re-writing tax law all by himself.


It is still all to play for in what the Irish Daily Mail is calling Bertie’s biggest political crisis. His body language this morning was tight, testy and all bad. The latest rumour is that Miriam Ahern is due to give evidence to the Mahon Tribunal in October, which scarcely seems credible. Another is that the money raised was not for legal fees but intended as a ‘golden handbag’ in the marriage break-up.


The sooner the full truth is out the better. Everyone is waiting for the Sunday papers in 48 hours, but Ursula Halligan of TV3—which last night had lurid footage of tens and twenties in Euro banknotes filling the screen—dares to mention the phrase ‘early general election’.


23 September


The Irish Times reports that the monies were loans, and were accepted on the basis that they would be repaid. It’s suggested that at least some of the benefactors then wouldn’t take the money back. Thirteen years on, some amounts remain outstanding. Does this make them gifts?


Couldn’t Bertie, who signed blank cheques for Charlie after all, have sent his friends similar slips in the post if they were too shy to accept them in person? And what’s with the shyness, anyway—what is Irish business coming to, if people won’t allow their backs to be scratched in turn after they have seen to Bertie’s seven-year itch?


He is truly blessed. His friends won’t turn their backs on him. They are also maintaining mortared-up mouths when the media ring.


Michael McDowell goes to Finland to grapple with all these moral questions that the PDs used to pronounce upon with such penetrating rectitude. Silence from the moral mountaintop so far.


24 September


The Sunday papers are tamer than a dead goldfish. They haven’t managed to find out anything new, but still editorialise a bit of outrage. Defence Minister Willie O’Dea goes on ‘This Week’ and blusters that it would be disloyal of the Taoiseach to reveal the names of his loyal friends.


He says he is sickened by talk of ‘the public interest’ when the case falls into the category of mere public curiosity. As if to confirm, a Sunday Independent telephone poll—the equivalent of asking your mates in the pub—says that 81 per cent of people want further details.


25 September


Bertie goes to Dublin Zoo to see the animals. Then he trots right past them, ignoring their microphones and tape recorders, greeting the zoo director instead—and both enter the Meerkat Restaurant to launch a five-year development plan.


Like an elephant in the living room, there is a great unspoken issue as the Taoiseach gazes past the massed ranks of predatory lenses and poised notebooks to tell all the zoo people what a great job they are doing.


Being the king of the political jungle, Bertie naturally has to do a walkabout in the gardens afterwards. He feigns not to hear questions as to whether he is going to make a statement. The colour writers are in the long grass, watching every ripple of his sleek tailored suit.


Snakes, vultures, monkeys who see no evil—if you can’t muster a bit of a chuckle column out of an event like this, you should really jack in journalism. The rhinos are too far away to admire the thickness of Bertie’s hide as he struts around, not even deigning to state that there will be no statement, with the odd squirrel perched quizzically, as if studying for tips on how to store stuff away.


Bertie is still shaking his head at questioners as he dives into a limo to be driven away. There are four plain-clothes detectives about, all packing weaponry, which is a doubling of his usual guard. It probably has to do with the fact that Ceann Comhairle Rory O’Hanlon was heckled and jostled today by hospital campaigners at the opening of the Monaghan bypass, which is likely the last bypass to be performed locally if A&E and surgery units are closed.


The wildebeest of the media dumbly follow Bertie next to Griffith College on the South Circular Road, where daughter Cecelia learned to write books like PS, I Love You. The Taoiseach promptly gets stuck in a lift with Cyprian Brady. The dour is stuck, and so is the door.


We know the Taoiseach is in a tight spot, but this is ridiculous. He, Cyp, a detective, and some Griffith College type are packed like sardines into a tiny, stationary cage. Workmen with hard-hats try to get the steel enclosure open. After five minutes they manage it, but then the occupants have to crouch from their platform and jump a few feet to the floor.


Not the Taoiseach’s day.


26 September


Bertie gives a special interview to RTE television news in his St Luke’s constituency office in which he admits accepting £39,000 (€50,000) from a dozen apostles in two tranches in 1993 and 1994. The doubt of the benefit is now gone; it remains to be seen if the public will give him the political benefit of the doubt.


The Taoiseach, in 25 minutes, is absolutely candid about his marriage break-up. He says the money he received was to help him over that ‘very dark, very sad’ period. Some of it went towards a £20,000 educational trust for his daughters—and at this point he closed his eyes and bowed his head, a father emotional at the recall of difficult times past. He had managed to save £50,000 up to the point of his legal separation, but after agreeing the final details in November 1993, after several dates in the High Court that year, he was left without a house, ‘the £50,000 was gone’ and he still had legal bills.


He took out a loan at the Allied Irish Banks branch in O’Connell St to meet the legal costs. The next month his friends organised a whip-round, even though he had previously refused a fund-raiser to assist him with his personal finances. He was presented with £22,500—seven people paying £2,500 each, and an eighth man paying £5,000.


‘They gave me the £22,500, and I said that I would take this as a debt of honour, that I would repay it in full,’ said Bertie, eyes as wide as sincerity would allow. He said that he assured his benefactors that he would pay interest on it. ‘I know the tax law, I’m an accountant.’


But he added: ‘I haven’t repaid the money because they refused to take it.’ In 13 years, he had never so much as paid interest, he disclosed—but an unrepayable loan is a gift, as the Opposition later point out. Bertie lamely offered that he thought his friends would accept repayment now, ‘because they see the difficulty’.


