

[image: ]




The Maximalist


THE RISE AND FALL OF TONY O’REILLY


Matt Cooper


Gill Books




To my family, Aileen and the children,


Andie, Aimee, Millie, Zach and Harry.




Contents


Cover


Title Page


Dedication


Prologue: The man who had everything


Introduction: A spectacular past, an even more spectacular future


A note on shares


SECTION 1, 1906–1989: From humble beginnings


Chapter One: Secrets and lies


Chapter Two: The flying Irishman


Chapter Three: The starting point


Chapter Four: The worst turns out for the best


Chapter Five: The modern face of Heinz


Chapter Six: Becoming Independent


Chapter Seven: Crisis management and damage limitation


Chapter Eight: Like father, like son


Chapter Nine: A lasting legacy: the Ireland Funds


Chapter Ten: The Heinz model of management


Chapter Eleven: The search for liquid gold


Chapter Twelve: Making the news


Chapter Thirteen: Loss and change


SECTION 2, 1987–1999: Legend and branding


Chapter One: Empire-building: the rise of Independent Newspapers


Chapter Two: Love, again


Chapter Three: ‘Buy, borrow and buy’


Chapter Four: Absolute power at Heinz


Chapter Five: Playing the long game


Chapter Six: Into Africa


Chapter Seven: An intimation of mortality


Chapter Eight: Slings and arrows


Chapter Nine: Taking full control


Chapter Ten: Stepping down and moving on


Chapter Eleven: ‘For services to Northern Ireland’


SECTION 3, 2001–2006: A man for a new century


Chapter One: Best foot forward


Chapter Two: Dialling up the numbers for Eircom


Chapter Three: Win some, lose some


Chapter Four: Extracting the maximum from Eircom


Chapter Five: Favouring old media


Chapter Six: Falling out of fashion


Chapter Seven: The case for The Independent


Chapter Eight: All the government’s fault?


Chapter Nine: Ringing more changes at Eircom


Chapter Ten: The sound of breaking glass: the truth about Waterford Wedgwood


Chapter Eleven: A question of trust


SECTION 4, 2006–2009: A threat to all he’d built


Chapter One: Exits and new strategies


Chapter Two: The politics of big business, the business of politics


Chapter Three: Corporate provocation


Chapter Four: Watershed


Chapter Five: Collapse


SECTION 5, 2009–2015: ‘If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster and treat those two impostors just the same …’


Chapter One: The battle lines are drawn


Chapter Two: A new order emerges


Chapter Three: A shot to nothing


Chapter Four: A very public humiliation


Chapter Five: Insults heaped on injuries


Epilogue: the life of a maximalist


Images


Select bibliography


Acknowledgements


Copyright


About the Author


About Gill Books




PROLOGUE


THE MAN WHO HAD EVERYTHING


Tony O’Reilly strode into the twenty-first century, an Irishman apart. He seemingly had all that any man could have wanted and, not only that, more of those things than anyone else possessed. He had more money than any other living Irish-born person, making him a billionaire. He had more power than any other unelected citizen, as owner of the lion’s share of Ireland’s non-State-controlled media. He had been a sports star and was still lauded for his star turn over 40 years earlier as a youthful international Rugby Union player, whose individual try-scoring records as a member of the British & Irish Lions team remain unbroken. He’d had a serious health scare in the mid-1990s, but he’d recovered from it and showed few signs of slowing down the exhausting pace at which he lived. His charisma was enormous, his access to the rich and famous ready, his circle of friends and acquaintances stretched across the globe. He was feted for his public-speaking abilities, his ability to engage, enthral and entertain. He was a captivating private conversationalist, full of amusing stories when it suited, well able to dominate discourse with the power and range of his intellect if that was more appropriate; there seemed to be little about which he did not know or could not offer an informed opinion. He had the ability to make people in his presence feel like they were the most important thing in the world at that moment, if he chose to confer his benediction. His accurate recall of events was astounding and of literature was learned.


While he may not have retained the striking good looks of his youth, women still swooned in his presence. He was happily married, for a second time, to Chryss Goulandris, a Greek shipping heiress and Fifth Avenue, New York native who, reportedly, was even richer than he was. He had six adult children, three of whom worked with him in family-controlled businesses although, in an apparently rare setback, one was on the point of leaving. He had a cordial relationship with his ex-wife, Susan, an Australian who now lived in London, so much so that she and Chryss would occasionally meet at family and social functions and he would jokingly introduce them to others as ‘my wives’. Neither visibly demurred at the description. He owned many trophy properties: there was a 750-acre stud and mansion called Castlemartin and luxury homes in Dublin city centre, west Cork, the Bahamas and Deauville, in France. He stayed in the most expensive suites at the St Regis Hotel in New York, at the Berkeley in London or at Le Bristol in Paris whenever he visited those cities. He had full use of a corporate jet to take him around the world.


He was an iconic figure to some, a hero who had achieved in business what no Irish person had achieved before, who had been a trailblazer for what now seemed more commonplace. He was lauded for his charitable endeavours and generosity to people in need. Damn it, he could even play the piano to performance standard and sing and have people ask to hear more because they genuinely liked it, not because they were ingratiating themselves with him. He did indulge a lot of kowtowing, but this was hardly surprising: a man who played such a big game naturally had an ego to match.


It wasn’t enough. It was so much, and yet it wasn’t enough. If O’Reilly was probably the most significant non-political figure in Ireland in the second half of the twentieth century – if you leave out the artists whose work he often championed and bought or quoted – he was determined that during the twenty-first century he would build on that reputation, would copper-fasten his legacy in Ireland’s history books. His need, what some would call his greed, and not just for money but for regular approbation, was naked and unabashed. In a 1999 interview with Businessweek magazine he admitted freely that he was ‘a maximalist … I want more of everything’.


Not everybody loved or admired or respected him, however. His self-confidence was interpreted by some as overbearing arrogance, a sense of entitlement, and sometimes a crude use of coercion to get his way. Some actively despised him, not just for how he behaved but for what they perceived him to be, for what he believed and for what he symbolised, and his greatest critics were often his fellow Irish citizens. His critics, often in hushed tones, sometimes more strident, accused him of abusing his power, particularly with regard to his media interests. They muttered that he cut corners to accumulate and maintain his wealth and deceived the gullible along the way, being mindful of the laws of libel to which he might resort. They found him, despite everything, shallow. They wondered if he was a chimera, lacking substance, especially when they perceived that in championing brands, O’Reilly was really hyping his own, creating an illusion from which only he would truly benefit. His critics saw him as vain, some regarded him as a narcissist.


This angered O’Reilly greatly. He wanted to be loved, just as he wanted to be rich, respected and feted. He was a self-made man, after all: he had not inherited material wealth from his parents, enjoying their love and their willingness to pay for a good education to allow him fulfil his talents and ambitions, but no inheritance to match those ambitions. He had enjoyed some outrageous good fortune along the way, even if he put his success down to his willingness to work as hard as he could and his cleverness in decision-making and pursuing personal connections. Why couldn’t people set aside their envy and jealousy, give him the credit he had rightfully earned? He was a tall poppy, yes, but why did others want to cut him down?


Sometimes he brought his critics to Castlemartin, for one of his legendary parties, in an effort to seduce and convince; others he punished by exclusion. The parties held at his mansion – which was far removed from the relatively modest circumstances in which he had been brought up on the northside of Dublin, less than 50 miles away – were a proud display of prosperity, patronage and place. This was where he commanded, like a modern Irish chieftain, a High King of culture and ostentatious wealth, as he presided over his mansion, stud farm and 750 acres of land. Before his time, this place had been the seat of Anglo-Irish aristocracy. Now, O’Reilly, a common Catholic, had fashioned an aristocracy all of his own making.


The prosperity was clearly his; guests were there to acknowledge and admire the very aura of his material successes – the artworks, the architecture and the antique furniture. He dispensed the patronage; visitors accepted his invitation if they were family, friend, employee or third party and they were expected to appreciate their status in being granted this form of approval. Their place was something invitees were expected to understand; while they were regarded as being of some value or accomplishment, they were reminded none-too-implicitly that they were in the presence of the main man, in his manor, on his terms.


O’Reilly had always loved a big party, especially one where he was the centre of attention, something he’d been used to from an early age. The invitation to a ‘dinner dance’ or ‘supper’, requesting the pleasure of your company and that of a ‘plus one’ (usually already nominated by him), typically came in the post on an embossed card that bore the Castlemartin crest. An invitation by telephone suggested that you might be a late addition, but that was not an insult; no doubt you were not the only one. In the early years of his ownership of Castlemartin, bought in 1972 when he was just 38 years old, the year before he took control of Independent Newspapers (IN), invitations were in the names of Tony and his wife, Susan; after they divorced, the invites to the resumed parties held from 1991 onwards came from Dr AJF O’Reilly and his new wife, Chryss; from 2001 onwards they were from Sir Anthony and Lady Chryss O’Reilly, as befitted their newly acquired status. The reply went to the public relations (PR) company Murray Consultants, which oversaw the staging of each event on O’Reilly’s behalf.


There were a number of parties most years, but the biggest was usually that held on a Saturday evening in August to coincide with a sponsored horse race, The Heinz 57, which would take place at the Phoenix Park track the following day or, after it closed, at Leopardstown in County Dublin. Up to 300 people would be hosted in an enormous, specially erected marquee attached to the side of the 28-room manor, which, although it often catered for dinner parties for up to 80 people, could not cope with these expanded numbers without the extension. The guest list was designed to impress, to make attendees feel as if they belonged among an elite. It comprised politicians, businessmen in O’Reilly’s employment and not, sports stars old and new, poets and other writers, and some of his personal friends gathered and kept over the years. There were regulars, occasionals and one-off invitees, the men all dressed in lounge suits and the women in stylish cocktail dresses, apart from the rare occasions when black-tie was required. Otherwise, O’Reilly would almost certainly wear his favoured uniform of a dark navy-blue pinstriped power suit, a powder blue shirt with white collar and cuffs, a subtle yellow or green elephant-print tie with matching silk handkerchief in his breast-pocket, and always black leather shoes, all impeccably tailored to demand, clothes that clearly cost thousands of dollars or euro.


The guest lists were a ‘who’s who’ of Irish life and beyond. It would not be unusual to see the Taoiseach of the day and the leader of the opposition at the same party, rivalries cast aside for one evening. All of the taoisigh, from Jack Lynch to Bertie Ahern, had attended a number of times, with the notable exception of Charles Haughey, an old friend O’Reilly fell out with because of their greatly different approaches to political dispute and terrorist activity in Northern Ireland. A minister for finance of the day was also likely to make the cut, local TD Charlie McCreevy being a particular favourite during his term of office (1997–2004), as well as a smattering of other ministers who might be in favour and others of whom a favour might be needed, if not now then possibly in the future. Foreign political leaders also visited, although sometimes at other times of the year for the smaller, more intimate dinners of just dozens of people. Nelson Mandela, Bill Clinton, Ted Kennedy, Peter Mandelson and Henry Kissinger were among those who came to dine and stay, as well as other worthies from Britain, Australia, Canada and the USA. When Gordon Brown, Chancellor of the Exchequer in Britain at the time, before he became Prime Minister, came to Dublin, it was on the corporate jet that Independent News & Media (INM) and Waterford Wedgwood shared and that was largely maintained for O’Reilly’s use. A phone call was made to the Taoiseach’s office and Ahern’s staff organised that a police escort whisk Brown through the busy traffic to his Kildare destination, even though he was not fulfilling any public engagements.


