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PROLOGUE

RTÉ has the best shop window in Ireland. Behind the glass, it places its superstars on pedestals. For more than six decades, much-loved luminaries like Eamonn Andrews, Gay Byrne, Pat Kenny, Marian Finucane, Miriam O’Callaghan, Gerry Ryan, Claire Byrne and Brendan O’Connor have been its public faces. Over the years, these talented celebrities have been the unspoken standard-bearers of RTÉ’s integrity, its ethical values and its devotion to public-service broadcasting. We have seen them daily on our screens and heard them on our radios. We have trusted them. They may have angered us at times, delighted us at others, but their competent presence has always given us reassurance. These high-profile characters projected an image of RTÉ that defined our view of the national broadcaster and added to our identity as a nation.

In June 2023, that confidence was shattered. Ireland discovered that despite RTÉ’s posturing as the wholesome guardian of healthy public discourse and defender of citizens’ interests, hidden behind the leafy hedges of Montrose was a deep sickness. The institution of RTÉ had been poisoned. The question posed by this book is how RTÉ, an organization that held such high ideals when it was founded, sank, disgraced, into scandal.

The dam broke when the abuse of power to disguise levels of exorbitant pay resulted in the Ryan Tubridy revelations of June 2023. That discovery opened the door to the dark secrets of an organization where rules, codes and conventions were broken at will or simply ignored. Greed, deceit, scapegoating, entitlement and betrayal are all present among RTÉ’s litany of human failures. The organization that preached the gospel of ethical virtue to others camouflaged its own corporate anarchy with professionally presented programmes.

What shadows were moving behind our screens? The clashes between state security and freedom of speech, between culture, commerce and the demands of good corporate ethics have all propelled RTÉ into an uncomfortable place. It has been buffeted in different directions, slipping into a steady decline, accelerated over the past decade into a catastrophe. This book is not the story of criminal activity. No one was caught with their hand in the till; nor are breaches of the seventh commandment a significant offence in RTÉ. This is a story about power, and its abuse, within a media organization that was living a lie.

It is about people: not the RTÉ personalities who have been so much a part of our lives, and not the brilliant and (almost all) honest faces and voices at the coalface. It is about how the wrong people were lurking in the wrong place at the wrong time. Power was languishing, sometimes in a vacuum, often up for grabs, abused or seized by those with less scrupulous agendas.






CHAPTER 1

RYAN TUBRIDY: TO THE MONTROSE MANOR BORN

RTÉ’s fallen hero Ryan Tubridy was born lucky. He knows it. When his father Patrick Tubridy married Catherine Andrews, two political dynasties were united. The Tubridy and Andrews families were Fianna Fáil loyalists with Civil War records on the republican side to prove it. And the Andrews clan brought an extra dowry to the political union: a long family association with RTÉ. Todd Andrews, Ryan Tubridy’s maternal grandfather, was chairman of RTÉ in the late sixties. He died in 1985, when Ryan was only twelve, but remains a giant of Andrews family folklore, revered by Ryan, respected by Fianna Fáil and remembered by more recent boards of RTÉ with weary nostalgia.

Todd Andrews’s connection to his famous grandson is no secret, but Ryan’s Fianna Fáil political pedigree through his father’s side is less well known. His paternal grandfather, Seán Tubridy, a doctor like Ryan’s father Patrick, was a Fianna Fáil TD for East Galway in the 1920s and 1930s. He had been medical officer for the 4th Western Division of the IRA when the Civil War broke out. Like Todd Andrews, Seán Tubridy joined Fianna Fáil on its foundation. After his premature death in office in 1939, the Irish Press described him as ‘one of the most popular men in public life’.

Seán Tubridy was educated at Dublin’s Blackrock College, as was his son Patrick and his grandson Ryan. Blackrock College was founded by the Holy Ghost Fathers in 1860. Its original purpose was twofold: to train pupils as missionaries and to provide a first-class education for Irish boys. The school was posh, very posh. Its motto Fides et robur – faith and fortitude – remains the ethos to this day. Unfortunately, its reputation has suffered in recent years from multiple allegations of sexual abuse.

The Blackrock College website boasts an impressive list of past students, including politicians Éamon de Valera and former Labour Party minister Ruairi Quinn; founder of the charity Concern, Father Michael Doheny; and Frank Duff, the founder of the Legion of Mary. Live Aid organizer and political activist Bob Geldof is also a past pupil. The website’s page ‘Blackrock’s Famous Past Students’ devotes most space to its incredible string of outstanding rugby players, naming Irish internationals Brian O’Driscoll, Fergus Slattery, Hugo McNeill, Luke Fitzgerald and Leo Cullen among other alumni who donned the green jersey. Strangely, possibly the best known household name that does not appear on that webpage is that of Ryan Tubridy. Perhaps it is because he is neither priest, nor politician, nor player of the game of rugby.

Ryan, his two brothers, his father and his paternal grandfather were all educated on this cocktail of religion and rugby. Seán and Patrick became doctors. Not Ryan. He left that to his elder brother Niall, currently a professor of medicine at University College Dublin (UCD) and a consultant neurologist at Dublin’s St Vincent’s University Hospital. Ryan, a bookworm, but no academic, seemed destined for politics or the media.

The conventional schooling of Blackrock College suited Ryan. Although he was not physically or mentally attuned to the school’s second religion of rugby, he slotted in elsewhere. He was neither a star student nor even a mediocre sportsman, but he often tells of how the school principal spotted his talent as ‘a good talker’. He handed Ryan a microphone and told him to take to the stage and present the school concert. As Ryan tells it, ‘After that, I did whatever chatty stuff got me out of going to the swimming pool or having to wear a singlet.’ He says that his ability to ‘talk his way out of a paper bag’ saved his bacon at Blackrock College. He became presenter of the annual Leman Concert.

Writing for Fearless and Bold: A Celebration of Blackrock College in 2009, he is effusive about his alma mater: ‘I am,’ he says, with his trademark eagerness to centre all discussions around himself, ‘one of those annoying guys who loved going to school in general but to Blackrock in particular.’ A eulogy of his school days follows in which Ryan readily admits that he was a C student with a bent for English, History and Latin. In other publications, he has good-humouredly revealed that he discovered a hidden talent for mimicking teachers, ‘especially the headmaster, who reminded me of Bing Crosby’. He hated Maths, and his fondest memory of Blackrock was transition year, presumably because there were so many extracurricular activities.

Ryan, tellingly, ends the article for the Blackrock College book by disclosing that nearly twenty years after leaving the school, ‘my closest friends are ex-Blackrock College boys. I formed lifelong friendships.’ Like many other parents of Blackrock pupils, Patrick and Catherine Tubridy were paying huge private-school fees for Ryan to blossom not at academic work but at making influential contacts for life.

Tubridy inherited a political pedigree for which Charles J. Haughey would have sworn a vow of chastity. His family was wall-to-wall Fianna Fáil. Although Ryan’s father was barely three years old when his own father died, he flew the family’s Fianna Fáil flag when he served the party on the national executive and as a member of the Sinéad de Valera Cumann in Dún Laoghaire. The Andrews side of Ryan’s family was equally committed to the Fianna Fáil cause. Todd Andrews set the tone with his proud IRA history. His first wife, Mary Coyle, Ryan’s grandmother, was an active member of Cumann na mBan and a woman who hid guns, evaded arrest and went on hunger strike in Kilmainham Gaol during the Civil War.

David Andrews, Ryan’s uncle, was a minister of state under Taoiseach Jack Lynch and a full cabinet minister for foreign affairs under both Albert Reynolds and, later, Bertie Ahern. He was not the only one of Catherine’s siblings to achieve ministerial office. Another brother, Niall, was briefly a minister of state under Taoiseach Charlie Haughey in 1982. David was fiercely antagonistic to the Haughey style of government and was banished to the political wilderness for thirteen years after Haughey ousted Lynch as party leader. Niall, like his father Todd, was a Haughey fan, mainly because of the Fianna Fáil leader’s republican outlook. The Andrews brothers’ split on the leadership question did not fracture good family relationships. The pedigree passed to a third generation of the Andrews family when Ryan’s first cousins, Barry (son of David) and Chris (son of Niall) both won Dáil seats. Barry succeeded his father as a TD in 2002, while Chris Andrews became a Fianna Fáil deputy in 2007. More recently, Chris joined Sinn Féin and won a Dáil seat for them in 2020. The Andrews-Tubridy clan, pillars of the south Dublin middle class, were untainted by the allegations of corruption that dogged Fianna Fáil in the eighties and nineties.

If Haughey would have taken a vow of chastity to have been born with Ryan’s Fianna Fáil connections, Gay Byrne would have swallowed his rosary beads to have started life with half of Ryan Tubridy’s links to RTÉ. Byrne – to this day undoubtedly RTÉ’s finest broadcaster – was educated at Dublin’s Synge Street by the Christian Brothers. His father, Edward, worked on the Guinness Brewery’s barges on the river Liffey. As a boy, Byrne was reared in Dublin’s Rialto and the South Circular Road, far from the salubrious suburb of Tubridy’s Blackrock. He had no third-level education, no political pedigree, not a whiff of privilege and no inside track to RTÉ, apart from a strong family friendship with RTÉ’s first chairperson, Eamonn Andrews.