The first bunch of bail-outs included Fianna Fáil fund-raiser Des Richardson, stockbroker Padraic O’Connor, former chairman of CERT (the hotel training agency) Jim Nugent, David McKenna, Fintan Gunne, personal friends Paddy Reilly and Mick Collins, and the publican Charlie Chawke, now one of the owners of Sunderland FC.


‘Later on in 1994 another four friends gave me £16,500,’ says Bertie. They were Joe Burke, Dermot Carew, Barry English and Paddy Reilly, ‘known to my friends as Paddy the Plasterer’. Joe Burke had been appointed by Bertie as Chairman of the Dublin Port Authority. Dermot Carew owns the Beaumont House pub, and before that the Hill 16 premises. Barry English is a wealthy engineer, while Paddy the Plasterer has since moved on to become the landlord of a myriad rental properties in Dublin.


It was magnetic television:


I was not impoverished when I was going through the separation. It was a very dark period for me, and a very sad period for me. I didn’t, I had taken out a loan like anyone else would, but colleagues knew what the situation was. From 1987 when I separated from Miriam until the end of 1993 was a long protracted period. That happens in family law cases. And delays and delay for one reason or another.


Miriam was, I had no account in my own name in that period. Miriam had joint accounts and I paid Miriam maintenance but also saved money during that period and I’d saved quite a substantial amount of money because it was from the time I was Lord Mayor in 1986. I’d saved in the order of £50,000.


The trouble was that in the separation I agreed to provide £20,000 for my children to an educational account as part of the agreement that I made. [Lowers his eyes and composes himself.] I don’t like giving details of the children but, for completeness, I did that. I also had to pay off other bills, so the money I’d saved was gone. So, my friends knew that. I had no house, the house was gone, so they decided to try and help me.


On the crucial question of whether the favours were ever called in, Bertie offered this:


All I can say on that is they didn’t, and never did they ask me. They were not people that ever tried to get me to do something. I might have appointed somebody [to a state board] but I appointed them because they were friends, not because of anything they had given me.


It is an admission of cronyism—appointing friends because of personal acquaintance, not considering the filling of State-funded offices on the merit of individual candidates. Des Richardson was appointed to the board of Aer Lingus. Jim Nugent was appointed to the board of the Central Bank. Three others were also elevated.


But Bertie insisted that there was a difference between ‘somebody taking millions, somebody taking hundreds of thousands in exchange for contracts and other matters, and taking what is a relatively small contribution from friends who had a clear understanding they would be paid back.’


He maintained:


I’ve broken no law. I’ve broken no ethical code. I’ve broken no tax law. I’ve always paid my income tax. I paid capital gains tax, but I’ve never had much in my life to pay, and I paid my gift tax . . . I did point out to my friends a number of times that it was better that I clear these, and you know, they would sometimes laugh it off . . .


Nobody’s laughing now.


27 September


The first day of the new Dáil session, and the Taoiseach faces Leader’s Questions.


The Opposition knows the Taoiseach has milked public sympathy for all it’s worth. They aren’t going to run down the dead-ends of his marriage breakup, or the whip-around at the time he was in trouble. They daren’t dabble in the human stuff with the most human of politicians.


So they go down the flanks. Enda Kenny effortlessly carves huge holes in the Taoiseach’s rearguard, the ball at his feet, attacking what might be called ‘Manchester Unidentified’.


What’s this? Well, it’s another issue, one that Bertie mentioned in his TV interview. It has absolutely nothing to do with his separation, so the Opposition need not court public disdain by addressing it. It’s fair game.


Here’s what Bertie said:


The only other thing, Bryan, totally separate and nothing to do with this, but I don’t want anyone saying I didn’t give the full picture. I did a function in Manchester with a business organisation, nothing to do with politics or whatever. I was talking about the Irish economy; I was explaining about Irish economy matters and I’d say there was about 25 people at that. I spent about four hours with them; dinner; I did question and answers; and all the time from 1977 up to current period I got eight thousand on that, which you know, whether it was a political donation . . .


This was the Taoiseach admitting to receiving £8,000 sterling in cash, in 1994, the year after his marital separation. He was Minister for Finance at the time, and the Green Book that provides guidelines to ministerial conduct at the time warns expressly against accepting anything of value in the course of one’s office.


It’s not good enough that Bertie might have been off-duty, among a few friends, possibly taking in a match at Old Trafford while he was at it. He was the Minister for Finance. He was talking about the Irish economy. They gave him money.


Bertie admitted on television:


I’d actually done the event a number of times, but I only once got a contribution. I’ve gone through them and given my personal accounts [to the Mahon Tribunal], that is the only other payment. It is nothing to do with this, but it was a payment that was in my accounts and I did give that to the tribunal as well.


This is an own-goal by the Taoiseach. The money went into his personal finances. He took it at a speaking engagement, at which the only reason he would be heard would be his standing as Minister for Finance.


Bertie presumably had to put through his own net because he knew the money was showing. The Mahon Tribunal has the detail, and he can’t take the risk of keeping quiet and having it come out later. His television interview was his one-and-only chance to confess all.


Enda Kenny demands an answer on the Manchester payment. Bertie doesn’t give him one, except to mumble incoherently.


Big Pat Rabbitte cuts in from the left, and lets fly. He can’t believe that the Minister for Finance did not have a bank account of his own in the seven years he was Minister for Finance. The shot is true. Here’s the replay of Bertie’s TV commentary: ‘I didn’t have an account in my own name during the separation years [1987–93 inclusive]. I opened an account after the separation work was over.’