Then there were the celebrities: Hollywood actors like Paul Newman, Gregory Peck and Sean Connery. Many rugby internationals made the cut, largely because of O’Reilly’s previous fame as one of the game’s most successful players during its amateur era. These guests were mainly Irish, but from different generations: from the 1948 Grand Slam-winning captain Karl Mullen to 1970s stalwarts like Ray McLoughlin and Fergus Slattery, to 1980s heroes like Hugo McNeill and Willie Duggan, some of whom O’Reilly had played with, although many not. His best friend, the former rugby international Jim McCarthy, was always present: he had become one of his key business associates, too. There were many cultural figures: the poet Seamus Heaney, whose work O’Reilly loved to recite publicly, perfectly mimicking Heaney’s northern accent, was among those who attended regularly, his support for the Ireland Funds (the charitable organisation O’Reilly founded with American businessman Dan Rooney) and its aims gratefully acknowledged.


The events were stuffed with businesspeople, most of whom were in the employ of one of O’Reilly’s many companies: INM, Waterford Wedgwood, Atlantic Resources (and when it was gone, its off-shoots, Arcon and Providence Resources), Fitzwilton and, of course, the American food giant Heinz, where he made the bulk of the money that was reinvested in his Irish interests. The Americans saw how successful and lionised the boss was in his homeland. Key executives in his various companies knew whether or not they were in favour by virtue of invitation or exclusion. There were many journalists, too, the editors of his newspaper titles, business-page editors and some respected writers, such as Robert Fisk of The Independent, and Eamon Dunphy, even after he had left the Sunday Independent in high dudgeon over his perception of low standards in the paper, and other admired scribes from non-INM titles, such as Kevin Myers of The Irish Times, before he crossed the River Liffey to the Irish Independent.


Every guest was met at the door by the smiling face and cheery comments of the man who seemed to know everybody who was coming, no matter how seemingly insignificant by comparison to him. He rarely forgot a face or name and often had an anecdote ready to flatter the guest before he effortlessly moved on to greeting the next. He commanded the room, and not just because of his 6 ft 2 in. height. Some people were delighted to be there, thrilled to be part of his court, delighted to stay as late as 4.00am or 5.00am when the sing-song was in full flight at the baby grand piano in the front lobby of the main house. Good wine – a Le Montrachet white or a Château Lynch-Bages red – compensated for food that was usually quite ordinary, hotel-type fare: standard chicken or salmon dishes with some vegetables on the side. It was expected that you would have fun; it didn’t matter if you got a little drunk as long as you didn’t let yourself down by falling down. O’Reilly would be up himself until the small hours, but he would never be drunk. He would sometimes take to the piano himself and sing, and he could do it better than most.


Some guests were somewhat less deferential or impressed, although rarely to his face, feeling compelled to be there by the needs of their job or position, bored by what quickly became to them the sameness of each occasion. Even the music was entirely predictable: jazz pianist Jim Doherty led a trio of musicians who played old standards from an earlier era and either Anne Bushnell or Sonny Knowles did the crooning. One year O’Reilly’s sons, Gavin and Tony jnr, arranged for more contemporary music to be performed as a replacement; their father saw to it that their mistake was not repeated again.


If the guest list was partly designed to demonstrate his standing in Irish society, then the setting gave him the opportunity to showcase his vast wealth, the material expression of his rising in the world. Castlemartin was the lavish bricks-and-mortar declaration of his own improvement, that he now had his own seat, accompanied by a stud farm: the symbolic possessions of a new Irish gentry to replace the old English landlords. ‘There was a day not long ago when people named O’Reilly stood outside a house like this, their noses pressed to the panes,’ he told a Wall Street Journal reporter in the 1970s who was invited to tour the estate.


The house had been purchased from Lord Gowrie in the early 1970s when it was ‘in a condition of stately decline’ due to a combination of being vacant for a number of years and from the depredations of previous tenants, the great rock band of the era, The Rolling Stones, or the singer Donovan. ‘We keep expecting to find blond groupies bricked up in the fireplace,’ O’Reilly liked to joke about the restoration process.


The renovations took years and ‘it cost a fortune, but I think the result was worth the time and money’. The house, originally built in 1713 on two floors, has 28 rooms and is 26,000 sq ft. Architectural aficionados enjoyed features such as the elegant cut-stone front doorcase with bolection mouldings surmounted by a swan-necked pediment, surrounding a teal-blue front door. They noted how the front hall was panelled in plaster and ornamented with Corinthian pilasters. An inner hall was tiled, with a marble fireplace, and was dominated by a cantilevered dual staircase, under which there was a Bechstein baby grand piano and an Irish harp, and two doors to the downstairs toilets. There was a Picasso to admire and a giant canvas of O’Reilly, painted by Derek Hill.


The staircase brought the visitor up to the 10 spacious en-suite bedrooms, two of which were in the attic. Back downstairs, the house had six reception rooms, all overlooking the River Liffey. The drawing room had an Adam fireplace and the dining room retained all of its original plasterwork, with the walls covered in fabric and floor-to-ceiling shimmering gold silk curtains, all bathed in the glow of an enormous Waterford Crystal chandelier. O’Reilly kept a formal and luxurious study on this floor, dark green and lined with shelves of books – mainly historical and particularly involving warfare – where he did his reading, either for work or leisure, to the sound of the music he loved, either at the partner’s desk or on the more comfortable sofa seating. There was a long breakfast room, with a glass wall and a panoramic river view, and an Aga in the kitchen. The bulk of the furniture was clearly antique and expensive and the house was carpeted with many luxuriously soft rugs. It was an expensive building to maintain and heat: there are more than 100 solid teak windows throughout the house. The Coach House – where the likes of Mandela had stayed – had been converted to provide five bedrooms, and there was a large swimming pool surrounded by guest apartments. There was also a vast solarium and cavernous salons. There was a simple log cabin down at the riverbank, which held a hot tub that was given to O’Reilly by his second wife as a birthday gift. The main feature of the boardroom, which was located near the Coach House, was a table that seated 28 and a lectern for making presentations; many of his Irish executives made their presentations there over the years.


There were photographs, pictures and paintings of O’Reilly all through the house, many from his rugby-playing days, of him with his family and with various business and political associates, all of them portraying landmark occasions in O’Reilly’s life. There was one of him playing tennis at the White House with the elder, first former President George Bush, signed: ‘Tony, greetings from the White House Field of Combat – George Bush.’ There was a photo of him in casual attire showing Kissinger the expanse of the Castlemartin domain. A photo of Paul Newman had the caption: ‘Okay, it’s settled, you’ll replace Redford in Butch Cassidy II.’ There was a giant painting of him in a pinstripe suit with a bottle of Heinz ketchup. There was a framed Irish Independent page from 1973, announcing that Tony O’Reilly had won control of the group for £1,100,000.


O’Reilly loved showing off Castlemartin: guests wandered reasonably freely, to admire the architecture and décor and to gape at the paintings. Sometimes he, or one of his assistants, would conduct a tour before everyone sat to eat. His art collection was one of Ireland’s most expensive, with the highlight from 2000 being a work by Claude Monet. The collection featured work by Walter Osborne, William Ashford, William Sadler, Sir William Orpen, Camille Souter, Seán Keating and William Mulready. One of his former editors, Andrew Marr of The Independent in London, recounted once sitting down for an important meeting with O’Reilly and remarking that a painting hanging on the wall over his shoulder looked like a Turner; O’Reilly replied smilingly, ‘It is a Turner.’ He was one of the first of the modern generation of Irishmen to collect paintings by Jack B. Yeats, all of which were displayed prominently.


There were horses everywhere too, as Castlemartin was a substantial stud farm, and was so even before O’Reilly met Chryss, for whom this was her main interest. It had expanded over the years by acquisition of neighbouring farms and was now 750 acres in size, three times what he had purchased originally. It was limestone land, 20 acres of which had been devoted to amenity and shelter belts, divided into 53 paddocks fenced with stud rail.


Before the guests arrived at the house they passed through a magnificent set of wrought-iron entrance gates that dated from the eighteenth century but that were updated to allow for electronic opening and closing, controlled from a security room in the main house over a mile away. The guests then drove along a road with lush green paddocks on either side, some sheltered by the large number of giant oaks and chestnut trees. There were cattle on display, a distinctive herd of expensive Belted Galloway and what he described as the best collection of Charolais in Ireland, which he boasted that people came from all over the country to see.


It hasn’t always been like this. In the 1970s Lanning Roper, an acclaimed American landscape architect and garden designer, was given the task of creating a garden and of altering the contours of the parkland to admit a better view of the Liffey as the river makes a dramatic sweep towards the house, and then turns to flow away from it. Roper planted a beech hedge ‘forecourt’ at the entrance to the house, open on the side of a magnificent formal lime avenue, which was planted on axis to the front door 200 or more years ago.


And yet for all the tours and talk and pride, O’Reilly was rarely there to enjoy it all. He was a visitor to his own home. He had admitted this to his friend and long-standing INM director Ivor Kenny, in a 1986 interview for Kenny’s book In Good Company. ‘Business is tyrannical,’ O’Reilly had lamented. ‘One achieves economic independence, but not the freedom that should go with it. I have been in this home [Castlemartin] one day since August. It’s a great home and it means a lot to me. It says a lot about me, about my drives and ambitions, about my pride in Ireland and about my pride in being Irish: waging war on the international front and coming home to my fortress, so to speak. Yet I don’t get time to enjoy it.’


He would enjoy use of the house for almost another 30 years, but in late 2014 it, along with most of his other material possessions, and the things he held dear, would be gone from him, taken in the most undignified of circumstances. He would blame others, malign fate and, occasionally, himself, but the circumstances of that loss beggar belief and add to the fascination generated by this man. Friends and foes watched in astonishment as he made mistakes a man of his capabilities should not have made, and others took advantage of that. He was chased by banks to repay his debts, his money apparently entirely gone. He disappeared into near-seclusion as his legendary self-confidence evaporated and he no longer wanted to see anybody. It was a long way from north Dublin to Castlemartin, and it has been a long way from Castlemartin to where he is today: a man of means with no means to resolve his financial difficulties. This is the story of how and why.




INTRODUCTION


A SPECTACULAR PAST, AN EVEN MORE SPECTACULAR FUTURE


The turn of the century was heralded by a party that O’Reilly did not attend personally, but that he still enjoyed enormously because of his corporate involvement in it. O’Reilly’s attention – like an estimated billion other television viewers worldwide – was arrested by the celebrations at Times Square in New York, where a ‘time ball’ was lowered from the roof of One Times Square to mark the Millennium. The piece was called the ‘Star of Hope’, and it was made at O’Reilly’s Waterford Crystal plant in Kilbarry, County Waterford.


The time ball creation was loaded with symbolism, befitting the occasion: it consisted of a central circle and a seven-pointed star, the former representing the Earth and the latter the seven continents. It weighed 1,070 lb and was 6 ft in diameter, adorned with 504 triangle-shaped crystal panels, each side 4–5 in. long, 96 strobe lights and spinning, pyramid-shaped mirrors. More than 40 Waterford craftsmen and designers contributed to its design and construction, and when it was shipped from Ireland in November 1999, it was accompanied on its journey to Times Square by the Mayor of the city.