While Ryan Tubridy’s family history offered him plenty of life choices, his own career ambitions were unclear in early life. Indeed, he sometimes sent conflicting signals about his preferences, torn between all the opportunities open to a well-connected pupil from Blackrock College. The Fianna Fáil links obviously offered him an entrée to politics, but he had also learnt about the attractions of the media world from family members and friends who enjoyed well-paid permanent positions in the monopoly of Montrose, the troubled state-sponsored body in Donnybrook, Dublin 4.

At the birth of Irish television in 1961, it was an advantage for ambitious media wannabes to wear their Fianna Fáil badges on their sleeves. Since the foundation of the state, the party had enjoyed the lion’s share of power and ruthlessly placed its supporters on the RTÉ Authority. Political interference, like political patronage in board appointments, was not a concept unknown to Ryan’s grandfather Todd, but Todd had died long before Ryan was in the market for a job. Nevertheless, the Andrews name still commanded respect in RTÉ. Todd’s son Niall was an RTÉ employee, first as a presentation officer at the onset of television in 1961 and then as a programme executive until his election to the Dáil in 1977.

In the mid-1960s, David Andrews’s wife, Annette, a woman of serious musical talents, secured a post in RTÉ after being forced out of her job in Aer Lingus as a result of the marriage bar, a requirement that women working in the state-sponsored sector must give up their jobs when they married. She worked in RTÉ as a radio announcer for a few years before joining a programme called Woman’s Page and doing some spot interviewing for the Current Affairs department. Annette felt obliged to give up her RTÉ job in 1970 when husband David was appointed as the Fianna Fáil government’s chief whip. His promotion meant frequent interaction with RTÉ. She resigned to avoid any conflict of interest – exactly the same reason given by her father-in-law, Todd Andrews, when he surrendered the RTÉ chair in 1970 before his allotted time was up.

After Todd’s first wife, Mary Coyle, died in 1967, he remarried the next year, at the age of sixty-seven. His second wife, Joyce Duffy, had been his secretary in an earlier life when he was executive chairman of Córas Iompair Éireann (CIÉ), the national rail and road transport holding company. Joyce Andrews was thirty-four years younger than Todd. She became David and Niall Andrews’s and Catherine Tubridy’s stepmother. Irish politics is famous for its generosity to widows of party loyalists. In June 1990, a new RTÉ Authority was appointed by Fianna Fáil taoiseach Charlie Haughey. Top of the list of appointees was none other than Joyce Andrews, widow of the former chairman who had resigned twenty years earlier. No doubt Ryan Tubridy, contemplating his future as he was about to enter UCD, noted with approval the family’s return to the tempting pastures of RTÉ.

While Ryan was a UCD student, from 1991 to 1994, Joyce Andrews was not only on the RTÉ Authority but also a member of the UCD board of governors. It is fair to ask how she landed on the RTÉ Authority. Did the family have a natural entitlement to a seat? Joyce was a lucky beneficiary of the Haughey school of patronage. In 1990, the term of the previous RTÉ Authority, headed by businessman Jim Culliton and appointed by Fine Gael’s minister for communications Jim Mitchell, ended. Haughey was back in office. Culliton’s crew was ruthlessly discarded, to be replaced by a mixed bag, some of them unknowns, many of whom displayed predictable connections to Fianna Fáil or its smaller coalition partners, the Progressive Democrats.

Among others on that Authority, chaired by Fianna Fáil favourite and RTÉ insider John Sorohan, was Gay Byrne, a government appointee but a man without obviously identifiable party-political links. Predictably, the Fianna Fáil appointments were attacked by Jim Mitchell, whose own nominees to the previous Authority had been sent packing. This pattern was par for the course. Joyce, a latecomer to the Andrews political tribe, seized the day. She showed cunning and guile. Three years earlier, she had wasted no time in taking advantage of Todd’s legacy. In 1987, two years after his death, she popped up as a Fianna Fáil ministerial nominee to the governing body of UCD, where she already had a full-time job as alumni registrar. Haughey’s fingerprints were all over it. Shortly afterwards, she eyed the RTÉ Authority as a second vehicle for her talents. She lobbied Charlie and triumphed, picking up a powerful directorship with an annual stipend.

Joyce Andrews’s methods and motivations for achieving such promotions are a textbook example of how places on the RTÉ Authority were filled over the years and how such sinecures frequently ignore the need for any appropriate skills or qualifications and were regularly awarded on the basis of political affiliations. Following Todd’s death in 1985, Joyce had assiduously kept in touch with Haughey, writing to thank him personally for attending Todd’s funeral and for visiting him before he died. In that letter, she pointedly noted that Todd had been ‘completely at one with your approach to the unification of Ireland question’. Joyce was giving him a republican nod and a wink.

Two years later, Haughey appointed her to a place on UCD’s governing body. When her three-year term on that body was coming to an end, she was anxious to be reappointed. In September 1990, she wrote to Haughey. Her form of greeting was familiar, her request shameless, her sycophancy in the last paragraph a masterclass in how to flatter a narcissus:

Belfield Lodge,

Goatstown Road,

Dublin 14

26 September 1990

Dear Charlie,

The term of office of the present Governing Body of UCD is now nearing its end. I hope you will be able to see your way to appointing me for another term.

I think I have made a good contribution to the GB over the past three years but I have in a sense been ‘playing myself in’ and finding out how the politics of the thing works. If you are good enough to appoint me for a second term, I think I will be able to make an even stronger input to proceedings.

Congratulations on the great success of the European Dublin summit. I was in Paris for the month of July – working up my French – and was delighted to read the complimentary comments in the newspapers there. One great side effect of it all is that the people now know where Ireland is. As far as I could see all the French want to come to Ireland for holidays and most of them seemed to be on my plane coming home.

The couple of meetings of the Authority that we had to date give indications of interesting times ahead. I feel myself in a strong position there because I have no hostages to fortune in the form of friends or relations who are dependent for their livelihood on RTÉ, and I have no vested interest of any kind in the organization. Therefore I can be quite forthright in the expression of my views. It’s a good feeling!

I hope you are keeping well and enjoying your metamorphosis from politician into statesman: it’s hard to imagine you could ever have survived such a concerted, sustained and virulent campaign of hate as was mounted against you during the FitzGerald years. But as Todd always said, ‘There’s no “never” in Irish politics.’ And he was right!

Le gach dea-ghui

Joyce Andrews

Unfortunately, there is no record of a reply from ‘Charlie’, but Joyce was granted her wish: a second term. Her reference to the non-existence of any ‘vested interest’ is presumably a veiled admission of the past positions held in RTÉ by various members of the Andrews family, including Todd Andrews, Annette Andrews and even Niall Andrews, who was by 1990 safely embedded in the European Parliament. When Joyce happily declared that no members of her extended family were on the RTÉ payroll, little did she know that, within a short time, yet another prince of the dynasty would become RTÉ’s rising star.

Seventeen months later, on 11 February 1992, Joyce’s political patron resigned. She gracefully wrote to the deposed taoiseach to express her gratitude for his patronage over the years:

Belfield Lodge,

Goatstown Road,

Dublin 14

23 February 1992

Dear Charlie,

Now that the political fallout has settled following your departure, I want to say to you how very grateful I am for your kindness and generosity to me in the years since Todd’s death. It meant a great deal to me to be appointed to the Governing Body of UCD and to the RTÉ Authority: these appointments have been very important in giving me status both within and outside UCD. And I always had the feeling that if I needed to I could ring you and go down to see you about anything that might be on my mind. For all of that – go raibh mile maith agat.

I know that you had a great regard for Todd and I also know that your generosity to me was, in a sense, a salute to him. He would have appreciated it greatly. I have given up trying to work out what he would have made of the political scene here this past year. By far the most perceptive analysis (de reir mo thuairim) of the antipathy to you on the part of the aspiring middle class was the piece by Nuala O’Faolain in the Irish Times supplement of 31 January. I thought she put her finger exactly on the problem what John Mitchel referred to as the ‘genteel dastards’ in their villas in Foxrock who feel they should be running the country, resenting bitterly the likes of yourself – and not just because you were leading the country but because you did it with style!

Of course, I am glad for David’s sake [her stepson David Andrews, appointed minister for foreign affairs by Albert Reynolds after thirteen years of exile under Haughey] that he has a place in the new cabinet and I hope he will make a good job of it. But I don’t envy him the heartache and anxiety that will go with it. I don’t imagine that you are by any means ready to sit in the corner with the rosary beads, but I wonder if it will not be a relief to rub your hands of the lot of it? There was a great deal of Shakespeare floating about during your Gotterdammerung: may I add another morsel? Lear to Cordelia at the end of the play –

So we’ll live

And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh

At gilded butterflies and hear poor rogues

Talk of court news, and we’ll talk with them too,

Who loses, and who wins: who’s in, who’s out,

And take upon ’s the mystery of things,

As if we were God’s spies, and we’ll wear out,

In a wall’d prison, packs and sets of great ones

That ebb and flow by the moon.

I don’t know if our paths will cross in future. I hope they will. In the meantime, I hope these coming years will be active, fruitful and fulfilling for you.