Now, on the opening day of the Dáil, Bertie confirms that he didn’t have a personal bank account in those years. Rabbitte is pointed: ‘Are you telling the House that during the period you were Minister for Finance, responsible for running the Exchequer, that you had no bank account in the jurisdiction? Did you have a bank account outside the jurisdiction?’


Ouch . . . one can already hear the Sunday papers ringing every Barclays branch and Lloyds-TSB in Lancashire. But if he had no account anywhere, what could he have been telling his eager-eared audience in Manchester: ‘My advice, as Minister for Finance, is to have nothing whatever to do with banks . . .’


Mr Ahern is left clawing at the air:


I separated at the beginning of 1987 and it didn’t conclude until the end of 1993 in the High Court. Over that period my accounts were in the joint names of my wife and myself. For obvious reasons, I did not use our joint account. I used cheques separately to deal with my issues and I did not open an account in my own name until afterwards.


The Taoiseach didn’t have a bank account, yet he was able to use cheques—what, from an account in somebody else’s name? This incredible stuff must be doing damage. Remember the Taoiseach said he had accumulated £50,000 in savings from the time he was Lord Mayor (1986) until the separation (concluded in November 1993).


If he had no bank account in that time, where was this money located? Was it thrown into a broom closet in St Luke’s? If in a joint deposit account, how did Bertie ‘use cheques separately’ when he didn’t open an account until afterwards?


Joe Higgins rises to speak. The Dublin West Socialist Party TD accuses Bertie of having cast Bryan Dobson in the role of agony aunt in order to divert attention from critical issues. ‘Your personal circumstances are irrelevant, because you said last night that you had already got a bank loan to pay off pressing bills.’


It would have taken the Taoiseach two minutes to draft a letter to send back the money to his fans, says Joe. And he gives the example—‘Ah, Jaysus, lads, you’ll have me in huge trouble if you don’t take back the fifty grand. My circumstances have improved, and I’ll have fifty reporters traipsing after me for the rest of my life if this comes out. Bertie.’


He suggests a P.S.—‘Tell Paddy the Plasterer to steer clear of Callely’s house. He’s in enough trouble with the painter already.’


That’s a reference to Ivor Callely getting a free decorating job on his house in Clontarf from the builders John Paul. The firm had been given a lucrative contract with FÁS [the state training agency]—and Ivor was in charge of the State manpower agency at the time. The scandal-plagued junior minister resigned, but only after the Taoiseach himself said he was ‘not impressed.’


Paddy the Plasterer, Paul the Painter—and now it seems Bertie’s own particular glasshouse, reduced to a house of shards, could do with Malcolm the Glazer.


Joe’s P.S. is not the only one. The internet gags are already flying. There’s a reworked version of Cecelia’s book, with Bertie as the author, saying PS, I Owe You. Another of her books is called Where Rainbows End. Could this be where a Rainbow begins? [meaning the multi-party Government that included Fine Gael and the Labour Party]


There’s a P.S. with the PDs.


Michael McDowell now finally breaks his silence—in order to blame Bertie’s friends!


‘The actions of a group of friends . . . in advancing to him monies . . . were ill-advised,’ says the Tánaiste. ‘It is reasonable to accept that the motive for the payments was benevolent and not intended to compromise, to corrupt, or to obtain improper influence or reward.’


He says the Taoiseach ‘should probably have declined such help,’ even in the difficult personal circumstances he faced in 1993. ‘Accepting such help was an honest error of judgement . . .’


McDowell calls for the payments to now be fully refunded with interest. ‘If the donors are reluctant to receive them, they can surrender them to charitable causes,’ he adds, forgetting to warn them that any future charitable causes should not include high office holders in the politics of Ireland.


28 September


The Irish Times headlines: ‘Pressure on Ahern eases as Tánaiste lends support.’ It’s premature, because the Irish Independent is highlighting the ‘new questions’ on the Manchester supporters, the prawn sandwich brigade who thought Bertie could do with some more bread.


The Indo reports that Irish business interests were behind the gathering and that some of Bertie’s friends attended, which makes it different from his addressing a ‘business organisation’ in Britain and raises the ugly prospect of Irish interests shovelling it into Bertie’s back pocket offshore.


The Taoiseach is today in Ballyjamesduff, leading to jokes among reporters present about the two Paddy Reillys named by the Taoiseach. That’s because the Percy French song about Ballyjamesduff plaintively asks in each chorus: ‘Come home, Paddy Reilly, to me.’ To which the answer is presumably ‘No, because I am too busy running my business here in Manchester and I cannot afford the time before a tribunal.’


Asked up in Cavan exactly who was at this Manchester function, Bertie muddies the water hopelessly: ‘A group that was with me from Dublin,’ he says, as well as local businessmen. He goes on to say that he had no official script, that he did not address the gathering in his capacity as Minister for Finance, that he paid his own airfare, and checked out the tax implications. But the damage is done.


There’s war on the Order of Business in the Dáil, with attempts to raise Bertie’s admission that the Manchester money came from the assembled folks, ‘plus the group who were with me from Ireland.’ He does not identify any of his Irish accompaniment. Government Chief Whip Tom Kitt, under pressure from Opposition parties, is forced to concede a special 35-minute debate next Tuesday.


Meanwhile Michael McDowell is reading the transcript of the doorstep in Ballyjamesduff, and frowning heavily. He goes outside to face the technology, and whatever journalists are still scribbling into notebooks these days. ‘Having spoken to the Taoiseach and studied the transcript of his County Cavan comments, there are now very significant matters of concern,’ he says. The Government moves to the brink.