The ball was lowered, starting at one minute to midnight, by 141 ft down a pole, to complete its journey at the stroke of the new century. A proud O’Reilly, who watched it with his wife and mother-in-law and other family members in the Bahamas, saw it not only as a wonderful marketing opportunity for Waterford Crystal – with somewhat typical hyperbole he called it, in publicity released in advance of the event, ‘the zenith of public awareness’ for the brand – but as an event that was, despite its populism, an opportunity for an appropriate display of great craftsmanship and style. As a keen history buff, O’Reilly also enjoyed knowing that in 1907 Adolph Ochs, then owner of The New York Times, had commissioned the first ever ball dropped to mark the New Year celebrations in New York.


At the start of the new century, O’Reilly was nearing completion of an almost 30-year career with the giant American food company Heinz, where he had risen to the top positions within just a few years of arriving from Ireland, and now owned just short of 2% of all the company’s shares. He would announce in the coming weeks that after 27 years as part-time chairman of INM he would take the role on a full-time basis, while simultaneously remaining as part-time chairman of Waterford Wedgwood. He was also about to embark on an acquisition spree, personally and corporately. He knew that the time left to him was finite, but he had certainly not lost his sense of ambition nor his determination to be at the centre of things, for as long as that centre would hold.


Eight months on from that night of worldwide celebration in which Waterford Crystal played such an important part, I travelled to O’Reilly’s château in Deauville, France, in August to interview him for The Sunday Tribune. Our meeting was just a little more than a fortnight before O’Reilly was due to chair his last annual general meeting (AGM) as chairman of HJ Heinz. That wasn’t the only hook for the interview, however. O’Reilly had turned 64 that year, as had two other titans of the Irish business scene, Tony Ryan and Michael Smurfit. I decided to interview all three men to find out their views on the big issues of the day, but also to discover what continued to motivate them as their pensionable years loomed, and why none of them seemed likely to retire.


They took some persuading to participate: a certain degree of scepticism was expressed by all three at the outset about the premise of our engagement. They all seemed somewhat insulted by the idea that they might consider retiring, that my interest might be in their past rather than their future, or that their careers were no longer as dynamic as they had been.


They shared many characteristics, such as an obsessive work schedule, an almost unbelievable amount of air travel, fractures in marital relationships caused by long absences from home (wherever home actually was, because they all owned many properties) and an apparent need not just to have money but to be seen to be spending it, particularly on charitable donations and on houses and art that demonstrated the elevated and enhanced positions they had reached. They were competitive and, according to legend, could be ruthless, albeit to different degrees. They angered differently: when riled, O’Reilly spoke slowly, with an icy calm; Ryan was volcanic; Smurfit was spiteful.


Appearances were very important to all three men. They all spoke and behaved in a manner that emphasised their perceived stature, with accents that had changed as they aged, in O’Reilly’s case to include a mid-Atlantic twang. They were almost always immaculately turned out, dressed in the most expensive of suits and ties, of the type worn by City of London types and other obviously wealthy men. Occasionally, they would be seen wearing expensive cashmere jumpers and slacks as leisurewear; Smurfit often wore golf clothes, the only one of the trio to have a love for the game. Each strived to convey polish, to emphasise achievement.


O’Reilly might have had some extra reasons for sensitivity about the timing of the interview. He had not enjoyed a particularly good press in some parts of the media in previous years. Controversy dogged his final years as chief executive (CEO) at Heinz; allegations were rife of excessive pay for him and of his board of directors being packed with indulgent cronies to facilitate that. His reputation for probity in Ireland had been questioned too, as had his exercise of power in Ireland via his media interests. He had been linked to payments made to a corrupt former minister and a blazing row with a former Taoiseach had been revealed. O’Reilly had been linked, wrongly, to a tax evasion scandal that had engulfed many businessmen and politicians of his vintage and he had threatened to sue The Irish Times to protect his reputation. He had lost in the bidding process to run a mobile phone licence in competition to the incumbent State operator, beaten by a consortium led by Denis O’Brien, a brash and upcoming businessman who was more than 20 years his junior and who was to become one of the most significant figures in O’Reilly’s later years.


At Deauville, O’Reilly delighted in telling me about the provenance of the Normandy house. It was located on the same site where William the Conqueror had kept his eleventh-century castle. ‘There is something piquant about an Irishman living next to the former home of a Frenchman who subjugated the English,’ he said, laughing. But that wasn’t the reason O’Reilly had chosen it. He had asked the estate agent which house had provided the living accommodation for the Nazi commanders in the area during the Second World War. From his extensive reading of the history of the period, he knew they had always requisitioned the best living-quarters in an area during occupation. This was the house he now wanted and was prepared to buy, price undisclosed.


As O’Reilly warmed up over a light lunch of salad on the patio in the bright sun – he explained that he now dieted very carefully as part of his life-long battle against weight gain – he spoke about the efficacy and prurience of the tribunals investigating allegations of corporately funded political corruption; the effect of their revelations on the reputation of former Taoiseach Charles Haughey; the ‘incorruptibility’ of the Irish civil service, judiciary and An Garda Síochána (the Irish police force); the change of Ireland from a political to a ‘consumerist’ society; the ‘casino-like’ nature of Wall Street; the chances that Britain would eventually join the euro to help provide larger markets for its manufacturing output; his perception of reduced respect in Ireland for academic achievement; and the waning influence of the Catholic Church in Irish society. He was well versed and authoritative on all subjects. This was, after all, the character Henry Kissinger had dubbed Ireland’s ‘renaissance man’.


On 12 September 2000 he would attend his last AGM as chairman of the American food giant Heinz, which he had joined in 1971. ‘It will be sentimental to a degree, but I expect that it will be very enjoyable,’ he mused. He reeled off the facts as had appeared in the already published annual report. In 1979, when he had become CEO, the company had sales of $2.5 billion, profits of $110 million and a stock market value of $900 million. Now it had sales of $9.4 billion, profits of $925 million and a market capitalisation of $23 billion. His shares and options in Heinz were worth $270 million at his retirement. He was not in the least shy about repeating any of this.


‘Happily, because of the system we use at Heinz of high-risk, high-reward, many of the people have been greatly enriched. There were 107 millionaires in the company at one stage and at least 30 people have left with over $26 million of option gains. It was a tremendous success for the company to provide that wealth for shareholders and employees. It was very satisfying for me professionally and worthwhile for my friends … A friend once said to me, “always back self-interest because it’s working for you 24 hours a day”. The food industry is not necessarily the most exciting and to get the best out of people it is necessary to incentivise them.’


But he insisted that it wasn’t all about the money. ‘There was also a great human aspect, as the degree of amity, friendship and collegiality that we developed proved that you don’t have to be mean and tough, or mean anyway, to succeed.’


As part-time chairman of Heinz for the previous three years, O’Reilly’s work pattern had altered. ‘The rhythm of my life has changed. When you have worked for a large company like Heinz with 100,000 people depending on your appearance at regular times in their lives and you have to concentrate on budgets, sales figures, businesses to acquire and dispose of, a certain structure evolves around the formal things that you have to do. Now I read more, non-stop almost. I spend most of my day reading, not deciding, not talking to people but reading. I have never had more to read because we’re at a point in technical innovation where we have to try and understand what is happening to us so we won’t get whacked.’


But he wasn’t slowing down, despite previous musings – some disclosed in interviews going back as far as 1986 – about a desire to take a break from business once his time at Heinz ended. ‘The thoughts of a sabbatical have been overtaken by the Internet and new technology and a sense of being underwhelmingly (sic) aware of what’s happening in the world. A sabbatical is not something that I have the luxury of at this stage … But the one thing I do have because of my Irish middle-class background is a firm sense of danger and anyone in business today who does not have a firm sense of danger doesn’t know what is happening.’


It wasn’t just a year for corporate accumulation. O’Reilly was in the business of collecting personal baubles, too. The most spectacular was his acquisition, in May 2000, of a painting by the French impressionist Claude Monet, Le Portail (Soleil), which cost him €24 million. In 1892 and 1893, Monet had painted 27 views of the façade of Rouen cathedral in north-western France. He did so at different times of the day and in different weather conditions. There’s one in the early morning sun, one in bright sunlight, another on a grey day, one at sunset, yet another on a hazy morning. One hangs in the Louvre in Paris, another in the city’s Musée d’Orsay, and another in the National Gallery of Art in Washington D.C. O’Reilly hung his at his Castlemartin estate, a Le Portail (Soleil), a view in midday sunlight.


As a 15-year-old boy in 1951, O’Reilly had travelled with a friend, Frank Turvey, on a cattle-boat from Drogheda to Dieppe and begun a cycle to Paris, taking in as much as they could of the destruction caused by the Second World War. They stopped en route in Rouen and when sitting in a café opposite the cathedral, drinking glasses of Normandy cider, a Frenchman explained the effect the changing light had on the cathedral’s façade and described how Monet had painted more than 20 versions of it. ‘He told us impressionism was about the reality of a building being so, but perceptions of it being quite different,’ O’Reilly told his RTÉ radio interviewer Pat Kenny in May 2000. The more cider he drank, the more impressionist Rouen cathedral became to him. ‘It opened a whole new world to both of us; Monet and his circle created new horizons of wonderment and excitement as they altered the course of viewing the world through art forever more.’


He said his art collection was inspired by such life experiences, and put together on the basis of choice rather than fashion or value. ‘Art is the ultimate democracy,’ he said. ‘It’s about what delights your eye and your senses.’


During our conversation in Deauville, he briefly mentioned the influence of Peadar O’Donnell. Previously he had credited O’Donnell with ‘igniting in me a life-long interest in art, its interpretations, its secret messages and its different meanings’. He said that O’Donnell ‘decoded the paintings of Yeats as he explained to me patiently, then as a 10-year-old, the meaning of a painting called The New Road.’


O’Donnell was an extraordinary character to have mentored O’Reilly as a child and for the businessman to continue to cite at many junctures of his life: he stood for so much that O’Reilly came not just to reject but to despise, and yet O’Reilly’s respect and affection for O’Donnell’s memory remained obvious.


O’Donnell was a staunch republican and Marxist, a leading organiser for the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU) and an active member of the Irish Republican Army (IRA) during the War of Independence (1919–21). He led many IRA raids on targets in counties Derry and Donegal and rose to the rank of commander of the IRA’s Donegal Brigade. In 1922 he was elected as a representative on the anti-Treaty IRA’s army executive, and in April that year was among the anti-Treaty IRA men who took over and destroyed part of the Four Courts building in Dublin, an action that helped to spark the civil war as well as destroying many valuable records of national importance. Although O’Donnell escaped from the Four Courts, he was later caught by the Free State Army and imprisoned at Mountjoy. He went on hunger strike for 41 days and in 1923, while still in prison, was elected as TD (Teachta Dála, member of parliament) for Donegal. On his release from internment in 1924 he became a member of the executive and army council of the anti-Treaty IRA and editor of An Phoblacht, the republican newspaper.


O’Donnell later split with the IRA because he believed it had not done enough to support land redistribution and workers’ rights. He founded the Republican Congress in 1934 – two years before O’Reilly was born – claiming its overriding aim was the maintenance of a united front against fascism. Its influence was minimal and short-lived. He continued to write and agitate, albeit on the periphery, aided by the use of a large inheritance obtained by his wife, Lile. He was, according to one contemporary, a ‘professional agitator’.