Le meas mor,

Joyce Andrews

Her letter is stylish in parts, comforting in others and human in its genuine efforts to sympathize with Haughey in his darkest hour, but it is blindingly illuminating with the insights it offers to the benefits of a seat on RTÉ’s Authority. A seat is a tribal trophy. Joyce Andrews glories in the ‘status’ that the elevation to this body had given her. It bestows ‘status’ on citizens who might not qualify unless they were politically well connected. She is unwittingly exposing a fatal flaw in RTÉ that continues to haunt the station today. To compound the sin – that she would have a lesser claim to such a reward if she were not Todd’s widow – she concedes that Haughey’s ‘generosity’ to her was in a sense ‘a salute’ to her late husband. As a deserving widow, she was being recognized by the deceased’s old friend. It never seems to have occurred to her that she should be bringing any conceivable benefit to RTÉ.

Despite the fall of her patron, neither UCD nor Irish politics had heard the last of Joyce Andrews. In 1993, she overreached herself when she decided that it was time for her to follow other members of her family into the Houses of the Oireachtas. Joyce stood for the Seanad. As a graduate of UCD with two terms’ service on the governing body, as a member of the college’s staff and as an Andrews widow, she must have fancied her chances of taking one of the three seats on the NUI panel, a constituency exclusively embodying Irish citizens with degrees from the National University of Ireland.

Many of the graduate voters would have passed through her hands at the day job in the alumni office. She was one of only two women in a field of fifteen candidates – frequently cited as a decisive benefit in electoral contests. Her name was the first alphabetically to appear on the ballot paper. All was set fair for another Andrews to enter Leinster House. Nearly 35,000 graduates voted. Joyce tanked. She attracted less than 1,000 first-preferences, limping home in ninth place. It was the first time in recent memory that an Andrews or a Tubridy had lost an election. Joyce’s decision to run was a catastrophic blunder. As a candidate for the Seanad, she was obliged to resign from the RTÉ Authority. She did so but deeply regretted it thereafter when she complained that no such rule applied to any other state-sponsored body. With her patron deposed, she was not reappointed. Joyce Andrews was a two-time loser.

His step-grandmother’s humiliation must have been a wake-up call for Ryan Tubridy, aged barely twenty, in his second year in UCD and perhaps contemplating a political career. By 1993, he was already a fully-fledged member of Fianna Fáil’s Kevin Barry Cumann in the university where Joyce Andrews was on the governing body and the staff.

Ryan’s life had been plain sailing until he arrived in UCD. His family background had ensured him a smooth passage. He carried several silver spoons with him into the wider world. Born in Booterstown, a prosperous Dublin suburb, on 28 May 1973, Ryan was the fourth of five siblings, with two brothers, Niall and Garrett, and two sisters, Judith and Rachel. As mentioned, his elder brother Niall took the medical road, like his father Pat and his grandfather Seán. His younger brother Garrett, a keen rugby fan, was appointed acting head of commercial and marketing at Munster Rugby in 2019 after being tournament director for the Women’s Rugby World Cup in 2017 before starting his own consultancy business. In 2009, Garrett dipped another Tubridy toe into politics when he stood as a local candidate for Fianna Fáil in the Pembroke-Rathmines ward. Despite the family name, he failed to win a seat. He was defeated by current minister for justice and Fianna Fáil TD Jim O’Callaghan, a brother of another RTÉ star, Miriam O’Callaghan.

Ryan’s expensive education may not have bought him academic distinction, but it certainly gave him confidence. He made his first entrance into the public arena at the age of twelve. In 1985, a letter appeared in the Irish Times about the lack of films for his age group.

Sir,

I am writing to complain about the lack of films for 12 year olds and under. The only films in Dublin at the moment for 12s are The Goonies, Back to the Future and Rocky IV. Will anyone do anything about it?

Yours etc.

RYAN TUBRIDY (12)

46 St Helen’s Road

Booterstown,

Co. Dublin.

Eighteen years later, in 2003, during an interview with Olaf Tyaransen of Hot Press magazine, Tubridy recalled that this letter led to an offer from somebody in a programme called Anything Goes who rang and asked him to review a couple of movies, Young Sherlock Holmes and The Journey of Natty Gann. He reviewed them and caught the broadcasting bug.

Another parallel opening arose in his childhood:


I remember hearing kids on the radio reviewing books and I thought I’d love to have a go at doing that. I wrote to Poparama saying ‘Any chance I could review some books for you?’ Kevin Hough [the programme’s producer] sent an envelope full of books – I was very excited – with a note saying: ‘Would you like to review these?’ So I made a tape of me reviewing these books and sent the tape off. And they said, ‘Come on in.’ So, I went into this smoke-filled studio which was kind of Ruth Buchanan smoking More cigarettes and Simon Young smoking Benson & Hedges. I could just about make them out through the haze.



Ruth Buchanan (Poparama presenter, who also happens to be my wife) remembers Ryan as ‘a cocky little fellow bristling with confidence and chat’. She liked him. Kevin Hough recalls Ryan with affection and with the satisfaction of having helped to launch a successful career in RTÉ:


When Radio 2 opened I was asked to produce a children’s programme. We decided to feature a book review, and every week children’s books would be posted to a team of young reviewers. Ryan Tubridy auditioned and, as a result, was a regular contributor to our show. His dad brought him in to his broadcasts, and I thought he was a very bright young lad with an intelligent delivery of his views. Three books were posted to him early in the week, and after two days I would receive a call from Ryan telling me that he would have his reviews ready for the next weekend. He was a quick reader, and one could tell he read the books from cover to cover. I always thought that he would find a career in broadcasting. And I was right because shortly after his appearances on Poparama, he appeared on children’s TV doing exactly what he did for me on radio. Years later, I met him in the radio centre, and he said he was in reporting for The Pat Kenny Show. He was on the way to the top.



In 1986, when he was in his early teens, Ryan saw the stability of his solid education and happy childhood shattered. His parents Patrick and Catherine decided to separate. Divorce was unusual in the Catholic Ireland of forty years ago. It was a blow to a child who had a good relationship with both parents and who loved the family unit. He rarely talks about his parents’ break-up but was willing to speak briefly of it in his 2003 interview with Hot Press. He volunteered that his parents were divorced and that his father had two daughters (‘also my sisters’) from a second marriage. He continued that his parents ‘now live their own lives very happily, thankfully’. Ryan added that he was


only twelve or thirteen when they broke up. It was tough enough because well, divorce still wasn’t particularly acceptable . . . We came from a very straight-talking family and didn’t dilly-dally around. And I’d always said that I’d rather them happy apart than unhappy together. That was my philosophy and that kept me going – that mantra. Obviously, of course, I’d have preferred if they were together, but now they’re exceptionally happy and doing their own thing. Also, they’re not living a million miles away from each other now, so I have access to them both all the time. So yeah, it was a tough thing at the time, but you just acclimatize.



Ryan’s achievements at Blackrock were hardly stellar, either in the academic or the sporting field, but he managed to score enough marks in his Leaving Certificate exams to bag a place in UCD where he opted for the somewhat esoteric subject of History and Greek and Roman Civilization. It was a course that hardly suggested a vocation. It was not challenging but gave him time to pursue his non-academic interests: the media and politics.

Tubridy’s accounts of his life in university hardly chime with the story told by some of his contemporaries. In the 2003 interview with Hot Press, he is careful to emphasize that he ‘was never a debater, never in that league. I was auditor of the History Society. I loved the History Society. So, I got involved in every element of college life. I was never into drugs. I was never wild, but I enjoyed my pints. I enjoyed meeting the girls.’ As he told it, he was just an ordinary student with no remarkable interests beyond the normal history, girls and booze.

In other interviews – again given ten years after he left UCD – when he was beginning to make waves in RTÉ and to build up a careful image, he beat the same drum. In an Irish Times piece about ‘My UCD’, earlier in 2003 than the Hot Press interview, he was equally selective in his account of his student life. Addressing his non-academic activities, he recalled that he sifted through ‘the clubs and societies for something pertinent . . . which in my case meant the History Society and a little student activism’. He wrote of playing computer games and drinking beer in the bar, even jovially of ‘debauchery’, while gleefully highlighting ‘the lack of academic endeavour’. He lampooned the Library and the Students’ Union. There was no reference to the Fianna Fáil party, except in a glib swipe at all the political parties as being ‘nonsense and fun’ in the context of a Christmas party.

These interviews were all happening not long after he signed up as a client of his friend Noel Kelly’s ‘talent management’ company, NK Management (NKM). He was constructing a public narrative. Similarly, in a profile piece by Shane Hegarty in the Irish Times just after Tubridy landed the plum RTÉ Rose of Tralee gig in August 2003, he trotted out the same formula. He repeated his innocuous yarn of reviewing books for Poparama and how he ‘avoided the debating societies but took an interest in the Students’ Union’ at UCD. We were being fed an image. Ryan was entering a crucial crossroads in RTÉ. It was time to be careful, not carefree.