These matters are ‘not completely put at rest by the facts in the public domain.’ He demands to know identities [of those who attended], the nature of the event, and what the money had ultimately been used for. ‘All these issues have to be clarified now.’


The primary concern is in terms of standards. ‘That’s the crucial thing, and whether it can be defended. That’s the issue.’ It is a complete reversal of today’s Irish Times lead.


On ‘Prime Time’ they are talking gravely about the possible end of the Ahern era. He just shouldn’t take money at functions he attends while Minister for Finance. Brian Lenihan, Minister for Children, says doing so would be ‘unthinkable’.


Brian was long passed over for promotion by Bertie, in a row that goes back to 1990 when Bertie was the messenger for Haughey in the shafting of Lenihan Senior during the Presidential election.


29 September


The Daily Mail has Bertie ‘hanging by a thread.’ It suggests that Bertie might have used Celia Larkin’s bank accounts during the years he had none of his own. ‘So where is Cowen?’ asks another headline.


Brian Cowen can’t afford to appear like some kind of Gordon Brown figure, smouldering with ambition while Bertie threatens to combust. So he goes on ‘Morning Ireland’ and gives an energetic performance, insisting that the Taoiseach did ‘nothing incorrect’. An interesting focus on the letter of the law, backing up Fianna Fáil clucking that the Green Book of advice for Ministers amounted only to ‘guidelines’ with no force of law.


Geraldine Kennedy, Editor of the Irish Times, is summoned before the Mahon Tribunal with Colm Keena, the journalist who wrote the original story. Geraldine, a former PD TD, tells the Chairman cheerfully that she destroyed the leaked documents to protect her source.


So the sneaky leaker is safe, and only Bertie stands on the precipice. Meanwhile in the pubs after a torrid working week, people are asking themselves if they really want to lose the Taoiseach over a relatively trifling amount accepted a dozen years ago.


30 September


Michael McDowell has been having second thoughts too. In today’s papers he is quoted as saying he has an ‘abhorrence’ of heads on plates. That might be news to Mary Harney, but it is decidedly good news for Bertie.


The Opposition immediately accuse the PDs of running the white flag up the pole. They predict a climbdown as soon as Bertie clears the air. They even suggest McDowell might be helping Bertie to write his script.


A fly in this soothing ointment is the emergence of a claim that one of the amounts given to Bertie in 1993, from Padraic O’Connor, was a cheque drawn on the corporate account of NCB Stockbrokers.


Rather puts a hole in the ‘personal loans’ story.


1 October


The Sundays again fail to break any new ground. But they do report that Bertie Ahern has repaid with interest the loans he received from his apostles. Mr Ahern sent out 12 cheques on Friday, totalling €90,867, to be personally delivered by courier.


The amount includes €40,000 in accumulated interest, reflecting an effective rate of 5 per cent compounded over the years. This is a huge step by the Taoiseach in his political rehabilitation. Most of the recipients redirect the money to charity.


The Sunday Indo says that by repaying the money ‘with such apparent ease’, Mr Ahern has left himself open to the accusation that he could have done so at any stage over the last few years, and is only doing so now to save his career.


But the most important material is the sampling of public opinion done by a couple of papers. Six out of ten think Bertie was wrong to accept money while in office. But nearly two-thirds (65%) do not believe he should resign.


There is a decided climate of forgiveness now, overriding detail, nuance and points of principle or moral ethics. Enda Kenny still makes the point that his party wouldn’t stand for it, and that if the same material had come out about him, he would no longer be leader. Again, this needn’t surprise, nor affect matters much.


It’s a week since Willie O’Dea said that being lectured on morality by Fine Gael was akin to being called ‘big, green and ugly’ by the Incredible Hulk.


Even the little issue of the corporate cheque is being teased out into meaninglessness. It turns out it was a bank draft, not a company counterfoil, went to Bertie’s solicitor anyway, and the Taoiseach needn’t have known anything other than that it was a donation by an individual.


Meanwhile lots of old buffers with businesses in Britain are coming out and half remembering the Manchester gathering, held in the Four Seasons hotel, and they are vague and kindly and ‘ah, sure God help us,’ and it is all grist to Bertie’s mill.


One of them tells Pat Kenny on the radio that he met Tim Kilroe of Aer Arann at the urinals in the hotel toilet and the latter happened to mention the whip-around for some fella from the Irish parliament who had ‘woman problems’.


3 October


Bertie doesn’t clarify a thing in his next Dáil appearance, despite expectations that he was going to copiously explain, beat his breast, and plead for mercy—leaving the other side so tactically surprised that they only manage to rehearse some of their old indignation, to little effect.


They may have been banking on some new hassle emerging, or the Taoiseach showing a few more chinks in his armour; but instead he stonewalls. The entire Cabinet sits alongside him as he proceeds to read a deadly dull speech outlining how he did nothing wrong.


He can’t remember practically anyone who was at the Manchester meeting. Wouldn’t trust his memory in any case. Some of his friends from Dublin were there, but ‘all as I knows is’ they didn’t get the whip-round going.


‘As I survey the events of the last two weeks, I realise that my judgement in accepting help from good and loyal friends and the gift in Manchester (albeit in the context of personal and family circumstances) was an error,’ manages Bertie.