O’Reilly came to know him through O’Donnell’s nephew, with whom he went to school. Peadar Joe O’Donnell lived on the Upper Drumcondra Road on the northside of Dublin, not far from the Griffith Avenue home where O’Reilly grew up. Peadar Joe had been born in New York, but when he was just five years old his father had been killed in an accident. His uncle Peadar and Lile, who were childless, brought him to Dublin and raised him as their own.


In November 1982, the Abbey Theatre hosted a special celebration of O’Donnell’s work. The commentator Fintan O’Toole said O’Donnell was ‘notable as much as anything for being the last surviving member of the executive of the old Irish Republican Army’. Equally as notable was O’Reilly’s speech at the event, lionising his old mentor for the five summers that O’Reilly had spent as a child and teenager in O’Donnell’s second house in Dungloe, County Donegal.


‘He almost reared me,’ O’Reilly said proudly. ‘Peadar was uncle Peadar to me and his wife was Auntie Lil … I learnt how to fish there, how to row and how to drink altar wine.’ These were ‘sunlit days, and both glittering and glamorous as well,’ O’Reilly continued. ‘I remember Peadar’s glittering conversation and the notion that we were both interested in Marx … he in Karl, I in Groucho.’


O’Donnell died in May 1986 and there is no recorded detail of how he felt about his young protégé’s eager embrace of capitalism. But whatever about his accumulation of wealth, it is not hard to imagine that O’Donnell would have been astonished, appalled even, by O’Reilly’s acceptance in late 2000 of an offer of a knighthood from Queen Elizabeth of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and his subsequent request that he be addressed and known as Sir Anthony O’Reilly.


O’Reilly had boasted of his nationality, indeed even traded on it at times. He had founded the Ireland Funds to promote such ideals. ‘I don’t think there was any doubt what the theme in his life is,’ said Kingsley Aikins, who ran the Ireland Funds for him for nearly 20 years. ‘He sees the Irish as one of the great tribes of the world and he’s a leader of it.’ His Irish identity was an element of his personal brand and its marketing; the idea of him as a Knight of the Realm was contradictory, at the very least.


As an independent State and a republic since 1948, Ireland did not merely disapprove of its citizens accepting or using titles from other sovereign states but actively forbade it, with a caveat. Article 40.2.2 of Bunreacht na hÉireann (Constitution of Ireland) states: ‘No title of nobility or honour may be accepted by any citizen except with the prior approval of the government.’ This meant O’Reilly could exploit a loophole if he wished, but only if he was permitted to do so.


The first approach on behalf of O’Reilly was made to government in November 2000. Taoiseach Bertie Ahern was told by his secretary, Dermot McCarthy, that O’Reilly was being offered the title as a reward for his ‘long and distinguished service’ to Northern Ireland. The Ireland Funds had raised hundreds of millions of euro in charitable donations for the island, most of which had been spent north of the border: the fund-raisers had acted as a considerable block to the fund-raising efforts of the IRA in the USA and, in retrospect, could be the actions that most firmly secure O’Reilly’s place in Irish history. However, a considerable block of opinion, especially in nationalist circles, suggested that some of O’Reilly’s newspaper titles – the Sunday Independent, in particular – had not been helpful during the peace process that culminated in the signing, by Ahern, British Prime Minister Tony Blair and various Northern Irish politicians, of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, which enforced a new political settlement that largely ended terrorism by both nationalists and loyalists.


O’Reilly was in a tricky legal situation. He knew of the constitutional position, but he had an argument ready. This son of a deceased senior Irish civil servant claimed that he had always maintained dual citizenship because he had been born in Ireland prior to its leaving the British Commonwealth in 1949. This meant, he maintained, that he was technically entitled to accept without Irish government approval. However, the regularity with which he, and representatives from the British government, contacted the Taoiseach’s department to seek official permission in the coming weeks suggested that O’Reilly was not quite certain of his legal position and was worried about the public interpretation of the situation were he not to get the required permission and instead act unilaterally.


He had in mind the cautionary tale of what had happened to a rival in the British newspaper market, Conrad Black, at that time proprietor of the Daily Telegraph group of newspapers. Just two years earlier the Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chrétien had publicly rebuked his British counterpart, Tony Blair, for approving honours for two British-Canadian citizens, including Black. A major row ensued, in which Black’s Canadian newspapers championed the cause of their master, but Chrétien would not back down. Black renounced his Canadian citizenship.


O’Reilly did not want to face anything like that. Publicly relinquishing his Irish citizenship to accept a British knighthood could have created a public backlash large enough to affect his personal reputation and deliver negative consequences for his business interests. His aim was to have his cake and to eat it: revelling in his Irish citizenship, while holding a British title – just as he boasted of the Irish credentials of most of his businesses while personally remaining non-resident for tax purposes.


To O’Reilly’s frustration, however, Ahern reverted to type when faced with having to make a decision he didn’t want to make. Ahern dithered about doing anything at all. He has never spoken publicly about this dilemma, but there was a combination of personal and political to it. While Ahern had developed close relationships with members of the British government and had shown great pragmatism in dealing with Ulster unionism, he remained a nationalist at heart. The idea of an Irishman taking a British knighthood was anathema. Politically, he was worried about a backlash should the public perceive him as indulging a rich man’s whim, but he was far more fearful of the potential threat, however real, that O’Reilly’s newspaper titles might turn on him should he deny the man what he wanted. On the other hand, he could see the potential for having O’Reilly ‘owe him one’ should he acquiesce: there could be long-term benefits in editorial coverage in INM titles.


Ahern waited until the last moment possible. On the last working day before Christmas, Ahern brought about 20 members of his office staff for drinks at Doheny & Nesbitt’s pub near Government Buildings. McCarthy arrived soon after, seeking a word in private: O’Reilly’s people had been in touch again, demanding a definitive answer. There was now an additional problem: various ministers had gone home for Christmas and would not return for a Cabinet meeting to deal with such a minor matter. McCarthy suggested something remarkable, something done only in the most extreme and important of circumstances: an incorporeal Cabinet meeting, conducted by telephone. Various ministers were called and asked for their approval. Most were surprised, but agreed when told it had been sanctioned by Ahern. O’Reilly was able to happily inform the British that he could accept the title – but he was now in Ahern’s debt.


The news, when it was announced on New Year’s Eve 2000, came as a considerable surprise to many people, not least among his family and friends, particularly when it became clear to them subsequently that he intended to use the title and wanted to be addressed as Sir Anthony. Some Irish businessmen and celebrities have accepted honours from the British government: Bob Geldof, Peter Sutherland, Bono and Niall FitzGerald are among those who have been offered and accepted honorary knighthoods. But they have tended to do so quietly … and they did not insist on being addressed as ‘Sir’. Nobody challenged O’Reilly on it, however, not even closest friends, for fear of the reaction they might get to such impertinence. ‘We were really worried that it would affect the perception of him in Ireland, that it would overshadow all that he achieved,’ said one family member. But they reckoned that he had a need for acceptance and approval among the British, going back to his days as a rugby star and then as a businessman, and that he would not be dissuaded. ‘He did have a thing with how the British treated him, as an Irishman, as they did with all Irishmen,’ the same family member remarked. ‘He found it all a bit condescending, this “isn’t he very charming, very amusing?” stuff but still not taking him entirely seriously. Well they had to when he was Sir Anthony, when he owned one of their most important newspapers.’


While to other Irish people the idea of kneeling to the Queen of England, of wanting to get the taps on the shoulders, would be construed as a sell-out of one’s identity, to O’Reilly it was an important arrival and a confirmation of his elevated status. That was important to O’Reilly because he had been shocked to the core to discover, when a teenager, that his parents were not married, as he had assumed, and that his legal status in Ireland was that of a bastard. He’d long felt that he had overcome this handicap, but now he had proof – a title was not just confirmation that he had arrived but was a departure point for a new journey, in which he would seek out and amass even more.




A NOTE ON SHARES


Ownership of a company depends on how many shares a person or entity has in it. The percentage of the shares owned is the key point, not the absolute number. There is no requirement on a company to have merely 100 shares. Indeed, if a company wants to issue new shares to raise money, it can do so; of course, that reduces or dilutes the existing shareholders, unless they buy an equivalent number of the newly issued shares to maintain their percentage shareholding. In publicly quoted companies, the type that O’Reilly favoured, the shares can be freely bought and sold without restrictions being imposed by existing shareholders as to who else can have shares. There are some limited rules on ownership and control – and trading in the shares – imposed by the Stock Exchange and there are also laws applying under the Companies Acts. To have absolute control of a company it is necessary to have more than 50% of the shares, but in practice it is possible to control a company with between 20% and 30% if the other investors do not band together to take control themselves. That is easier for a dominant shareholder if the other shareholders are financial institutions, such as insurance companies, who buy and sell shares for investment purposes and do not want any involvement in the management of the company.




SECTION 1


1906–1989: From humble beginnings




CHAPTER ONE


SECRETS AND LIES


Tony O’Reilly’s father was a remarkable man, who found himself in situations that were rare and controversial for the time into which he was born and whose behaviour, in putting himself into those positions, was most unconventional.


His father was born John Patrick Reilly in Drogheda, County Louth, on 14 March 1906, the fifth of six children and the third of four sons. He grew up on Mayoralty Street, in the centre of the town, and his family were relatively prosperous by the standards of the time – his father being one of the very first in the town to buy a car and to operate a taxi service.


Reilly joined the civil service in 1925, shortly after the creation of the Free State, as a member of the Customs and Excise service (now Revenue Commissioners). He qualified by passing a tough exam for which he had studied diligently, despite not having the initial educational qualifications required. He also did so under a false name. He was too young to join the service, so he applied for the position under the name of his older brother, Patrick Joseph Reilly, who had been born in 1903 and therefore did meet the age requirements. To further confuse matters, he began describing himself under a variation of his original name, as John Patrick O’Reilly, or Jack O’Reilly. No explanation has been offered as to how and why he adopted the prefix O’.


He was posted initially to Dublin, but in 1926 was moved to Bailieboro, County Cavan, and then to Clones, County Monaghan, to deal with cross-border smuggling. A year later he was transferred to Wicklow. There he became captivated by a striking young woman, nearly three years his junior, called Judith Agnes Clarke. Her father was well-off: he was a third-generation builder who was responsible for many of the churches, schools, convents and cathedrals in the area. Now in his sixties and one of the most respectable men in the area, Judith’s father had recently used his accumulated riches to buy a large house in the Wicklow Hills, called Mount Carmel, for his retirement. He and his wife were not too impressed by the attentions young John Patrick O’Reilly was showing towards their daughter, one of the youngest of their six children.


Judith’s parents were not present when their daughter married Jack, as he now called himself, at the Church of the Assumption on Dublin’s Howth Road on 2 February 1928, far from her home town. The young woman, now 20 years old, was six months pregnant. To have become pregnant outside of marriage was highly unusual at the time and would have been considered a matter of great scandal – although such things happened more often than was acknowledged. Judith’s uncle, Fr Patrick O’Byrne, carried out the ceremony and her elder brother and sister acted as witnesses. No one would ever suggest afterwards that the young couple had been anything other than happy to marry; they did not appear to have been forced to marry against their will.


Somehow, Jack financed lodgings in an apartment at Anglesea Road in Ballsbridge, in Dublin. There, their first child, Judith May, who became known later as Juliette, was born on 17 May 1928. There would be more children in quick succession. A second girl, Margaret Mary Constance, later known as Ria, was born 13 months later. Their third child, and only boy, Julian Patrick, was born on 15 December 1930.