There was a missing piece in his history. He could not detach himself from his family background, nor did he try to. A master in self-deprecation, he was ducking and diverting questions about the one aspect of his past that might have defined or – at the least – dogged his progress. In many profiles of Ryan Tubridy, it is casually mentioned that he was a member of Fianna Fáil’s Kevin Barry Cumann in UCD, but it is never pursued because he invariably offers no follow-up on the topic. He finds the subject distinctly unpromising.

He is happy to talk proudly, at a distance of two generations away, about his grandfather Todd Andrews’s term in the chair of CIÉ, his Fianna Fáil activism and his role in the War of Independence. He will not deny uncles David and Niall Andrews nor first cousins Barry and Chris, nor even his would-be councillor brother Garrett. But when it comes to his own past political links, he is reticent. Former Fianna Fáil member Ryan Tubridy is a skeleton that he wishes to keep in the cupboard.

Tubridy’s membership of UCD’s Kevin Barry Cumann would not have surprised any of his family and friends. Indeed, with his history, it was a natural fit. The cumann was one of the largest Fianna Fáil societies in Ireland. Today, its website gives an upbeat account of its history and its mission. On the first page, it lists famous alumni. Among those named are the current Fianna Fáil ministers Charlie McConalogue and Jim O’Callaghan, Dáil deputy Malcolm Byrne, RTÉ broadcaster Miriam O’Callaghan and RTÉ broadcaster Ryan Tubridy. Over the page, the roll of honour continues with the names of former taoiseach Brian Cowen, former tánaiste Mary Coughlan, former minister for foreign affairs Gerard Collins and former EU commissioner and minister for finance Charlie McCreevy. The list is impressive. Ryan was doing what he does well: striving to trot along in the steps of exalted company.

College politics was a perfect starting point for a man or woman contemplating a political career. High office in the Kevin Barry Cumann had always proved to be a sound base for aspiring TDs, senators and ministers. Past chairmen included two members of the Lenihan clan – former minister Conor and his first cousin Feargal O’Rourke, son of the late minister Mary O’Rourke. It was an ideal staging post for young members of Fianna Fáil dynasties like the Cowens, the Coughlans, the Collins’s, the Lenihans and now the Tubridys. Ryan signed up.

He was not a disinterested onlooker. Contemporaries in the Fianna Fáil cumann in the nineties included many public figures of today who remember him clearly. There are no minutes of meetings available, but Fianna Fáil colleagues leave no doubt about his participation as an active member of the branch. A former chair of the Kevin Barry stable at the time, and more recently a Fianna Fáil senator, Lisa McDonald from Wexford, remembers Tubridy well. At the time, Fianna Fáil was debating the divisive legalization of homosexuality and the thorny issue of divorce. ‘Ryan,’ she says approvingly, ‘was on the liberal wing of Fianna Fáil.’ On the national question, she adds that he was ‘apple green’ as opposed to many others in the branch who were obviously ‘dark green’. McDonald says that ‘he appeared to be set on a political career. He was on the political road’, adding that ‘Ryan was a gentleman, a quiet and responsible type’.

Fianna Fáil deputy Malcolm Byrne, who was secretary of the Kevin Barry Cumann during Tubridy’s time at UCD, was a member of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Tourism, Culture, Arts, Sport and Media that confronted him in 2023, after the RTÉ scandal broke. Byrne declared an interest to the committee: the two men’s paths had crossed back in college. They had been friends in the Fianna Fáil cumann. They were even together in 1995 when President Bill Clinton addressed a crowd of 80,000 in Dublin.

Byrne told me that Ryan had a ‘real passion for politics and history while at UCD and his dream was to work for RTÉ. He had a wonderfully optimistic outlook on life and a curiosity about the world. A lot of us could see he was destined for broadcasting, and I was glad when he made it.’ Others who were in the cumann at the time are adamant that it was impossible to break into RTÉ without being well connected. One said that the national radio station was a ‘closed shop. Ryan knew the right people.’

His RTÉ links were undoubtedly strong, but his activity in the Fianna Fáil cumann suggests that RTÉ may have originally been his second choice. An obvious career path beckoned. Not only did he participate in the political circus, he made a decisive political move in 1993 when he stood for cathaoirleach (chairman) of the Kevin Barry Cumann. A spell in the chair would copper-fasten a shortcut to the top tables of Fianna Fáil. Ryan’s election might have looked like a shoo-in. But his candidacy did not come without dangers. He was signalling political ambition, seeking wider political notice by contesting a post that would brand him as a budding politician. Back-room bosses, talent-spotters and party insiders would be watching. At the same time, he must have known that success within Fianna Fáil would not necessarily advance his prospects of a career in RTÉ.

Ryan hadn’t done his homework for the election. Despite his personal popularity, two heavyweight Fianna Fáil members were eyeing the same post. Today, both are well known in their own fields. His principal opponent, Tiernan Brady, was a shrewd political operator. Born in Enniskillen, living then in Donegal, Brady was far more experienced in the ruthless cut-and-thrust of elections than the more sheltered Ryan Tubridy. Today, Tiernan is global director of diversity and inclusion at UK lawyers Clifford Chance. He has run two successful Marriage Equality campaigns (in Ireland and Australia). He steered two battle-hardened Fianna Fáil campaigners, Pat ‘the Cope’ Gallagher and Mary Coughlan, to election victories in Donegal.

Ryan’s second rival was Damien McDonald, who grew up on a dairy, pig and beef farm in Crossabeg, Co. Wexford. A young man in a hurry, McDonald’s post-UCD career included a stint as chief executive of Macra na Feirme and more recently a role as director general of the Irish Farmers’ Association. Tubridy was taking on two political street fighters. According to one Fianna Fáil observer, when the day of the count came, the contest was a cliffhanger. There was a valid poll of eighty-seven votes. Tiernan Brady topped the poll on the first count, followed by Damien McDonald in second place. Ryan trailed in with a dismal seventeen votes and was eliminated. Brady won by a single vote on the transfer of Tubridy’s second preferences.

It was a hard knock for the scion of a distinguished dynasty, but Ryan had been presumptuous. He expected to rise straight to the top. One member of the Kevin Barry Cumann at the time told me that Tubridy could not read the room. He said that both Ryan and his brother Garrett had a sense of entitlement:


Fianna Fáil was a very dynastic place. The brothers had the brand name and the ‘You’re lucky to have us’ attitude, but that was not a vote-winner in the Kevin Barry Cumann. He may have had an uncle in the cabinet, David Andrews, and been promoted by another uncle, Niall Andrews MEP, but he didn’t have the numbers. Besides, Fianna Fáil in UCD was more rural than urban.



Rural Donegal and Wexford trumped posh Dublin.

Tiernan Brady is gracious about his victory. He told me that Tubridy was ‘a very enthusiastic member and very involved in Fianna Fáil, when he ran for the chair of the cumann. He was a very popular figure.’ Lisa McDonald says that Ryan ‘took his loss on the chin. He stayed around and continued to support the cumann and the need for social change while he was in UCD.’ But others say he took refuge in the far lower-profile History Society, where he became auditor, while showing an interest in the radio station Belfield FM, undergraduate journalism and the Students’ Union.

Ryan’s loss may well have been a blessing in disguise. Perhaps a victory would have launched him along the road to joining his Fianna Fáil friends in search of seats in Leinster House. That would have meant arm-to-arm combat, including spats with entrenched local-constituency warlords. He would undoubtedly have been given a leg-up by the party bigwigs because of his family’s history, but beyond that he was an unknown political amateur. In 1995, Ryan Tubridy was not a household name with a public profile.

If he had captured the chair of the Fianna Fáil cumann, his political partisanship would have had little appeal to the changing guard in RTÉ’s Montrose at the time. During the late eighties, Haughey’s government had been in constant conflict with RTÉ’s top brass. There was outright war in 1990 after the Fianna Fáil government capped the station’s advertising income to facilitate new entries to the media market. There was a thaw after Haughey left office in 1992 and his more media-friendly successor Albert Reynolds entered government with Labour in 1993. Nevertheless, the mutual distrust between Fianna Fáil and RTÉ remained.

In late 1994, the government changed without an election when Labour swapped partners, dumping Fianna Fáil for Fine Gael. In 1995, the new communications minister, Michael D. Higgins, replaced the previous Fianna Fáil RTÉ Authority wholesale with the new coalition’s nominees, including former Fine Gael taoiseach Garret FitzGerald, Labour supporter Bob Quinn and trade unionists Billy Attley and Des Geraghty. RTÉ would not have been a warm house for job applications from known Fianna Fáil families in the mid-1990s.

Tubridy maintained his links within Fianna Fáil while at UCD but, badly bruised, never again sought an active role in the party. He studied with typical nonchalance for his degree in History and Greek and Roman Civilization. Contemporaries say that he did not head for RTÉ immediately after graduation. He hesitated before making the choice between the media and politics. He probably reluctantly realized that he was not cut out for the hard graft of the clinics, the endless drudgery of constituency meetings, the pointless arguments, the medical cards and planning problems.