‘It was a misjudgement although not in breach of any law or code of conduct at the time,’ he adds. ‘It was not illegal or impermissible to have done what I did. But I now regret the choices I made in those difficult and dark times.’


Here it comes, the big grass-roots appeal: ‘The bewilderment caused to the public about recent revelations has been deeply upsetting for me and others near and dear to me. To them and to the Irish people, I offer my apologies.’


And that’s it. Labour and Fine Gael are left flummoxed. The Taoiseach should have said what he did was wrong, sniffs Enda Kenny. Pat Rabbitte acidly comments that Bertie would have us believe he took gifts from strangers and loans from friends . . .


We should have known it was going to be boring when we saw the official description on the Dáil order paper: ‘Statements on disclosures relating to the Mahon Tribunal.’


And then we remember that old footage of Bertie delivering the 1993 Budget, shown a lot in the last week. Yes, there’s that sole black mark against him. Right on his forehead, in fact. An unmistakable smudge for Ash Wednesday.


It was indeed a dark time.


4 October


Who does Bertie do his banking with? Friends First. The apparent low-key public attitude to the political crisis—a lack of instant jokes for one thing—suggests the affair may be playing itself out.


Fine Gael spindoctor Ciaran Conlon is rueful at the popular perception that ‘they’re all the same,’ as if it’s not worth talking about standards any more. Fianna Fáil is cynical in stoking that attitude, he suggests. ‘We say Charlie Haughey—they say Lowry. We say Ray Burke—they say Lowry. We say Liam Lawlor—they say Lowry. We say Beverley Flynn—they say Lowry. We say Pádraig Flynn—they say Lowry . . .’


Bertie closes down Leader’s Questions today, saying he isn’t going to stand up in the Dáil every day to re-hash his financial affairs. And the Opposition look like they’ve been well and truly scolded.


And then something happens.


It involves the man at the urinal.


His name is Michael Wall. He was at the Manchester dinner where Bertie got £8,000, and then three years later Bertie got his house off the very same chap. Mr Wall, a Manchester-based retired owner of a coach-hire firm, sold the Taoiseach the house he now lives in, at 44 Beresford Avenue, off Griffith Avenue in Dublin 9.


Mr Ahern only named two people in the Dáil who were at the dinner, one of them dead. He did not name Michael Wall, even though three years later he would buy his house from the man. This house revelation, on RTE radio’s ‘Drivetime’ show, lusciously recounted by investigative reporter Philip Boucher-Hayes, is truly bizarre. Moreover, both Labour and Fine Gael explicitly say so. Michael McDowell, who had asked Bertie for a full list of attendees, didn’t even get the one closest to home, as it were.


The PDs are said to be ‘considering this information’ overnight, no doubt wondering whether they have just had their noses rubbed in it again by Fianna Fáil.


5 October


A big row between McDowell and Bertie is all the talk of Government Buildings. Bertie has to come into the Dáil on a Thursday for the first time in this administration—to take an Order of Business that the Tánaiste and PD leader was originally scheduled for.


McDowell doesn’t even sit in the chamber, fuelling talk of a deepening rift. But the Taoiseach is in confident, even buoyant, mood. He confirms that Michael Wall sold him his own four walls. He says he rented the house for two years—moving into it in 1995, just a year after the Manchester dinner.


He reveals he was talking to Michael Wall three times over the previous weekend in a bid to recollect who was in Manchester, but didn’t mention him in the Dáil—despite the bizarre house link—because Mr Wall ‘didn’t eat the dinner.’ He attended the function only in his official capacity as minibus driver to the Taoiseach and his mates . . . If he was in the bar (‘eating a packet of peanuts,’ as RTE political correspondent David McCullagh said straight-faced on air), then he wasn’t officially in attendance. Bertie is off the hook.


Except he isn’t. Michael McDowell is understandably feeling that he has been talking to the wall too. He demanded the Taoiseach identify those in attendance, and Bertie doesn’t even mention that he had significant financial dealings with the bloke who drove the bus . . .


So here we are: Bertie called the original Irish Times story ‘off the wall’. Now it turns out he bought his house ‘off the Wall’—and that’s only at the very fringes of an overall crisis in trust. The Taoiseach has been repeatedly offering distractionary material in his answers ‘for completeness’—and sending the media diving down culs de sac—but he didn’t mention his house in ‘completeness.’ Even though he now tells the Dáil that the Mahon Tribunal has been investigating his house, and that a file on his house has been sent to them . . .


Mr Ahern also says that he believes the former Tánaiste, Mary Harney, ‘would have been aware that I got loans from friends.’ Her spokesman instantly and categorically denies this. It is ‘mistaken’ and ‘untrue’. The question arises now as to whether the PDs are going to seek humiliation for Bertie in asking him to correct the record of the House. Fianna Fáilers are saying they can go whistle. Bertie’s not going back in.


The stand-off is eased in the afternoon when Harney does a doorstep and says the Taoiseach can’t have meant what he actually said. She knew he was interacting with the tribunal, he told her during the summer about a forgery attempt to link him with a bank in Mauritius, but he certainly didn’t say anything about loans from friends.


She rejects a claim by Caoimhghín Ó Caoláin, the Sinn Féin leader in the Dáil, that she decided to get out of the leadership because she had been told by Irish Times editor Geraldine Kennedy what was ‘coming down the tracks’. It’s not true, she says, ending a rumour that had been doing the rounds in Leinster House almost as soon as ‘Bertiegate’ erupted.