The family moved many times around Dublin during this period. Jack furthered his studies, qualifying as a barrister at the King’s Inns law school while continuing in his day job at the Customs and Excise service. To give him space to study, and as he apparently struggled to cope with three small children in a confined space, Judith often brought the children back to Mount Carmel, where she was helped by her mother; her father died in 1929 at the age of 62. Jack wrote to her regularly, professing how much he loved and missed her. However, he began fresh legal studies at Trinity College Dublin and there, again most unusually according to the mores of the time, he began an affair with another young woman, a student called Petite O’Hagan; at around that time, Judith became pregnant with their fourth child.


Jack’s relationship with O’Hagan did not last long, although whether this was a result of Judith confronting the woman is not known. O’Hagan informed Judith that she was entering a convent; sadly, within a year of doing so she developed a brain tumour and died. Meanwhile, Jack and Judith’s fourth child, a girl called Eveleen, was born on 12 May 1932.


Judith remained in hospital for a year after the birth of her fourth child, apparently requiring lengthy treatment as the result of a perforated appendix. Judith’s aunts and mother, much older women, took on the burden of raising the four very small children in Wicklow. Jack subsequently sent the two older girls, aged just five and four, to a boarding school at a French-run convent called Le Bon Sauveur in Holyhead, North Wales. The destination was convenient in that it was at the end of a direct ferry route from Dublin, but the decision had all the appearances of Jack hiding his little daughters away.


Jack needed somewhere else to live. The story told many, many years later to Tony O’Reilly was that his father took up lodgings in a house in Dublin run by a retired policeman from Ballyforan, County Roscommon, by the name of O’Connor. He had 10 children, but the one who caught Jack’s eye was a beautiful young woman called Aileen who, at 22 years old, was eight years younger than him. Like Judith, Aileen was tall, auburn-haired and attractive, but she was warm and outgoing where Judith was regarded as quiet and reserved. Jack and Aileen fell in love. It is not clear at what stage he told her that he was married and had four children whom he had, in effect, abandoned. Whatever the timing of it, in 1935 Aileen and he decided to leave her father’s house together, as if they were husband and wife, but without the status and legal protection afforded by marriage to their relationship.


His behaviour and circumstances – in a new State whose laws, regulations and mores were becoming very much dictated by the Catholic Church, where sex outside of marriage was widely condemned, divorce was unavailable and co-habitation almost unheard of – was extraordinary. That his career, in the service of the State, continued to prosper in these circumstances, either because he hid it or it was tolerated, was remarkable.


Things were to become even more complicated. By 1936, when the couple were living at 100 Pembroke Road, Ballsbridge, Aileen was pregnant. On 7 May 1936 she gave birth to a boy at the National Maternity Hospital at nearby Holles Street, in Dublin. The boy was named Anthony Joseph Francis O’Reilly, to be called Tony, after Aileen’s favourite brother. His parents were declared on the legal documents as Mr and Mrs John Patrick O’Reilly, as if they were married. His father entered the word ‘traveller’ for his profession, ignoring his role in the Customs service and his qualification as a barrister.


When he was an infant the new family moved to 349 Griffith Avenue, on the north side of Dublin, near Glasnevin, and O’Reilly remembered his childhood there very fondly. It was a good sized semi-detached house on a wide, tree-lined road, with traffic passing only occasionally. It was a safe environment in which he and the many other young boys in the area could play. While Jack may have been somewhat more aloof – partly due to his character, partly to his circumstances – he still went along with the open-door policy Aileen operated with neighbours. Those who sang or played an instrument or told stories were most welcome in the house and Jack could be persuaded to sing at times. There was no television in those days, but there was never a shortage of entertainment in the house and O’Reilly quickly developed his own piano skills to a high level, allowing him to participate fully.


It was a relatively comfortable childhood by the standards of the time, even though his father struggled to provide for two families on a civil service salary, particularly when school fees were added. His two little daughters had returned from Wales at the start of the Second World War and although Jack contributed, it did not cover much of Judith’s costs. Jack largely cut himself off from his first family when Tony was born, although he would see more of his children as the years progressed. Judith would allow him to take them on day-trips in his car with a chaperone, as long as Tony, oblivious to the existence of his half-brother and three half-sisters, was not present.


His parents brought him up as part of a Catholic family, going to Mass each Sunday together as Mr and Mrs O’Reilly with their son. He would get a Catholic education, too, but it would be a private one, of the kind available only to an elite in Irish society. O’Reilly was six years old when he was first sent to Belvedere College, the school that was to play such an influential and positive role in his life. Belvedere was run by a Catholic order of priests called the Jesuits. It was a school designed to produce professionals: doctors, dentists, lawyers, civil servants and more priests, although its most famous past pupil was the novelist James Joyce, a man whose work was controversial in Ireland at that time. The fees were IR£17 per year, sizeable in those days. The school was located in an elegant Dublin townhouse once owned by Lord Belvedere in Great Denmark Street, not far from O’Connell Street and many of the tenements of Dublin’s north-inner city.


O’Reilly first went to Belvedere in 1942 and was the only boy in his class who had not yet received the sacrament of Holy Communion. Quite a fuss was made of him when, as a seven-year-old, he received his First Communion. The school rector, Fr Gubbins, gave him the present of an orange to mark the occasion, telling Tony that it was very valuable and ‘the peel is too’. Neither O’Reilly nor any of the boys had ever seen what he subsequently called ‘this extraordinary invention’, but it gave O’Reilly a story to tell in later years. O’Reilly ate the orange, but afterwards told the story of how he had torn up the peel and sold it for a penny a piece, ‘thereby showing a propensity for commercial deception which has not left me since’.


He was required to play rugby from the start, even though what the young boys of that age played was only a vague resemblance of what they would play later. One day his mother, watching proudly, the only mother there, asked the priest overseeing the play, and who apparently had no idea who she was, how the boys were getting on. The story goes that the priest looked around and then replied, ‘the red fellow’s the best’. It was a story that mother and son would share with amusement for years to come, last told as she was dying.


O’Reilly was 10 years old when he started playing rugby in earnest. He was reported as being ‘worthy of mention’ in the annual review of the school rugby team. A year later he was under-11 captain and The Belvederian, a school publication, noted that he was ‘invaluable in the back line’. He played originally at out-half, to get him close to the action.


He was not tall or bulky in his early years, but he was very fast and strong, with good hands and a natural flair for the game. He was picked for the Junior Cup team three years in a row and was captain in 1951, his third year. The Belvederian noted that his ‘defence as well as attack was excellent and his quick start combined with real pace made him a marked man in every sense of the word. He has one admirable virtue: he is quite unselfish and never hesitated to give his man a run in which to make sure of a try which he has made. We are quite sure he is a player of class in the making.’ However, the school annual also noted that ‘Tony O’Reilly, achieving more bruises than glory, spoiled his play at out half and centre by being too individual’. Fr Tom O’Callaghan – or The Bull, as he was known – worried about the 14-year-old’s attempts ‘to force the openings’. O’Reilly remembered that he was ‘a little better, not much, but a little better than the others’.


O’Reilly enjoyed remarkable freedom as a teenager, encouraged by his parents. The trip to France – which later in life prompted the Monet purchase – was an unheard-of adventure for someone that young without parental supervision, even then in an era when boys were expected to grow up and look after themselves at an earlier age. His father had given him a new bicycle of the type rarely seen in Ireland in those days: a racing bike with drop handlebars and lightweight wheels with thin tyres, common nowadays but exotic back then. O’Reilly constructed a plan to cycle through France, Belgium and Denmark, into Sweden. An uncle in Drogheda heard of a Dutch cattle-boat that would take passengers to Dieppe, France, on a three-day journey for a very small fee and O’Reilly persuaded Frank Turvey, his best friend, to join him. They were 15 years old and Tony had £22 and Turvey had £17. It was not a salubrious crossing. Turvey complained that ‘their nostrils suffered the accumulated smell of cow dung and French tobacco, smoked by the sailors’.


Two days into their trip a wheel on O’Reilly’s bike punctured and could not be repaired. The tube could not be replaced either; the model of bike was so new, nobody could find a replacement tube that would fit. The boys travelled to Paris by train instead and took two weeks to spend their money before returning home.


Back at school in September 1951, O’Reilly was brought onto the school’s Senior Cup team, although aged only 15 years and four months. He was also picked with Leinster schools team and a clear trait was emerging: he played better with better players; when playing with lesser players, he tried to do too much himself.


Already O’Reilly showed an ability to multi-task. He would ride to school in the morning to attend 7.30am mass, then cycle home again for breakfast, grab his schoolbags and return to school for 9.30am when lessons began. After classes there was nearly always some sport to play, or there would be a school play in which to act, or a school choir session in which to sing. He was a member of the Belvedere Newsboys’ Club, which helped children from more deprived circumstances in the local area. The subsequently prominent car salesman Bill Cullen, who celebrated his rise from the slums in his autobiography, claimed that the older O’Reilly taught him how to box. The Jesuits imposed a tight discipline, which he absorbed and learned from, but to which he never objected.


In his first, second and third years of secondary school he had played a female role in school stage musicals, including the Pirates of Penzance, Ruddigore and Iolanthe. One year he appeared in the lead role in the Gilbert and Sullivan opera The Mikado, during the Christmas break. The school annual reported that ‘A. O’Reilly was equipped with every natural gift to play the Mikado, a fine presence, very good voice, natural ease and confidence; he did more than justice to the part but scarcely full justice to himself. We mean that while the thing was well done and would do credit to any school acting, it was less than his best. There was a somewhat casual air, and approach, as if he was doing this kind of thing every day of his life, and becoming a little tired of knowing he does it so well.’


He was not a particularly gifted academic scholar at this stage, other than at English, by far his favourite subject. His hectic sports career and an early tendency to spend long hours socialising – singing and playing the piano at parties, and delivering jokes as a mimic – may have inhibited his natural intellectual abilities.


‘He was a boy of great confidence without being bumptious,’ said Fr Reidy, who taught him mathematics and English. ‘There are some boys who can talk to a master without in any way giving offence and Tony had that gift. Even as a teacher you could relate to him. A number of boys have that, but Tony had it to an extra degree.’


He was rarely in trouble, was usually surrounded by a group of friends who were often older than him, and took part in everything going on in school, from chess to drama to debating. Kevin McGoran, his lifelong friend, recalled how O’Reilly went out of his way to know everyone. When McGoran joined the school he had a reputation as an excellent tennis player, so O’Reilly went out of his way to invite him for a game. He also recalled O’Reilly casually playing the piano in the school hall – ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’ – when the other boys were frantically doing last-minute cramming before the Intermediate Certificate exams.


Rugby was his main interest. On his first season on the Senior Cup team, Belvedere had lost the semi-final unexpectedly to Terenure, and in his second season, the year he was doing his Leaving Certificate, the final State secondary school exam, Belvedere was beaten by the same school again at an early stage of the competition. It seemed as if O’Reilly’s dream of a Senior Cup medal would not come true.


But Tony was young, just turned 17, and was entitled to re-sit the Leaving Certificate. The Jesuits wanted him to stay for another year, and his parents agreed: the idea of him roaming the streets as a young third-level student was a little worrying, given his obvious love of a party. His parents had indulged him with a seventeenth birthday party – they had hired a local club hall specially for the occasion and brought in caterers, which was almost unheard of at the time – but they wanted to keep some element of control and thought that another year with the Jesuits would afford them that. The school also wanted to win the Cup and Tony, a year older, would give it the best chance of winning.