His election defeat had been overwhelming, causing him to reflect that he was not a master of intrigue, nor a plotter. He loved books, recognition, argument, drama, history, the limelight and the sound of his own voice – but there were easier ways than politics to sample these pleasures. Two of Tubridy’s friends at the time say that in 1995 he fancied his chances as a barrister and that he even momentarily embarked on the road to the Four Courts by signing up for King’s Inns before rapidly reversing gear, realizing it was not the right road for him. He had the gift of the gab required for a barrister. He had all the necessary political connections. But the Law Library was a long-haul project, unsuited to a man in search of a rapid rise to fame and fortune.

Tubridy seldom mentions his flirtation with a Four Courts future and never speaks of his unsuccessful attempt to enter grown-up Fianna Fáil politics in 1993. His setback at the hands of more accomplished practitioners of the dark art closed off an option that he had eyed with interest. Inevitably, he headed for the seemingly calmer waters of RTÉ. His media credentials, albeit threadbare, had been established when working on Poparama before he was even a teenager. He had dipped into Belfield FM in UCD and dabbled in student journalism. No doubt the limited experience did him no harm when he talked his way into RTÉ and began a long career by making the tea on RTÉ’s flagship The Gerry Ryan Show.

Brenda Donohue, today a presenter on RTÉ but back in the late nineties a roving reporter on The Gerry Ryan Show, remembers Tubridy starting as a humble ‘runner’. She says that he was up for anything. ‘He had an amazing ability to anticipate. Whatever you needed to get over the line, he’d do it. Anything!’ He eagerly joined in outside broadcasts. He was great with people. There was one incident outside Clerys when the show was doing a vox pop but was unable to persuade passing pedestrians to stop and speak to the microphone in Dublin’s O’Connell Street. Ryan rode to the rescue. Donohue says that ‘he literally charmed them into stopping and talking where others had failed’. She adds that ‘you could see from an early age that he had emotional intelligence. He had vibrancy and was someone who was genuinely enthusiastic. He made people feel at ease with his natural ability to talk to them. Ryan had likeability without trying.’

In 1996, he hit the airwaves with Brenda Donohue on Café Live, an RTÉ Radio 1 show set in a studio converted into a café bar. It was a programme specifically aimed at the 18-to 30-year-old market where they discussed bands, fashion and teenage pregnancy. Brian Gillen, a sound operator in RTÉ at that time, has a colourful memory of Tubridy’s willingness to tackle any task, however unpalatable, if it meant an easier journey into the station of his dreams. Tubridy and others were asked by Michael Littleton, head of News and Current Affairs, as a test of their commitment, to do a bit of ‘sheep-dagging’ – an activity unknown to the delicate offspring of the south Dublin urban bourgeoisie. Ryan was up for it. In pursuit of a career in radio, the young Tubridy willingly accepted the distasteful challenge of cutting off sheep dags with unfamiliar shears. He held his nose, heeded the warnings about flying faeces, cheerfully did the deed and passed the test with flying colours. Not only did he never blink, but he also gave a running commentary on the exotic procedure. Gillen observes that he was ‘a great sport’.

Ryan Tubridy’s attachment to The Gerry Ryan Show was a typical masterstroke. The superstar Gerry Ryan took the precocious youngster under his tutelage. According to Tubridy, ‘The moment I set foot in RTÉ, Gerry put his wing around me and said, “I like what you do. I’m going to look after you.” ’ His ascent was spectacular. According to himself, he went into RTÉ in ‘1995 or 1996’ and soon started on Morning Glory on RTÉ Radio 1. He says that he ‘latched onto a producer friend of mine, Michael Kiely. So, we devised Morning Glory together and it went well.’ Ryan invariably had ‘friends’ in the right places. He was regarded as a good operator, a natural in navigating RTÉ office politics.

After he signed up with Noel Kelly’s agency in the early 2000s, Tubridy rapidly rose through the ranks, switching seamlessly from channel to channel via Radio 1’s The Sunday Show in 2000 to The Full Irish breakfast show on 2FM from 2002 to 2005, before returning to Radio 1 to do The Tubridy Show, a daily morning programme, in 2006. From 2010 to 2015, he channel-hopped again when he signed up for Tubridy on 2FM before, in 2015, taking on his last RTÉ radio project, The Ryan Tubridy Show on Radio 1.

Somehow, from 2004 onwards, he managed, alongside a daily radio programme, to host a live television show – Tubridy Tonight – on Saturday evenings. He surrendered it in 2009 to present Ireland’s most coveted media production, The Late Late Show. In March 2023, after fourteen years, he announced that he was giving up The Late Late Show, just three months before the scandal to which he was central broke. His contract was suspended, and then ended.

Ryan Tubridy’s dazzling success in landing himself as the presenter of programmes at peak times with titles that frequently bore the ‘Tubridy’ name is often credited to Noel Kelly’s iron grip inside RTÉ. Thanks to RTÉ and to Kelly, Tubridy became a national celebrity in short order.

By the time Tubridy was thirty, the media were showing a predictable, but unwelcome, curiosity about his private life, particularly his family. He developed a well-rehearsed response to questions about his parents, grandparents and siblings, putting his grandparents into a historical context while placing his parents and siblings out of bounds. That seemed to work reasonably well, but when it came to his romantic life, his partners or his children, the demand for privacy was not so easy to suppress.

Sometime in 1996 or 1997, Ryan met his future wife, Anne-Marie Power, in RTÉ. Asked by Hot Press in 2003 if his wife worked on RTÉ’s Liveline programme, he was uncharacteristically gauche, even awkward, and certainly deeply uncomfortable. In all such replies, he is surprisingly vague about dates.


We met in RTÉ about seven years ago, maybe more. I walked into Studio 2 to do a report and she was coming out. And she was wearing a skirt and she had very long legs and I could tell that she had this enormous brain. She does the brains in the relationship. So I had to get her number surreptitiously and I called her up and we met up, and then we went to my brother’s twenty-first and then we smooched in the back garden of my mum’s house.



It was a clumsy, bizarre response to a fairly anodyne question about his wife working on RTÉ’s Liveline programme. There is no record of Anne-Marie’s reaction when she read this description of herself, but it can hardly have helped a marriage under pressure. The interviewer, Olaf Tyaransen, sensing a story, went in hot pursuit. ‘I know you only got married earlier this year. Wasn’t there a rocky period in the relationship before that?’ he asked, presumably referring to contemporary media gossip that the marriage was in trouble.

Ryan, looking ‘slightly alarmed’ according to the interviewer, replied, ‘What was I? I was twenty-five when we had Ella [their first daughter] so I was twenty-three. There’s always gonna be ups and downs and rockiness in everything. I think that’s to do with being in your mid-twenties and suddenly you’re in this massive relationship . . . problems might arise.’ Ryan was struggling. He went on:


And I think that, to be honest with you, problems arose and problems were dealt with. They were ironed out. And now we’re very happily married. So I think that very human things happen and we sorted it out. We’re very straight-talking people and if there’s a problem we’ll sit down and say ‘OK, where’s this going wrong?’ or ‘Where’s this going right?’ And everything is sorted. So, yeah, we’ve had our fair share of ups and downs. But now I think we’re at the happiest place we’ve ever been.



Barely two years after that interview, the marriage ended.

It had all started so romantically. In 1998, Ryan and Anne-Marie brought a little girl, Ella, into the world. They made no formal announcement at the time, but on 5 January 2002, a notice appeared in the Irish Times:

RYAN TUBRIDY

ANNE-MARIE POWER

Ella Tubridy is thrilled to announce

the engagement of her Mum and Dad.

It was delightful – but invited comment. Perhaps it was meant to put an end to gossip about the troubles in their relationship. Instead, it set tongues wagging.

The couple married in the Church of Saint Alphonsus and Columba, Ballybrack, Dún Laoghaire, on 3 May 2003, and enjoyed a honeymoon in Pompeii. They had a second daughter, Julia. Not long afterwards, in 2006, their marriage ended.

Despite the troubles in his private life, Ryan’s career was going from strength to strength. In 2003 and 2004, he hit the big time. He was invited to host the Rose of Tralee contest, one of the biggest shows of the calendar year. He jumped at it. In 2009, he entered a relationship with a former Rose of Tralee, Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháin, which lasted for five years. In 2014, a brief statement was issued by his agent and mentor, Noel Kelly: ‘Aoibhinn and Ryan are no longer together. They will remain friends and ask for privacy at this time. There will be no further comment on this personal matter.’

Kelly was now a pivotal adviser on every part of Tubridy’s life, public and private. Other romantic relationships attracted less attention, but speculation ended in June 2025 when he announced his engagement to his partner, clinical psychologist and former Rose of Tralee Dr Clare Kambamettu, whom he married that December.

His relationship with Aoibhinn and his demanding work schedule did not prevent him from combining two of his other consuming passions: a love of books and an infatuation with his lifetime hero, former US president John F. Kennedy, into a single project. In 2009, he embarked on a book about Kennedy’s visit to Ireland in June 1963. It was a mighty undertaking for such a busy man. Ryan’s interest in the Kennedy family and its Irish links has been a regular topic – along with US politics – on many of his shows over the years. He was an unapologetic Kennedy enthusiast.