The rest of the PDs stay totally silent all day. Their spokespersons say ‘no comment’ when anything is asked of them. Speculation rises inevitably that they may be preparing to pull the plug. Fianna Fáil backbenchers and even Ministers are bullish, prepared to open the door for them if they want to walk. They think they can stay in power with Independents.


RTE notes that Bertie Ahern holds the record for being the shortest-serving Tánaiste in history, at 27 days. Michael McDowell has been Tánaiste for 22.


6 October


Former Labour leader Ruairí Quinn mocks Michael McDowell, his Dublin South-East constituency colleague, as ‘erratic’ on ‘Morning Ireland’. Yesterday’s events effectively mean that the Justice Minister has marched his Yorkists up to the top of the hill for the second time in a week. Either way of getting them off again literally involves ‘downside’ for the Tánaiste. It can either be further humiliation or departure from Government.


At lunchtime Mr McDowell says he is ‘working to restore relations with Mr Ahern,’ which is a small slice of a pie made without any pride ingredients. Bertie confirms in Limerick that he hasn’t spoken to the Tánaiste since he appeared in the Dáil.


McDowell says the Government is safe if the damage that has recently been done is repaired. He plans to meet Bertie over the weekend. ‘The two parties have been very careful not to say things to aggravate the situation,’ he manages, while the damage has been caused by ‘events’.


10 October


McDowell is putting up with the smell of putrefaction in Government, with Labour in particular taunting him that he’s ‘no Desmond O’Malley’ [the founder of the PDs]. Fine Gael are meanwhile slapping up posters of McDowell’s face in Dublin South-East with a line about single party Government that says: ‘Thanks to him, it’s a reality.’


The PD leader responds with a sudden appearance alongside the Taoiseach on the red carpet inside Government Buildings, announcing they’ve just cobbled together a plan to strengthen the Ethics Acts by making people intending to take money from friends ask the Standards in Public Offices Commission first.


Brian Lenihan said taking a bag of dough would be ‘unthinkable,’ but Mac is making it thinkable—and all the important thinking about it will have to be done for a witless politician in that position by the SIPO, a many-headed quango. It’s patently ridiculous.


The hacks and cameras are given 18 minutes to get to Merrion Street for this impromptu love-in between Bertie and his re-enamoured bride. Panting, brows beaded with perspiration, they are then lectured by McDowell.


The Irish people have a far more intelligent grasp of the issues, their importance, their implications and the options flowing from them than the small minority of commentators who have called for the dissolution of this Government. It is reassuring to note that all the evidence suggests that the substantial majority of the public want the Progressive Democrats to remain part of that Government and that they back the Taoiseach to remain in office and me to continue as his Tánaiste at this important juncture. I want to take this opportunity to reject as completely untrue the suggestion that there were angry exchanges between myself and the Taoiseach . . . There have never been any angry words between myself and the Taoiseach in the last seven years—or indeed before. I want to put on the record the simple truth that the Taoiseach and I asked our respective parties to refrain from public comment for a short period to assist us in repairing the damage done to the Government by recent events.


Only the PDs complied with that one.


Next comes a major blooper. After the TV lights switch off, the Taoiseach and Tánaiste having taken only four questions—all directed at McDowell—the two men stage a handshake for photographers. But the mikes remain on, and they pick up Mac muttering to Bertie through gritted teeth: ‘We survived it.’


Oops, that’s embarrassing. Bertie, the doughty old performer, doesn’t say anything, but just keeps grinning and gurning. He’s not agreeing. This is McDowell’s mistake.


A couple of hours later, in the Dáil, Pat Rabbitte flaunts the headlines of the past five or six days about the Coalition on the brink, the Tánaiste in hiding, and Independent TDs beginning to write out their shopping lists.


The Tánaiste says none of it ever happened, chides Rabbitte. It was all an invention by a small minority of commentators.


The House chortles as he wonders aloud if anyone had ever heard such patronising, vainglorious nonsense as McDowell’s claim in his script that it would be ‘an act of supreme moral and political folly to reward the wrongful actions of a leaker’ by pulling out of Government.


The Tánaiste stated in black and white that he wanted to know the identity of the donors, the mysterious money men at Manchester. He stated he wanted to know the nature of the function. The Taoiseach told us it was an organised function, that he made a speech, and that they were his friends. He then told us it wasn’t an organised function, he didn’t make a speech and he doesn’t know who was present, apart from two people.


And still McDowell had been given no names. And no answers.


13 October


Friday the thirteenth will haunt Pat and Enda for a long time to come. There’s a Bertie hat-trick in the opinion polls.


Poll: Bertie’s personal approval rating is actually up. Poll: Satisfaction with the Government is up. Poll: Fianna Fáil has its highest level of support in two years—up no fewer than eight percentage points!


The survey, carried out for the Irish Times by TNS/MRBI, shows that while two-thirds of the electorate think the Taoiseach was wrong to take unsolicited funds, they simply refuse to regard him as ‘Dirty Bertie’ and want him to stay in power.


It’s as if the people realised he was in a spot of personal difficulty and organised a bit of a whip-round.


As soon as the poll comes out, Fianna Fáilers are joyously texting each other with messages like: ‘Carlsberg don’t do opinion polls, but . . .’


Taken at the conclusion of the payments affair, the poll offers a plague on the houses of Pat and Enda—with Labour down four points and Fine Gael down two.


Bertie is back on course for a General Election three-in-a-row. And they called Haughey a Houdini?


The Taoiseach has just gone over Niagara Falls in a barrel, and here he is, having bobbed to the bank, poking his head out while the crowd cheers.