Now standing 6 ft 2 in. in height, 14 stone in weight and able to break 10 seconds for the 100 yards in full rugby kit, Tony enjoyed a wonderful repeat year in school, scoring 42 tries in 21 games, which was a new schools record. Before one match that year, Jack presented Tony with a copy of Kipling’s poem ‘If’, drawing special attention to certain words that O’Reilly would always cherish: ‘If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster And treat those two impostors just the same … Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, And – which is more – you’ll be a Man, my son.’ O’Reilly said later: ‘My father had always impressed on me that it’s easy to win, but it’s hard to lose.’


Losing didn’t seem to be on Tony’s agenda, however. Belvedere got to the Cup final, played at Lansdowne Road on St Patrick’s Day, as was the tradition. Another tradition is that the mothers of the captains of both teams are present and ready, if their son’s team has won, to present the Cup to her son. Aileen bought a new hat for the occasion, in the hope that she would be presenting to her son.


Instead, everything went awry. Blackrock were leading near the end of the game when Belvedere attacked, and one simple pass would have put Tony into a gap from which he most probably would have scored the winning try. Instead his opposite number, Tom Cleary, gambled on an intercept, held the ball and sprinted nearly the length of the pitch to win the game for Blackrock. ‘So I wait until they’ve disentangled themselves, and remembering that poem and what my father said, I go over and shake hands with him. Then I go back behind the posts, they take the kick, they win the Cup. Mrs Brophy presents the prize and my mother’s new hat doesn’t get to present the prize.’


O’Reilly left Belvedere happy that he had received what he later called ‘a diverse and thorough education that prepared me for what I was to do’. He liked to joke that the Jesuits were ‘top in humility’, but they had also played another very significant, and for a long time unknown, role in his upbringing.


In his 1994 biography of O’Reilly, author Ivan Fallon – who soon after the publication of the book was appointed to a senior executive position at Independent Newspapers (IN) – wrote that something of a myth had grown up about O’Reilly’s beginnings being modest. In assessing O’Reilly’s education, Fallon noted that it was ‘difficult to imagine a better grounding for a future industrialist, lawyer, writer or any other successful man. His parents may not have been wealthy, but they were intelligent, devoted and motivated. Their son never lacked for anything, and never missed out on whatever he wanted to do. If anything, they may have erred on the side of spoiling him, but fortunately never had the money for that. They provided a stable, loving and totally supportive background which gave him huge self-confidence and gregariousness in later life – something very much rarer in wealthier households.’


What Fallon also revealed in the book was a secret that O’Reilly had kept from most people for many years – although there were also many people who knew the truth of it. There had been one major incident at Belvedere that was to leave a lasting impression on him. In the year that he moved onto the Senior Cup squad, a couple of the Jesuit priests called him to a study for a private chat. They delivered news that was utterly unexpected to O’Reilly and deeply shocking. They told him that there was something he had to know about himself, something they believed he had not been told by his parents: they told the 15-year-old Tony that his parents, Aileen and Jack, were not married, as he believed, and worse, that his father was already married with four children, a half-brother and three half-sisters of whom young O’Reilly had no knowledge.


According to the mores of the time, his parents were living in a condition of mortal sin and should not even be taking communion on their visits to Sunday mass. They behaved as if they were a married couple, but it was a charade. It went further than that, however, and with potentially serious consequences for their son. The Irish State made it explicit in law that illegitimate children were second-class citizens. The Legitimacy Act of 1931, passed five years before O’Reilly was born, allowed that a child born out of wedlock might inherit its mother’s property if she died without making a will, but it refused to grant any such rights of succession to the estate of a child’s natural father, even though the latter was much more likely to have assets and money.


That the unmarried O’Reillys had been allowed to send their son to a privileged school in the circumstances of mid-twentieth-century Ireland – a deeply conservative and Catholic country – was in itself remarkable. That O’Reilly affected to Fallon that the revelation had not thrown him and that he hadn’t bothered to bring up the issue with his parents on the day it was revealed to him, or at any other stage for more than 20 years afterwards, seems even more remarkable. It seems an impossible secret for a 15-year-old to harbour silently, and then for so many years. One can only imagine the jumble of emotions he must have experienced as he cycled home to his parents that evening. He explained it to Fallon as thinking: ‘Well, I wonder will I mention it?’ He judged by their demeanour that they clearly had no idea the priests had told him. He decided not to say anything.


Many years after the publication of Fallon’s book, O’Reilly was asked about this incident by an American interviewer. He said that he had felt no shame and had eventually been able to discuss it with his parents. ‘It was a sniff of gunpowder about your past,’ he said, the interviewer remarking how he was ‘flashing his jaunty smile’. O’Reilly explained that Ireland in 1936 ‘was a very old-fashioned, rigid society. My mother had this boy under unusual circumstances. I was her little boy, and she was determined that the best would happen to me.’ Generously, he also declared: ‘I have four brothers and sisters, and they were the ones who were short-changed because they lost out on their father.’


He may have come to terms with the story by the time he approached old age, but the story was very nearly not included in Fallon’s biography, The Player. Fallon saw it as central to the book, but he and O’Reilly debated strongly its inclusion, although O’Reilly denied that subsequently. O’Reilly still feared the repercussions to his image from disclosure; Fallon knew it would be dishonest of him as a biographer to exclude it, so important was it to a better understanding of O’Reilly’s motivations.


In assessing what he called ‘the forces which drove him almost demonically at times’, Fallon had attributed to O’Reilly’s first wife, Susan, the belief that knowledge of his illegitimacy meant that ‘he had to prove to the world that he was better than anyone else’. Remarkably, O’Reilly only told Susan the truth of his situation many years into their marriage, long after their own children had been born. The first clue, had she recognised it, came at a dance in Wicklow when a man told her that he knew O’Reilly’s brother. Susan replied that her husband did not have a brother, and the man apologised and left. Somewhat mystified, Susan asked Tony about it only to be told that there were always people telling stories about him and not to take any notice of it. Susan, along with other friends, came to believe that the shock of the revelation became a motivation for him to strive harder, to prove himself, to achieve more than anyone else. He wanted people to know him for his abilities rather than his perceived shame.


It was not something that O’Reilly spoke about, most certainly not at home – either in his parents’ house or in the home he created with Susan. Although having said that, during the 1970s when young men and women began turning up as guests at his Pittsburgh home in America who turned out to be O’Reilly’s nephews and nieces, this fact was not hidden from his own children. ‘It didn’t seem to bother him,’ said his own son, Tony jnr. ‘It may have been a contributing factor to his drive, but not in a negative way.’


Nonetheless, O’Reilly had kept it quiet on occasions when he could have addressed it. In late December 1986, for example, he gave an extraordinarily frank interview to Ivor Kenny, later published in the book In Good Company, in which he referred to himself as an only child. ‘I had a particular attachment to both my father and my mother, enjoying the shelter of their love for me, and was very close to them … I think I get my sense of humour from my mother and my sense of appreciation from John, my father. It was not a strict upbringing.’ His reticence to address the issue may have been understandable: his mother was still alive but in ill-health, and she might not have wanted something so sensitive and private to be disclosed by him.


There was relatively little comment in Ireland about the revelation when it came to light in 1994, other than expressions of surprise. In late twentieth-century Ireland, far fewer cared than might have been the case in previous generations. It changed few attitudes about him, although some claimed they could now understand him a bit better. O’Reilly was not happy about an essay that appeared in the British publication Granta in 1996, however, penned by journalist Fintan O’Toole, which assessed O’Reilly’s personal revelation with more bluntness than was apparent in Fallon’s biography. O’Toole pointed out to his international audience that it was not until 1987 that the legal concept of illegitimacy was removed in Ireland:




Well past the age of fifty, O’Reilly, as well as being the richest man in Ireland, was also, secretly, a second-class Irishman.


O’Reilly’s position was in one sense less shameful than that of the child of an ordinary unmarried mother: he was cherished and recognised by both his natural parents. But in another sense it was more darkly secretive. For most illegitimate children, the sin was acknowledged and open, the shame explicit. There was, at least, little else to be revealed. But for him, his public identity was a subterfuge. His parents pretended to be married and concealed the existence of a whole other family. His cupboard contained not a skeleton, but several living reminders of what was being hidden: his half-siblings. Not only was the existence of his father’s other family a secret, but so was the fact that he himself knew about it.


One can never know how much one’s inner life is shaped by social circumstances, and no one else can ever guess. But it is hard to avoid the belief that something of his anomalous origins must be present in what Tony O’Reilly has become. It may be there in his obsessive, driven hunger for success … and it must have been there in the overwhelming desire to control news, to have power over image and information.





O’Toole was also of the belief that ‘if at any time in his youth, his family background had been revealed, it would have caused not just personal hurt but probably fatal damage to his public career’. That would not have been a reflection of O’Reilly but of the Ireland of his youth and early adulthood. He may have downplayed it subsequently, but any amateur psychologist would suggest that it drove his ambition to succeed and his need to be acknowledged for whatever successes he achieved.




CHAPTER TWO


THE FLYING IRISHMAN


O’Reilly graduated from Belvedere in the summer of 1954, interested in becoming a barrister, believing his ability to speak publicly and eloquently, which he had been honing in debates at Belvedere, would fit him well for this part. His father dissuaded him. Barristers were, and are, sole traders, who have no income when they are not working – a factor that wouldn’t suit somebody who had ambitions to play rugby at a higher level. His father argued that there would be more stability in a career as a solicitor, so father and son agreed on his going to University College Dublin (UCD) to study law. They also organised, with help from the priests at Belvedere, that he would be apprenticed simultaneously to a past pupil, Gerry Quinn, who was one of the leading figures at Old Belvedere Rugby Club. That’s why O’Reilly played his adult rugby with that club, instead of following the custom of the time of playing senior rugby for his university.


The parting verdict of the Belvederian on his rugby prospects was that ‘he had almost everything a footballer needs – size, weight, pace, mobility – but perhaps he needs a little cooler judgement to make for perfection’. It was perhaps not surprising, then, that Old Belvedere started him in the thirds. He was not particularly committed to rugby initially, enjoying the freedom of college life, especially now that his father, indulging him again, had given him the gift of a second-hand Fiat 500, a small car for a man of his size. He became something of a party animal – although never drinking alcohol because of the car – staying out until near dawn, cutting the engine of the car near home and coasting the rest of the way so the noise wouldn’t wake his parents. He particularly enjoyed female company, and it was reciprocated, much to the envy of the other young men. It wasn’t just his looks that attracted women but his gregariousness and ready smile and his ability to compliment. He was fun to be with.


O’Reilly made his debut for the Old Belvedere firsts in November 1954, after half of the first team were dropped for having missed an away game against Galwegians the previous week because they got waylaid in a pub in Athlone, halfway along the road to Galway. He was picked to play in the centre. In the first minute of the game his opposite number, Captain Billy Ringrose (a famous name in showjumping), tackled him so hard that O’Reilly lost a front tooth. Holding his tooth in one hand for the rest of the match, he still scored the only try of the day.


He played against the Cork side Dolphin the following week and received rapturous write-ups in the sporting press for his performance. A week later he was selected to play against Queens University, Belfast, who had Cecil Pedlow – already an international and later to become one of O’Reilly’s closest friends – as his opposite number. Jack Kyle, already a legend of Irish rugby and another to become a future close friend, played for Queens at out-half. O’Reilly scored two tries and was picked to play for Leinster against Ulster at Ravenhill the following week. Debates raged in the sports pages as to whether he was being rushed along too fast – ‘some rough handling and crash tackling could have the effect of knocking the edge off his present keenness and ability’ – or whether his ability demanded he be moved onto the international team at the first opportunity.