The finished product was a labour of love that took him eighteen months to write and was published in 2010. It was a superb publication, well written, beautifully illustrated and a best-seller retailing at £20 sterling (€23 at the time). Tubridy’s employer, RTÉ, was curiously understanding about Ryan’s lucrative sideline as an author. Despite the fact that in 2009 he was earning over €500,000 a year and was embarking on his biggest challenge, The Late Late Show, the station was apparently happy for him to take plenty of time off to pursue this new venture. In his acknowledgements at the back of the book, Ryan reveals that he received, or simply helped himself to, generous treatment: ‘To my colleagues on both the radio show and The Late Late Show, I’m sorry for being an absentee presenter, but I had to steal every hour I could. For your patience, generosity and support, I am so grateful.’

The station staff’s cooperation in giving Tubridy time to write his book and even his proximity to the RTÉ Library, all combined to help give his already bloated income an enormous boost. It was widely reported that he received an advance of at least €100,000 from publisher HarperCollins for the book. RTÉ was equally indulgent in actively promoting the sales of Ryan’s book. Somewhat surprisingly, the station decided to broadcast a documentary, JFK: A Homecoming by Ryan Tubridy, just a week before the book’s release, causing raised eyebrows from at least one commentator.

Journalist Bernice Harrison, writing in the Irish Times, was sceptical: ‘The timing of this history documentary – not the usual bank holiday viewing, not an anniversary of the visit, no new revelations – was peculiar until you noted that RTÉ’s star presenter has a book coming out this week about the JFK visit. Nice publicity if you can get it.’ Or if you have an agent who is able to bring intense pressure on RTÉ.

If RTÉ’s open promotion of the profit-making venture of its favourite son prompted media criticism, the later revelation that all Tubridy’s earnings from the book were tax-free provoked a hostile reaction from far further afield. Socialist MEP Joe Higgins denounced the decision, telling the Evening Herald that ‘the fact that Ryan Tubridy is claiming the exemption is ridiculous, there is no question about that. The rule should be changed, full stop.’ Added to that, Tubridy’s successful claim to being an artist deserving of special tax-free status was stunning. RTÉ was aiding and abetting him to earn tax-free money over and above his huge salary. RTÉ’s indulgence was puzzling.

No doubt encouraged by the station’s bizarre generosity, Ryan wrote his second book in 2013. The Irish Are Coming is a dull account of Irish emigrants who succeeded in the UK. In the acknowledgements section, Ryan again admits that his latest money-spinning venture has meant ‘too much time away from my day jobs’. Note the plural. Again he refers to his intermittent attendance in Montrose: ‘My friends from Tubridy . . . are like extended family and didn’t mind my absences too much. On The Late Late Show they could have done with more of me and I appreciate their patience and hard work. I’m back now. Thank you.’

He was running rings around RTÉ, with the senior staff’s implicit consent, although he never thanked them for their understanding. Ryan Tubridy was serving at least two masters: RTÉ and HarperCollins. And he appeared to have developed a voracious appetite for commercial returns. His love of books, undoubtedly genuine, was becoming a major money-spinner for him. RTÉ, somehow, didn’t seem to mind his ‘absences’ in pursuit of outside interests. And fearsome profits.

He was ‘back’ for a while, but in 2017 Ryan returned to the Kennedy goldmine for a third book, penning a second story about JFK called Patrick and the President. This time it was a children’s book about an imaginary little boy called Patrick, living the dream when he meets JFK on his visit to Wexford in 1963. It is superbly illustrated by P. J. Lynch. The wide-eyed Patrick is obviously Ryan reliving his fantasy world. (In one interview, ten years earlier, he had dreamed aloud about how he would ‘have loved to have been involved in Kennedy’s administration’.) In some of the illustrations of President Kennedy, an elegant young journalist is pictured in the background. It is Ryan making a cameo appearance.

Once again, he exploited his artist’s tax-free status. Ego and opportunism seemed to be moving up in the Ryan rankings. He was rising above the fray. Back in the Dáil, the watchful left-winger Joe Higgins was again outraged, denouncing the tax-free scheme as indefensible. It was never meant to make rich people like Ryan Tubridy even richer, he said. Fair-minded columnists, such as Fintan O’Toole in the Irish Times, were deeply uneasy about Tubridy and others, like Bertie Ahern – already on the state’s payroll – benefiting from a state scheme intended to encourage artists, not well-heeled double-jobbers.

Perhaps a clue to Tubridy’s infinite energy and appetite for expanded horizons and a bigger bank balance lies in this most enlightening gem from his original JFK book. It was again buried among his acknowledgements to those who had helped him put it into print: ‘To the man who makes things happen, a constant support and a close friend, my consiglieri and agent, Noel Kelly. I’m glad I’m in your gang.’ The casual words of thanks to the relatively unknown Kelly, inconspicuously placed alongside messages of support to his daughters, to Aoibhinn (his girlfriend at the time), to his father and mother, his brothers and sisters and his separated wife, did not raise any eyebrows in 2010. Nor did the strange language of his gratitude. Who was Noel Kelly? And who was his ‘gang’?

Kelly was Ireland’s leading agent to the nation’s superstars. More pertinently, he had cornered the market as agent to the biggest celebrities in the national broadcaster, RTÉ.

He started his working life in Cadbury’s before setting up Noel Kelly Management in 1998. It was an almost immediate success. First among his clients were the artist Graham Knuttel and RTÉ’s Gerry Ryan. By 2008, his stable had expanded dramatically to embrace celebrities like Derek Mooney, Dave Fanning, Craig Doyle, Pamela Flood and Diarmuid Gavin. He subsequently contracted Joe Duffy, Claire Byrne, Pat Kenny, Ciara Kelly and Gráinne Seoige. Kelly is proud of the fact that he signed Ryan Tubridy onto his books early, spotting him as an up-and-coming talent as far back as the late nineties and enlisting him a few years later ‘before he even had a radio show’.

By 2011, Kelly had recruited forty-three of Ireland’s top stars into his ‘gang’. He had the numbers and a critical mass within RTÉ. He had developed muscle when negotiating deals for the top, high-profile, glamorous posts in the station. He could leverage one deal off another. RTÉ needed to keep him onside. Kelly’s ‘gang’ was an identifiable group, a clique. They swore by him and his ability to look after their interests and make them richer. He liked to call them his ‘family’, sometimes his ‘children’.

Tubridy, his favourite ‘child’, jokingly referred to Kelly in an interview with Claire Ryan in the Irish Independent in 2008 as being ‘like a little mafia man’. He was the long-time invisible man in Ryan Tubridy’s life, hidden in the shadows for many years but later to be flushed out and seen as his principal guide, his mentor on the road to fame and fortune. Or, as Ryan put it so quirkily in his tributes in the JFK book, his ‘consiglieri’.

Back in 2011, Kelly was at the centre of unwanted controversy about the high salaries he had negotiated for his RTÉ clients. Newspaper articles referred to him as ‘the Godfather’. He was momentarily in the limelight but soon faded into the background again. Kelly saw his clients as brands with rocketing marketing value. He drew up long-term plans for them, periodically matching them with engagements for companies on his books for other purposes.

Sometimes his ‘family’ even worked as a team, most notably in 2008 when they agreed to launch a Kelly brainchild, a media school called Media Now. His clique gave lectures to aspirant journalists on how the media works. Questions about conflicts of interests arose, but the main anxiety about Kelly’s operation centred on the clout he exercised within RTÉ because of the close influence he enjoyed over so many of its highly paid top performers – and, in particular, Tubridy. His relationship with Tubridy was far more than a business one.

Ryan’s choice of words when he called Kenny his ‘consiglieri’, obviously partly in jest, is hardly accurate. Nevertheless, the definition of his chosen description in the Oxford English Dictionary is either ‘a member of a mafia family who serves as an adviser to the leader and resolves disputes within the family’ or ‘an adviser to an important or high-ranking person’. Similarly, the Collins Dictionary offers ‘a trusted adviser, especially in a criminal organization’.

Clearly there was a deliberately light touch about the banter and the dark nature of the journalistic typecasting of Kelly, but there was an aura of mystery, even exclusivity, about Kelly’s rich friends. Consistent with his secretive modus operandi, Kelly was almost obsessively camera-shy. When he did give interviews, he would refer to Tubridy with unflinching loyalty: ‘He is a super, super guy’ whom he trusted implicitly. Tubridy reciprocated: ‘I trust about three people, and they hear everything because I know I will never hear it again. Never. I prefer to hang out with sponges than sieves and Noel is sponge-in-chief.’ Both men speak as though they have secrets to keep.

Kelly used to hold an annual Christmas bash in a fashionable Dublin hostelry. In 2013, the press gave his gig the full treatment. As the celebrities on his star-studded guest list arrived at the plush Residence club on Dublin’s St Stephen’s Green, the media was waiting. Ryan was there, with Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháin, his partner at the time. Pat Kenny was there. Virgin Media presenter Lisa Cannon was there with her fiancé (now husband) rugby player Richard Keatley. Gay Byrne popped in.

At Kelly’s birthday party in the same top-dollar restaurant earlier that year, Ryan and Aoibhinn headed the guest list and were joined by NKM clients Joe Duffy, Craig Doyle, Lorraine Keane and Dave Fanning with former politician Liz O’Donnell and top chef Clodagh McKenna. Other guests included Gerry Ryan’s widow, Morah, along with her children, Rex and Lottie. Kelly went to extravagant lengths to keep the ‘family’ together.