18 October


A Swedish Cabinet Minister has resigned because she didn’t pay her TV licence, which rather puts Irish politics into perspective. Actually she didn’t pay her licence for 16 years and ended up being in charge of broadcasting . . .


19 October


The Dáil has been demonstrating its relevancy by debating a proposal to make it an offence to detonate a nuclear device in Ireland. Prosecutable in the courts, if there are any afterwards.


Minister Dick Roche admits it is slightly ‘odd’ that the transposition to Irish law of the United Nations Nuclear Test Ban Treaty would allow for a Dr Strangelove who makes a large hole in the national territory to be tried summarily in the District Court, should the DPP so decide.


22 October


The Fianna Fáil faithful troop out to Bodenstown for the annual Theobald Wolfe Tone commemoration. Last year they commemorated an entirely different person named ‘Theobold’ on the invitations, but this year they just call him Wolfe Tone.


A local apparatchik, addressing the throng, says that the Holy Trinity of Irish national heroes (Brian Boru, Red Hugh O’Donnell and Éamon de Valera, apparently) has now been joined by a fourth: Bartholomew Patrick Ahern.


29 October


Fianna Fáil support has zoomed for the third time in two weeks in the latest opinion poll, carried out by Red C for the Sunday Business Post. Party popularity is up six points. The Blueshirts are down two, while the Red Rose has wilted four.


It’s been a Hallowe’en horror for the Opposition. Everything has blown up in their faces—or worse, as happened with a man in Sunderland who tried to launch a Black Cat Thunderbolt firework from an unusual angle and ended up with a ‘scorched colon’.
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ST LUKE’S


Bertie Ahern’s passionate care for his power base in Drumcondra and for the Dublin Central constituency was always a key element of his political character. He regularly came first in the country in the percentage of first-preference votes won in a poll and, apart from his initial general election campaign in 1977, was invariably elected on the first count in Dublin Central.


He had a dedicated team of workers supporting him and a canvassing operation that was probably unrivalled in the state. Even during his period as party leader (when it was party policy to manage the vote in the various constituencies so as to get as many Fianna Fáil TDs as possible returned, by spreading the party vote among its candidates), Ahern breached the rule and sought as many first-preference votes for himself as he could. In the 2007 general election campaign a leaflet was delivered to houses in the part of the constituency where the present writer lives seeking first-preference votes for Ahern, second-preference votes for Cyprian Brady and third-preference votes for Mary Fitzpatrick, daughter of the former constituency TD Dr Dermot Fitzpatrick. It said that this was what the party wanted supporters to do ‘in your area’, but the same leaflet was delivered throughout the constituency. In this way Ahern gathered the vast bulk of the votes. Brady, who received only 939 first-preference votes, swept past Fitzpatrick after Ahern’s huge surplus was distributed and won the second seat. Brady was a member of Ahern’s inner circle, a group that considered itself to be part and parcel of Ahern’s electorally successful political career.


The former Taoiseach Charles Haughey once famously dubbed these people the Drumcondra Mafia, and the name stuck. They were fiercely loyal and driven supporters of Ahern who acted not out of party loyalty or because of any particular political beliefs but because of their friendship and association with Ahern, and because of a team spirit that, for many of them, went back to their younger days. Ahern would in time appoint some of them to state boards, and in these and other ways many benefited financially as a result of their involvement with him. Patronage has always been an essential part of Ahern’s recipe for political success.


If the streets of Drumcondra and the constituency of Dublin Central were the stuff of Ahern’s beginnings and the springboard for his political career, his constituency centre, St Luke’s, was at the heart of his Tammany Hall, ward-boss operation. It is a detached red-brick building in Lower Drumcondra Road, close to the Tolka, along a stretch of a busy thoroughfare where most of the buildings are commercial. A former doctor’s surgery, it was purchased for £56,000 in 1988 and renovated for use as a constituency centre with upstairs living accommodation. Apart from Sinn Féin representatives, most TDs tend to operate from rented or temporarily donated constituency offices. Ahern’s permanent purchased base was unusual in Irish politics and was indicative of his commitment and drive, of the strength of his local organisation and of the ability of Ahern and his supporters to raise money. The Mahon Tribunal’s inquiries into Ahern’s personal finances led to a partial examination of where the money to buy St Luke’s came from and who exactly owned the building. It should have been a straightforward, provable matter, though it proved to be anything but.


The property was bought from a Catherine Daly. A contract for the sale was signed on 19 November 1987 by Daly, as vendor, and by Des Richardson, Joseph Burke and Tim Collins, as purchasers. Richardson’s name on the contract for sale was typed, as was Daly’s, while those of Burke and Collins were handwritten. When asked about this in May 2008 at the tribunal, Richardson rejected any suggestion that he had initially signed the document as sole purchaser.


The deed of assignment—the document that records the actual transfer of the property—is filed in the Registry of Deeds. It is dated 18 May 1988 and signed by Daly as vendor and by five persons as purchasers: Richardson, Burke, Collins, James Keane and Patrick Reilly (‘Paddy the Butcher’). The solicitor acting for the purchasers was Gerard Brennan, a supporter of Ahern. On its own, the document shows that the property belonged to these five men. The Registry of Deeds has no record of any mortgage taken out on the property at the time of the purchase, and no-one has suggested that there was one. The property was bought outright. In its intense examination of Ahern’s finances, and of his and his constituency’s various bank accounts, the Mahon Tribunal never managed to find an account from which the funds that were used to purchase the house originated. Nor were any of the witnesses who gave evidence able to point to an account where the money had resided before being passed to Daly.