O’Reilly was suddenly aware that the latter was possible for him, as long as he did not suffer a disaster in the forecasted heavy rain at Ravenhill, which was eminently possible given the reputation of its two hard-man centres: Noel Henderson and Dick Chambers. He feigned injury, didn’t play the game and instead went to Wicklow with his friend, Frank ‘Porky’ O’Rourke.


‘I went climbing the Sugar Loaf, a peak in nearby Wicklow instead,’ said O’Reilly, ‘and I learnt a great deal about Irish rugby by doing so. A reporter at the match decided the centres had not done too well that day and proclaimed that by comparison I must be the best centre in the country. By not playing I did my prospects no harm and after one more club game, was named in the final trial.’


Three days before Christmas he was selected for that trial, played alongside Henderson and scored one try, for which he ran the entire length of the pitch, and he set up two more. A few days later an official letter arrived from the Irish Rugby Football Union (IRFU) to his parents’ home in Santry, informing A. O’Reilly Esq. that he had been selected to represent Ireland against France at Lansdowne Road on 22 January 1955. He was told to respond with his acceptance immediately. His jersey would be supplied, but it would have to be returned immediately after the game or he would have to pay 40 shillings for it. He was told to bring his own clean white shorts for the game, and training gear, his own towel and soap and have his boots in ‘good, playable condition’. O’Reilly spent the evening celebrating and when he got up the following day was photographed at home for the Evening Press. ‘I am delighted, and, of course, very much surprised,’ he said. ‘It was most unexpected.’


The team met only on the morning of the match at the Shelbourne Hotel, in time for lunch and a team-talk, which was delivered by the man who would become O’Reilly’s lifelong best friend, the Dolphin wing-forward Jim McCarthy. He was warned how difficult he would find international rugby, especially against a team that had beaten Scotland comprehensively in its previous game. Ireland had won only one game the previous season – one of the reasons why O’Reilly had been promoted.


The speed of the game came as a shock to O’Reilly and one misjudgement in defence allowed France the opportunity to score what would prove to be the only, and match-winning, try. ‘The youngster showed admirable temperament in not allowing himself to be worried by a defensive error which led to the French try and his handling and passing were most expert,’ The Irish Times reported. It was a tough introduction and it suddenly had people talking about a perceived weakness instead of all his strengths.


He kept his place for the next game, against England, but it happened to him again: his opposing number, the highly rated Jeff Butterfield, made a break and O’Reilly was left floundering as the Englishman raced over the try line. O’Reilly redeemed himself with his first try in international rugby and Ireland salvaged a 6-6 draw (in those days, a try was worth just three points, as against four subsequently and then five), but there was now much chatter about his defensive abilities. There were many who felt he would, and should, be dropped. He wasn’t, but he now carried an unwanted reputation that he would find hard to shake off. Scotland won the next game against Ireland 12-3, and O’Reilly, again at centre, did little of note.


O’Reilly’s ambitions were not restricted to staying in the Irish team. He was now focused on gaining selection for the British & Irish Lions tour to South Africa that summer. A 23-3 defeat to Wales in the final game of the Five Nations ought to have put paid to that ambition, but O’Reilly was the best of the Irish players in defeat. ‘I decided there was no point in being conservative about this game, so I’d run all afternoon. All my Christmases came true, and although we were well beaten, I was able to show a lot of skill and a lot of pace.’ He was selected – a remarkable achievement for a young man just out of school, who had been playing third team rugby only the previous October.


Going on a four-month tour with the British & Irish Lions would cause him to miss his first year exams at UCD and he would have to repeat them the following year. His father actually wanted him to turn down the Lions in favour of his exams, but O’Reilly was determined to go; he knew he might never get another chance.


The modern-day British & Irish Lions rugby tour is vastly different from the two in which O’Reilly participated in the 1950s. The modern tour is completed in a period of six to seven weeks, and is televised live. It is a highly commercialised enterprise for which the players are rewarded handsomely, although much is still made of the honour of selection. The old style tours of O’Reilly’s era would run for over four months, had many more games and news of the matches appeared in the following day’s newspapers, perhaps to be accompanied afterwards by some newsreel footage shown in cinemas. The players were not paid but received £2 and 10 shillings pocket money each week, as long as they provided receipts for their expenses.


The teams in which O’Reilly played – in South Africa in 1955 and subsequently in Australia and New Zealand in 1959 – were led by Irishmen, Robin Thompson and Ronnie Dawson respectively, but the interest generated for the Irish sporting public was limited by comparison to the saturation coverage afforded to the teams led by Brian O’Driscoll in 2005 and Paul O’Connell in 2009. Rugby union in Ireland in the 1950s was played by a relatively small number of people, despite the large crowds that would go to Lansdowne Road for international games. It laboured too, and with some justification, under the burden of being regarded as mainly a game for an elite, wealthier class, many of whom had no love for traditional Gaelic games. That rugby was played on a 32-county basis and accommodated all religious traditions equally was applauded by many, but disdained by others.


The team travelled without great expectation as the last Lions team to win a test series in South Africa had been in 1896. Since 1906 the South Africans had won every international match they had played in Britain, Ireland and France. Nonetheless, despite the low expectations the tour was also the first to be accompanied by a full press contingent, boosting interest in the sport in Britain and Ireland greatly.


The first time that O’Reilly stepped onto an airplane was on 11 June 1955. He discovered that he was a nervous flier, something that never left him, which is incredible given the amount of time he was to spend on aircraft subsequently. The team arrived at Jan Smuts Airport to a big crowd of fans and photographers. The Welsh out-half Cliff Morgan, who was to become one of O’Reilly’s close friends, also acted as choirmaster and had prepared the players to sing a repertoire of hymns and arias. They began on the tarmac with the Welsh rugby song ‘Sospan Fach’ and progressed into the difficult Transvaal anthem ‘Sarie Marais’. The South Africans loved it.


They were to be enormously generous hosts, motivated perhaps by the isolation visited upon them by other sports and countries that were appalled by the apartheid regime imposed upon black and people of other non-white origin in the country. It was to the shame of rugby in that era, and for a good 30 years-plus afterwards, that the sport tried to ignore the politics of the country, to say that sport remained separate from politics, when in fact the exclusion of non-white players from South African teams was a simple example of discrimination. O’Reilly and the tour party were silent on such matters and it fell to players in later generations to publicly express their revulsion at the regime. This group enjoyed themselves too much to notice.


The South Africans accommodated them in style: fleets of cars with drivers were put at their disposal; they were housed in luxury hotels when available; and access to cinemas and clubs were all available to them for free. On the first visit to Pretoria they were stopped by police who grouped their cars into a convoy and then, with motorbike outriders, escorted them into the city with all the pomp of a visiting head of state. There were visits to Kruger National Park and the diamond mines at Kimberley and some wonderful beaches that were a far remove from those where O’Reilly had learnt to swim.


O’Reilly loved it, moving easily in the company of senior businessmen, politicians, farmers or just rugby fans, developing a taste for high living that would never leave him. A constant stream of former Springbok players came to meet the visitors, giving O’Reilly an early indication of the value of networking. Much to the consternation of Thompson and tour manager Jack Siggins, two rather austere men from Belfast, O’Reilly’s self-confidence developed quickly, shaking off any initial shyness about his age and experience to become the life and soul of the party, taking responsibility alongside Morgan to organise sing-songs and play practical jokes. The management could not believe, or approve of, how little sleep O’Reilly sought or seemed to need, or how much partying he believed was appropriate. His saving grace was that he would not drink alcohol.


He was fortunate that Cecil Pedlow was also on the tour and they became a double act. ‘He stood out wherever he went,’ recalled Pedlow. ‘Tony and I would be lent a car and we’d cruise around the best areas of Johannesburg on a Saturday night after a match. When we saw lots of cars, we’d stop, knock on the door and ask them if that was where the party was. If it wasn’t a party, then it was once the people had seen Tony standing at the front door.’


This was where O’Reilly first fully understood the attraction he held for women – and how being on a rugby tour allowed him to exploit that as many young women flocked to the parties attended by the players. ‘Tony O’Reilly was a young god, very handsome,’ said tour member Douglas Baker, ‘and the girls swooned over him, so he enjoyed himself thoroughly’. The players were not jealous: O’Reilly would make introductions to a large number of women and even if he almost invariably connected with the most striking women, there were plenty of others for the players to meet.


‘He always drew attention to himself, not because he was trying to but because he had such a winning way and a quick turn of phrase,’ said Pedlow. ‘Others on the team, and people whom we met, found what I always found with him: he makes you feel the better for seeing him. He makes you feel as if it’s you who’s being funny. And he could go up or down at any level, even when he was nineteen.’


Phil Davies, the English centre, remembered O’Reilly as ‘the tour character’. He said he was a ‘19-year-old with a very bright mind and tremendous speed and elusiveness on the wing, allied to an Irish sense of humour. Over the years he has so eloquently teased and properly caricatured my forthright approach and last second off-loads in the centre, with accompanying public school speech. But it was the wings that scored the tries, as they continued to do in New Zealand in 1959, so I’ve always felt that he could say what he liked.’


None of O’Reilly’s off-field successes would have been possible, or indeed tolerated by the rest of the touring party and management, if he had not established himself as a star player in the first place.


O’Reilly was in the best physical condition of his life. A tall man, he now weighed 13 stone, 10 lb, about a half a stone lighter than he had been with Ireland during the season. He had trained hard in Dublin before travelling, but he now benefited from two hard sessions every day at the team’s base at altitude, at 5,000 ft above sea level at Vereeniging. He would also find the hard grounds of South Africa suited his running game.


The nature of Lions tours was to allow the squad a long build-up with games against local clubs and provinces before the ‘test’ games against the host international side. Those teams were highly motivated to beat the Lions and some of the games were ferocious, with considerable risk to limb if not life. The matches also required the team to travel vast distances by bus and train, from altitude to sea level and back again. Combined with the active social life, it was exceptionally demanding physically and, in time, mentally on the players.


Those games made O’Reilly a star. The local fans loved his ability not just to score tries but how he did it, often through long, strong runs with opponents finding it so difficult to tackle him to the ground. That he was only 19 and had such striking looks, particularly his red hair, only added to the strong impression he made on all who saw him in action. The Lions were also playing an extraordinarily attractive running, rather than kicking, style of rugby, scoring 60 tries in the first 12 non-international games. O’Reilly scored 11 of those so when the management decided to carry this style of rugby into the test matches, O’Reilly’s selection became inevitable. By this stage, O’Reilly, who was selected for the tour as a centre, had moved to the leftwing, such was the effectiveness of the combination of Butterfield and Davies in the centre, particularly in their ability to get the ball to the wings.


The first test was played at Ellis Park in Johannesburg in front of over 90,000, the biggest crowd ever to attend an international rugby match. It has gone down in rugby history as one of the great games, as the Lions established a 23-11 lead, scoring five tries in the process. O’Reilly had run in the fifth. However, the high altitude got to the Lions and, exhausted, they conceded two tries in injury time at the end of the second half. All the South African kicker van der Schyff had to do to win the game for the Boks with the very last action of the game was to the kick the conversion of the second try. The occasion unnerved him and he shanked the ball wide. O’Reilly later described the victory as one of the most euphoric moments of his life.