Niamh Horan and Mark Tighe wrote in the Sunday Independent that Kelly saw Ryan Tubridy as ‘the special one’ from day one and had boosted his stock from an early stage, landing him as master of ceremonies in first-class events. They quote an industry source as saying that ‘He was proud to have Ryan and would bust his ass for him. Noel was clear that Ryan was a special talent who was Gayboesque.’

The bond between Kelly and Tubridy was ultra-tight. They used to meet regularly for breakfast on Saturdays. They were bound together, both by business and by a ‘family’ of interdependent friends. One of Kelly’s clients told me that Tubridy’s consiglieri was more than a fixer or a negotiator. He was not even sure that Noel Kelly was a good negotiator.


But sometimes in show business you need someone to have your back. It’s not only about money. He had a massive reputation within the industry, but while he was loyal and good company, he could be mercurial. On occasions he was intimidatory. Other times he could be a counsellor, fatherly, maybe even godfatherly.



Commenting on Tubridy’s closeness to Kelly, he said, ‘Yes, it was certainly very close, maybe symbiotic, but Ryan is sometimes very ungrown up.’

Noel Kelly was known sarcastically as ‘the most powerful man in RTÉ’. One of his inner circle told me that he was ‘intimidating’. A popular school of thought held that he terrified director general Dee Forbes into believing that he needed only to whisper a few words in his clients’ ears and they would vanish out of the Montrose door. That she capitulated out of fear of a mass exodus organized by Kelly, which would never have happened. That she was petrified Ryan Tubridy might bolt.

The liaison was probably a major contributor to Ryan Tubridy’s downfall. He had not only joined Kelly’s army; he was determined to wear the boots. His fatal resolve not to question or contest RTÉ’s decision to publish incorrect figures for his salary was undoubtedly supported by Kelly, the creator of his special deal. Tubridy’s attendance at the Oireachtas committee hearings, sitting beside the godfather of the gang himself, spoke volumes. He could have gone along solo. He had hooked up to the ways and means of another family.

The day the scandal broke, Tubridy and Kelly responded with almost identically misguided statements. Both men exonerated themselves, bit the hand that had fed them and pointed the finger at RTÉ. As Ryan’s adviser, Kelly must take responsibility for any calamitous advice he gave him on that day. Later efforts to retrieve the situation by apologizing came too late. Tubridy had nailed his colours to the wrong mast.

When RTÉ director general Kevin Bakhurst later said that he believed Ryan was being ‘badly advised’, he was vainly hoping to undermine an unbreakable bond between the two men.

It could all have been so different. Instead of being the face on the poster for the RTÉ scandal, Ryan Tubridy could have risen to even dizzier heights. After he exited The Late Late Show in May 2023, there were strong rumours that he was preparing a run for the presidency of Ireland in 2025. Fianna Fáil, his abandoned tribe, was looking for a candidate. Ryan’s pedigree, both Tubridy and Andrews, brought impeccable party credentials.

The rumour mill was buzzing for a week or two in Leinster House. Was he not the man who escorted Queen Elizabeth II around the Guinness Storehouse on her 2011 visit to Ireland? Was he not Ryan the dreamer, infatuated by royalty, hypnotized by the Kennedy Camelot years? Ryan the man of the wide-eyed interviews with current Irish president Michael D. Higgins? He would have been anointed.

Bookmakers BoyleSports installed him as third favourite, and money was placed on him from several quarters. He had not even declared an interest, and his odds tumbled from 66–1 to 8–1 overnight. Fianna Fáil’s veteran TD Willie O’Dea told the Irish Daily Mirror that ‘he’s obviously a very talented guy and Fianna Fáil could do with a candidate at the moment, so obviously I would welcome him’. It was not to be. Ryan was the first casualty of the sick RTÉ culture that was to claim so many more victims in the following months.

Maybe the implosion of RTÉ in 2023 was inevitable. Perhaps the station had been dysfunctional since Irish television began in 1961. Originally a state monopoly, it became a battleground for political warfare. It was financially unstable because its funding stream was utterly uncertain from year to year. It veered between commercial success and sudden cutbacks. It had an Authority – later called a board – that was the ultimate spectator: a discredited, politically appointed rubber stamp, jumping to the tune of the latest government. Power tended to be held by its top executives, who filled a vacuum vacated by the passive board directors.

RTÉ was hopelessly vulnerable. Behind the appearance of glamour and order, the station’s structure was a crumbling shambles. It paid its top stars way over the odds because it feared they were indispensable. It was living on the reputation and competence of its front-line broadcasters, elevated to a crazy status, indulged and overpaid. Noel Kelly spotted a clear weakness in the edifice. He built up an army of insiders which, under his guidance, ruthlessly exploited RTÉ’s instability and insecurity, oblivious to the plight of colleagues lower in the pecking order. He parked his tanks, driven by his big guns, on the Montrose lawns. He delivered untold riches to the drivers. He won every battle without a shot being fired.

Tubridy was the biggest winner. But there was a price. Influenced by his consiglieri, Ryan Tubridy bought into the RTÉ code of secrecy, accepting the omertà required from beneficiaries of the culture that engulfed the diseased radio and television station. He had come a long way from his Blackrock College days and its ethos of Fides et robur.






CHAPTER 2

POLITICIANS v ‘PARLOUR PINKS’

Garret FitzGerald, arguably Ireland’s most lovable taoiseach, is credited with a weird and wonderful way of measuring the prospects for a venture’s success. A story, possibly apocryphal, is told that when he was appointed to the RTÉ Authority in 1995, he threatened to apply his unorthodox test to our national television station: ‘RTÉ works remarkably well in practice,’ he observed at his first Authority meeting, ‘but does it work in theory?’

I remember clearly, back in 1992, sitting beside Garret at a Fine Gael fringe meeting. He had long since retired as taoiseach but was a director of Guinness Peat Aviation (GPA). Bored with the speeches, he regaled me with the virtues of GPA shares prior to its imminent flotation on the stock market. He bamboozled me with incomprehensible tables, diagrams and charts, all pointing to inevitable success for the forthcoming GPA sale of shares. His enthusiasm – even naivety – was typically engaging. As a former stockbroker, I had scars to flaunt at advocates of such blind bullishness based on scatty theories. Out of respect for a decent man of distinction, but to my shame, I held my tongue.

GPA, which had been a spectacular commercial operation in practice, was beefing up its board to convince prospective buyers that its shares were worth far more than the market was willing to pay. The theory was good, even convincing. Garret was impressed by the array of celebrity directors GPA had recruited. They included the former UK Chancellor of the Exchequer Nigel Lawson, Ireland’s former European Commissioner Peter Sutherland, former Imperial Chemical Industries chairman Sir John Harvey Jones, as well as the distinguished former taoiseach himself. In theory, the line-up was stunning. In practice, the decorative board knew little about aviation.

Garret, a compulsive theoretician, borrowed IR£200,000 to buy GPA shares.

The flawed flotation flopped. Garret took a bath and went into debt. He had bet the bank on a sinking vessel. GPA had always been a commercial phenomenon, but the theories behind its exaggerated putative value did not cut the market’s mustard. It had been making millions, but hype about the rocketing value of its shares was exposed by a cold, cruel stock exchange. The price was pitched far too high, and hard-nosed investors were not impressed by celebrity directors or their fanciful valuations. GPA went belly-up, ultimately to be rescued by US conglomerate General Electric.

Three years later, in 1995, an impoverished but unbowed Garret was chosen by Taoiseach John Bruton’s Fine Gael– Labour coalition to join the board of a second sinking ship, Raidió Teilifís Éireann. Garret could not buy shares in RTÉ, but he drew what in hard times must have been a welcome IR£4,000 annual fee.

When his term ended, in 2000, the Authority was cleaned out and its members replaced by new Fianna Fáil nominees, this time appointed by Bertie Ahern. That was the way RTÉ worked, in 1961, in 1995 and today, with just a few cosmetic changes.

Like GPA, the RTÉ Authority has, over the years, been burdened by big names, often the great and the good of Irish society. They include politicians like Garret himself, former finance minister Ernest Blythe, former and future TDs, state-sponsored giants, professors, captains of industry, bankers, trade unionists, Irish-language crusaders, even widows of such legends as John Hume, Todd Andrews and ex-president Seán T. O’Kelly. Very occasionally, a rarer creature who actually knows a bit about radio and television, such as RTÉ’s first chair Eamonn Andrews, slips through.

Garret never achieved much as a member of the RTÉ Authority. He couldn’t. From the start, RTÉ was structured to ensure that it was a slow-turning tanker.

For most of the fifties, Taoiseach Éamon de Valera was lukewarm on the entire idea of television. His successor, Seán Lemass, was a modernizer who saw it as a necessary utility for an independent state, but Lemass had serious reservations about the effect of television on politics. Since 1938, Radio Éireann had been run by the Department of Posts & Telegraphs, effectively by the minister and the department secretary – its senior civil servant. It was manned by public servants who had entrenched ideas about the right shape for Ireland’s new television service.