All five of the trustees were close supporters of Ahern and minor business figures. Burke was a builder and renovator of pubs. Collins had a tiling business. Richardson, an engineer by training, was involved in recruitment services. Reilly had his own butcher’s business in Stoneybatter and supplied meat to hospitals. Keane was involved in a DIY centre called Big J.


Before the purchase of St Luke’s, Fianna Fáil in the North Dublin and Dublin Central constituencies used a building in Amiens Street, the ownership of which went back decades. During the mid-1980s it was decided that the building should be sold, and when it was, in 1989, the proceeds were distributed among a number of Fianna Fáil organisations. In 2008 a spokesperson for the party told the Sunday Tribune: ‘The beneficiaries were three of the local constituency comhairles in Dublin. The proceeds of the sale were divided as agreed. The proceeds that accrued to Dublin Central are held in a constituency account.’ In October 2006 Ahern mentioned the Amiens Street sale while being questioned in the Dáil about his personal finances. ‘The house was sold by the trustees and officers of the party, and I probably was a trustee. The money is in the accounts.’


From the evidence heard by the tribunal it appears that the money received by Ahern and his operation in 1989 was still on deposit in 2008 in an investment account. It was not used to purchase St Luke’s or to pay off any debts that had arisen from its purchase.


Since he was first elected to the Dáil in 1977 Ahern operated from a number of places. As well as his office in Leinster House and the use of Amiens Street, he had also kept an office in his mother’s house near All Hallows College in Drumcondra. Later he rented offices above Fagan’s pub in Drumcondra Road, almost opposite St Luke’s.


St Luke’s was very much seen as Ahern’s constituency centre, not the party’s, and it was a physical representation of his power in the constituency. The building was also a representation of his superior strength as a politician. In the period between the breaking up of his marriage in 1987 and his moving to a house in Beresford Avenue in 1995, Ahern made use of the apartment in the upstairs portion of St Luke’s as his living quarters. His former supporter Royston Brady recalls that the upstairs bathroom was the first room he ever encountered with under-floor heating and that Ahern insisted that they take off their shoes to feel its warmth. No-one else used the apartment.


After Haughey’s resignation as Taoiseach and party leader in 1992 there was speculation that Ahern might contest the leadership of the party, which would otherwise go to Albert Reynolds. As was so often the case when confronted with a sudden difficult decision, Ahern appeared to dither. If he went forward and won he would become leader; but if he lost, Reynolds might consider him a threat and seek to isolate him. If he held back and bided his time he could slip into the role of heir-apparent; but what if Reynolds held on to the job for a long period? His time might come and pass.


It appeared that Ahern didn’t know what to do, and both his supporters and those of Reynolds grew increasingly frustrated. There were references by Reynolds supporters to Reynolds’s family life and allusions to the people’s right to know ‘where their Taoiseach slept at night.’ Ahern was nominally living at home with his mother but was also in a relationship with his partner, Celia Larkin. This was seen by some members as a political disadvantage for a party leader, and it appeared that if Ahern was to put his name forward his marital status would become an issue. According to Bertie Ahern: Taoiseach and Peacemaker (1998) by Ken Whelan and Eugene Masterson, Ahern and Reynolds met in the Berkeley Court Hotel in Dublin to discuss the matter. Ahern told the authors that he had informed Reynolds that he was not going to contest the leadership and that Reynolds made it clear that he ‘wouldn’t stay around very long.’ Ahern held back, and Reynolds, when he took over, kept Ahern as Minister for Finance while sacking an unprecedented number of his Government colleagues. However, the use against Ahern of his marital situation had been noted by Ahern and his supporters.


During this period there was an editorial in the Sunday Tribune that read:


In terms of age and style, Bertie Ahern would represent a break, but there are questions about his finances which are worrying. He is currently living in a house which ‘supporters’ bought for him and which cost over £120,000. What hostages to fortune have been given in that transaction?


Ahern, who did not have a practice of picking fights with the media, was sufficiently concerned by this to ask his solicitor, Gerry Brennan, to write a letter of complaint and seek an apology. He got his response in the following week’s edition.


In the course of an editorial on the Fianna Fáil succession last Sunday, we stated that ‘supporters’ of Bertie Ahern TD had purchased for him a house costing over £120,000. We inquired what hostages to fortune had been given in that transaction. We have been contacted by a solicitor on behalf of Mr Ahern who informs us that while Mr Ahern has the use of an office and an upstairs apartment in the premises he has no interest whatsoever in the ownership of the house which is held in trust for the local Fianna Fáil organisation. We are glad to take this earliest opportunity of correcting any error in this regard and insofar as we have misrepresented the situation and insofar as our query concerning hostages to fortune is unfair to Mr Ahern, we apologise for any embarrassment or hurt this may have caused him.


The barrister David Byrne was appointed by Ahern as his first Attorney-General in 1997. Two years later Ahern appointed him to the European Commission. Byrne had become one of Ahern’s advisers in November 1994, when he at last became leader of Fianna Fáil. In May 2008 Byrne was called to give evidence to the Mahon Tribunal about St Luke’s after Ahern’s solicitor wrote to the tribunal asking that the former commissioner be called. Some weeks earlier the tribunal had been given documents that, it was told, had been found in St Luke’s among the voluminous files kept there. They concerned the purchase and ownership of St Luke’s.
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