The department’s senior mandarin, Leon Ó Broin, was a strong-minded, opinionated individual. He wanted a non-commercial, highbrow television channel with no advertisements but with programmes of cultural value that both informed and educated. At the time, his preference was known as the Reithian model (named after the BBC director general, Lord Reith).

In 1959, broadcaster Eamonn Andrews was appointed chairman of a Television Commission to advise the government about the best path for Irish television. If Ó Broin had had his way, RTÉ would have been financed exclusively by the state, like the BBC, and would have promoted lofty national objectives, including the advancement of the Irish language and the island’s heritage.

The alternative was a channel that relied for its revenue purely on commercial income and so its content would inevitably be far more populist. It would purchase British and American films with mass appeal, would be market-led and would need to make a profit. Advocates of this approach had experience in the USA’s and the UK’s cut-throat world of independent television.

Either model might have worked. But, under pressure from a multitude of interested parties, the government of Seán Lemass opted for a fudge, and a hybrid model was agreed with Ó Broin. RTÉ would be commercial but would simultaneously pursue the ideals of unprofitable public-service broadcasting. From the start, its mandate was rife with contradictions.

The debate on the Bill in the Dáil and Seanad had remarkable echoes of today’s broadcasting controversies, with the method of appointing the RTÉ Authority, the problems of possible conflicts for members with business interests, political interference in RTÉ, impartiality in news programmes, the need to promote the Irish language and support for national aims all featuring. In the Dáil, the minister for posts and telegraphs, Michael Hilliard, insisted that it was a government imperative that the station make a profit. The government had few concerns about Eamonn Andrews’s alleged conflict of interests, believing that any such difficulties could be managed.

On 6 April 1960, the Broadcasting Bill was passed, and on 1 June, the government appointed an Authority to take office, with Eamonn Andrews selected as a suitable chairman to preside over the impossible task of promoting the paradox. Chosen by Lemass’s government, his appointment was generally greeted as a stroke of genius. Andrews was an immensely popular figure countrywide, an Irishman who had become a megastar in the highly competitive world of British television. Irish viewers with access to those stations would have seen him on two popular BBC series: What’s My Line? and This Is Your Life. He had another string to his bow – private commercial broadcasting interests – to add to his in-studio expertise. The welcome for Eamonn Andrews was not unanimous. Ó Broin regarded him as a lightweight with a background as a sports commentator and an amateur boxer. Reservations about a possible conflict of interests were raised in the Dáil when TDs warned that Andrews’s production company had sold programmes to Radio Éireann.

The composition of the rest of the Authority would be an important indicator of the government’s priorities for the station. A hesitant Fianna Fáil government, fearful that it was creating a media monster that might be far too powerful, took the plunge. The appointment of Ernest Blythe, a former minister for finance, served a triple purpose. As an ex-cabinet member, and part of a Free State government, he was an answer to the charge that the new Authority was exclusively a Fianna Fáil fiefdom. Blythe also ticked two other boxes: as managing director of the Abbey Theatre, he could be a voice for the arts, and, as a long-time crusader for the Irish language, he would help to pacify the vocal language lobby.

Fintan Kennedy was general secretary of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU) and an executive member of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions. He filled the trade union and Labour space. In 1969, Kennedy resigned from the Authority to become a Labour Party senator.

Charles Brennan was chair of Brennan Insurances and former chair of the old Comhairle Radio Éireann, an advisory body set up in 1953 to assist the minister with running the broadcasting service. Brennan was one of three advocates for business interests on the Authority.

Dr Theodore Moody, senior lecturer and professor of modern history at Trinity College, Dublin, provided a distinguished independent academic voice, good cover for a board that was constantly sensitive to the accusation of political partisanship. Moody was born in Belfast of Plymouth Brethren stock, but later in life both he and his wife became Quakers.

Áine Ní Cheanainn, Irish-language teacher and writer, was the only woman on the first Authority. Originally from Mayo, as a member of the Commission for the Revival of Irish, she beefed up the already strong presence of the Irish lobby voiced by Ernest Blythe. A deeply religious Catholic, she was described by the Irish Times in her obituary in 1999 as ‘a real de Valera woman’.

James Fanning, editor of the Midland Tribune and a founder of the Birr Little Theatre Group, was a lifelong member of Fianna Fáil and a former member of Birr Urban District Council.

Commander George Crosbie was a member of the established Cork Crosbie publishing family, well-known Fine Gael supporters. He emerged from the Television Commission set up to advise the minister on establishing a television service.

‘Eddie’ B. McManus was another member of the 1959 Television Commission set up to advise the minister. A businessman, he was election agent to the former Fianna Fáil tánaiste, Seán MacEntee. When McManus drowned in 1966, while still in office, both Éamon de Valera and Seán Lemass attended his funeral. Regarded in some quarters as a Fianna Fáil hatchet man, McManus was best known for a couplet composed for him by Labour TD Jack McQuillan: ‘If Eddie says no, it’s curtains for the show’, meaning that he had the political clout in RTÉ to veto any production.

This was the first RTÉ Authority. Its appointees attempted to cover most bases, including geographical, with Dublin (Fintan Kennedy, Eddie McManus), Cork (George Crosbie), Northern Ireland (Professor Theo Moody), the Midlands (James Fanning) and the West (Áine Ní Cheanainn) all at the table. Trade unions were represented by the ITGWU’s Kennedy, while McManus, Brennan and Crosbie brought the interests of business to proceedings. Publishing and the broader media were covered by Crosbie, whose family owned the Cork Examiner, and Fanning, who had inherited the Midland Tribune from his mother in 1955. The Irish language had plenty of promoters, including Ní Cheanainn and Blythe. Fine Gael had two supporters on the Authority while Labour had one. There were three diehard Fianna Fáil members in place. There was only one woman, 1961 being a time when gender parity was a figment of the imagination.

The bias on the board was emphatically pro-business and sympathetic to Fianna Fáil. As a man with commercial credentials, Eamonn Andrews was expected to be market-oriented. The Catholic Church and other powerful influencers, including agriculture and the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), had no direct representation on the Authority, but leading church figures like the archbishop of Dublin, John Charles McQuaid – apart from having direct lines to the Almighty – had priority access to the minister of the day and to the taoiseach.

On 2 June 1960, Minister Hilliard addressed the first meeting of the Authority. It was clear that Lemass had written his minister’s script after telling Hilliard that any proposed changes should be referred to him. The message was uncompromising: the government required financial stability for the new station to ensure its independence. Public-service broadcasting was respected – but not ahead of financial solvency. Authority members should not have been surprised: if they squinted around the table at one another, they would not have seen a single colleague with a background in Irish broadcasting. Only the chairman, Eamonn Andrews, could speak from experience about making programmes.

The race was on to launch the project by the 31 December 1961 deadline, eighteen months away. The Authority’s first task was the appointment of a director general. Initially, they wanted an Irishman or Irishwoman, believing that no foreigner could have the necessary empathy with Irish culture, Irish heritage, the Irish language and Irish history. Despite an extensive trawl, they couldn’t find one. Just as the situation began to look bleak, fortune favoured them. An American named Edward Roth applied for the job.

Roth was not Irish, but he had Catholic and Irish roots. Two of his grandparents were Irish emigrants. Eamonn Andrews was impressed by Roth’s commercial experience at NBC, the US television network. Roth was interviewed by the Authority in August, unanimously approved and took up his new post in November with a two-year contract in his pocket.

He gave a series of well-received press conferences to introduce himself to a curious Irish public. At first, he trod a fine line between the demands of commerce and those of public-service broadcasting, saying that he anticipated employing as many Irish people as possible and satisfying the public appetite for programmes in the Irish language. He confessed to a personal weakness for westerns, clearly seeing them as a way of buying cheaper entertainment if economies were needed.

Then Roth set about his task of putting the station on the air. His enthusiasm was supplemented by public goodwill and an appetite to see Irish television succeed. Emigrants returned home in the hope of playing a role in this exciting venture. By the summer of 1961, many of the senior posts had been filled.

On 30 August, an important appointment was announced when Michael Barry left the BBC to take up the post of controller of programmes, television. Barry, who had a fine reputation as head of drama at the BBC, was seconded from the British station for three years. His first task was to fill the demanding schedule of programmes. Barry’s appointment was generally welcomed, but his was yet another overseas recruitment to a crucial post in Irish television. RTÉ had awarded its three key positions to broadcasters whose experience had been overseas. No internal candidate – indeed, no Irish resident – had been selected as suitable for any of the top spots. Eamonn Andrews was Irish, but his principal working experience had been in the BBC, as had Michael Barry’s, while Roth was a product of the American model. Tensions were already bubbling beneath the surface, with dark mutterings on the Irish-language issue, but differences about nationality were temporarily put aside while all eyes were fixed on the deadline of 31 December 1961, now only four months away.

The recruitment of staff took various forms, some unorthodox but often no less effective. Christopher Fitz-Simon, the pioneer producer-director, and his wife, Anne Makower, the classical music programmes director, are among the few RTÉ staff – and almost certainly the only original RTÉ husband-and-wife team – surviving from those heady early days. In the summer of 2023, over tea and scones, they shared with me some of that excitement and the sense of pride from those months of hope and exuberance.
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