O’Reilly had a poor game in the second test, however. It was lost by 25-6 and many of the criticisms about O’Reilly’s defence returned as his direct opponent, van Vollenhoven, scored three of the home team’s tries. O’Reilly was switched to the right wing for the third test, which the Lions won by 9-6.


The final test was played in Port Elizabeth in mid-September. O’Reilly was picked this time in the centre, in the hope of better utilising his powerful running. It was a controversial decision among the Welsh – somewhat akin to the decision 58 years later to exclude Brian O’Driscoll from the final test of the Lions tour to Australia to make way for a Welsh player – because it meant that Davies was dropped. O’Reilly had possibly his best game of the tour – even though South Africa won easily, outscoring the Lions by five tries to two and by 22 points to 8 overall – and he scored another fine try, in the corner, in the last minute. He was injured badly, though, by a tackle that came in after he had grounded the ball, dislocating his exposed right shoulder. He howled with the pain and manager Jack Siggins came onto the pitch to wrench the shoulder back into place. O’Reilly was taken away with his arm in a makeshift sling and in his absence – no substitutes were allowed in those days – South Africa scored another try. The series was drawn two games apiece and it wouldn’t be until 1974, and then again 1997, that Lions teams would win the series in South Africa.


It was a triumph for O’Reilly personally. He had scored 16 tries in 15 games, equalling the existing individual record on a tour.


The authors of Behind the Lions (2013) said that ‘in many ways, this was the ultimate Lions tour. It was not so much in the results that the significance springs, even though by coming away with a drawn series in an epic quartet of matches, the Lions avoided defeat for the first time in decades of touring; it was not even the class shown by both sides in the matches or the sheer style of open rugby played by the Lions, and it was more than the enormous crowds at the four stadiums. It was the sheer glamour, and from the moment that the party hopped their way down from London as the first Lions to fly, South Africa welcomed them with a reverence, entertaining them at every turn and treating them like film stars.’ It described O’Reilly as ‘the extraordinary 19 year old Irish prodigy’ and as a ‘strapping presence’ on the wing to score the tries.


‘Perhaps the most glorious sight in rugby was to see O’Reilly in full flight,’ said Morgan. ‘Like the rest of Tony’s life, not one of his tries he scored was ordinary. Everything was slightly spectacular. He was only 19, but he had the wit and wisdom of someone 20 years older. He gave the tour a touch of class. It made you feel slightly inadequate that you weren’t in the same mental bracket. He towered over you in every sense.’


‘It was a heady experience over a period of 18 months,’ O’Reilly said 30 years later. ‘I had to learn to live with myself. I had to understand the ephemeral nature of fame: how to come from being the darling of the crowd, as I came up, to where the crowd turned against me and displayed a degree of antagonism at my appearance which surprised me: I thought I was the same player I was six months earlier. Suddenly I realised the fickle nature of fame, and particularly, I realised how, in Ireland, achievement often becomes an object of envy or derision. I had to learn to wrestle with all those contradictions. It was exciting and it was hardening.’


He arrived back in Dublin on 1 October, arm in sling, to be met on the airport tarmac by his anxious mother. He indulged himself fully in a party life by night and met with various girls in coffee shops by day, neglecting both studies at UCD and work in Quinn’s office. He was developing expensive habits, too. He had a college friend who worked in the bar at the Gresham Hotel and who used to slip him and whatever girl he had with him drinks for free. He and his female companion of the evening would also dine for free at a restaurant called Alfredo’s, where he played the piano and sang for a while in return; he always ensured that the proprietor never gave the game away that it was effectively a job, pretending to his companion that he just happened to be there by chance, but that while he was, he might as well play and sing.


He was heading for major problems with both his college degree and his solicitors’ exams, which had to be taken if he was to qualify. He didn’t neglect his rugby training though, sometimes working out twice a day. He was in fine shape for his first big game back in Lansdowne Road on 31 December 1955. To mark the opening of a new stand, a selection of players from Ireland and Scotland played an England and Wales combination. The home team lost but O’Reilly stood out, scoring two fine tries.


The 1956 international season did not go well, however. Ireland lost by 20-0 at Twickenham against England. As he walked off the field, O’Reilly remarked to fellow Lion Tom Reid that the result was dreadful. ‘Well, sure aren’t we lucky to get the nil,’ Reid replied. In the crowd that day was the Irish actor Noel Purcell, a Hollywood favourite, and Al Corfino, the casting director at MGM, the movie studio that was casting for a new action movie called Ben Hur. Purcell was trying to persuade Corfino that O’Reilly was perfect for the title role. O’Reilly wasn’t interested and didn’t even turn up at the party to which he had been invited to meet Corfino, much to Purcell’s chagrin. Charlton Heston got the part and, in truth, O’Reilly might only have been given an audition at best, but he was able to use the story that he was in the running for the part to add to his legend and in time it became reported, inaccurately, that he had turned it down. He still had his rugby to concentrate on, scoring a try away to France and another in Scotland and assisting in the defeat of Wales.


That season Ireland got a new scrum-half, another man who was to become one of O’Reilly’s great friends, Andy Mulligan. He was even more of the bon viveur, acting the dandy as he chased girls, successfully. He didn’t see much of O’Reilly during the summer, however, as for the summer of 1956 O’Reilly gave up everything except study:




The management of time is a critical element in success and it required a certain absolute discipline, because, having analysed my own particular facilities, I realised I was not, as a student athlete, capable of leading a balanced life. I was not capable of absorbing the strain and commitment of playing international rugby and studying at the same time. I couldn’t do both. So I divided the year into seven months and five months. For seven months I played football and tended nominally to my studies. I then stopped: cut myself off completely, refused to read a newspaper, did not listen to the radio, talk to my friends or take telephone calls. I went into monk-like seclusion for five months. I took only one weekend off during that period. From May to October each year I was in total seclusion. As a result I did reasonably well academically, getting fifth place in the BCL at University College (Dublin), first place in part one of the solicitors’ final and third place in part two.





Each September, however, he would go to Wales and play rugby as a ‘guest’, claiming expenses with the somewhat looser arrangements over the payment of money that were in place there. This money would keep going through until Christmas and in the New Year he would concentrate on international rugby.


He took his finals in the autumn of 1958. ‘Having regard to your feats in the rugby field at this time these were no mean academic achievements,’ the secretary of the Law Society wrote to him. He was enrolled as a solicitor that November, but he never practised. Instead, he left for England.


He got a job in Leicester as a trainee management consultant with Weston-Evans, a company that made glazed piping, and he played for the city’s famous club. It was desperately dull work, but over the next two years he learnt about basic accounting, production techniques and standard unit costings, things that would stand him in excellent stead later on. He spent much of his time on the factory floor, watching how things were done and working out how to do them better. He lived in Ashby-de-la-Zouch and bought himself a white TR3 sports car, which he often drove to London at weekends where he’d meet up with Mulligan.


He was on the cover of World Sports magazine in February 1959, and the feature writer Vivian Jenkins compared him to some of the great ‘characters’ in world sport at the time: cricket’s Denis Compton, football’s Stanley Matthews, snooker’s Joe Davis and golf’s Henry Cotton. ‘It wasn’t only that they were great players,’ wrote Jenkins. ‘They had something else – personality, glamour, call it what you will – that raised them out of the common rut. People wanted to know more about them, they hit the headlines and, once there, they stayed there. Such a man in rugby, already, is the fabulous young Irish three-quarter Tony O’Reilly.’


Playing for Ireland in that era did not provide many opportunities to display all of those qualities. The 1959 home international against England ended in a 3-0 defeat, with the Irish backs, including O’Reilly, Pedlow, Mulligan, Henderson and Brophy, getting the blame from the papers, with many contrasting O’Reilly’s performance for Ireland with those for the Lions. The answers were obvious, and not just because Mick English at out-half kicked so much; Ireland simply weren’t good enough. He was moved to the wing for the game in Wales and scored a try in the 8-6 defeat. It was not a good season, however, at least not in an Irish jersey. O’Reilly’s exploits on the previous tour meant that his selection on the 1959 British & Irish Lions tour was always probable, but the performances of the Irish team of which he had been a member for the previous four years meant it was by no means certain. As it happened, he was to be among only six players out of 30 to be retained from that tour.


His selection came at a good time personally. He had found the season difficult, trying to combine his new job with training and playing for Leicester. He had put on weight – he was now 14 stone 7 lb, which was 11 lb more than he had been on the South African tour – and he would need to train hard to regain the shape, strength and speed he had enjoyed four years earlier. The paucity of the challenge offered by the Irish team in the Five Nations meant that he needed the step-up in level that playing New Zealand would require, both mentally and physically.


He also knew that the trip had the potential to be great fun, especially with female company. Friends like Pedlow were not selected, but new ones were and Ronnie Dawson was captain – the first Irish Catholic to get the job, which raised questions as to whether he would stand for ‘God Save the Queen’ when played as an anthem before the tests. Niall Brophy, his old schoolboy rival from Blackrock College, was also picked as a wing. ‘I would like to think that there were a lot of stars in that side but because of his record, Tony shone brighter than the rest,’ Dawson said, many years later.


The series in Australia was won by two tests to nil. He scored a try in the first test, won 17-6, and in the second game, which the Lions won again, 24-3, O’Reilly scored a try described as one of the best of his career, carrying three tacklers over the line with him as he ran at full pelt. The Australian matches were a warm-up effectively for what was to come, but there were to be significant off-field events that would be central to the remainder of O’Reilly’s life.


They arrived in New Zealand to a procession of cars led by a band, with thousands cheering them on. There were receptions, dinners, speeches and visits to local beauty spots on the way. ‘After his record-breaking success of the 1955 tour there was an air of expectancy in the Antipodes for the arrival of the Golden Boy,’ wrote rugby journalist J. B. G. Thomas. ‘For them he was the wing extraordinaire – big, strong, fast and handsome.’


As in South Africa four years previously, there was a long build-up to the test games with the host country, with the local provincial sides particularly brutal in how they put it up to the Lions. O’Reilly had more than the opposition to contend with; his star status was under assault from the English wing, Peter Jackson, a much smaller, lighter player who scored try after try with his elusive jinking and swerving running style and ability to find gaps by cutting back inside. Jenkins wrote that ‘he brings the crowd to its feet with anticipation every time he gets the ball’.


Rugby is a team game – and the ethic of the game very much demands that – but O’Reilly did not like being upstaged by Jackson. Something of a personal duel developed between the two, which could have been damaging to the team but in fact may have brought out the best of both – even if it led to some allegations of O’Reilly being selfish on the pitch at times when he should have passed. He was also criticised as being ‘apt to go up too early for diagonal kicks-ahead and be given offside’. Both he and Jackson were targets for the opposing defences and there was controversy over the use by the home teams of shoulder-pads inside their jerseys, to give extra heft to their tackles.


The first test against the All-Blacks, as New Zealand’s test team was known, in mid-July in Dunedin was a highly controversial game, which led indirectly to a change in the scoring system to give greater reward to tries. New Zealand won 18-17, courtesy of six penalties by full-back Don Clarke. The Lions scored four tries, O’Reilly and Jackson each getting one, and converted two and still lost. The game was full of refereeing decisions in favour of the home team and one decision in particular, near the very end as the Lions were poised to score another try, caused particular anger.


That evening, at the formal post-test dinner, New Zealand officials talked about winning ‘within the framework of the rules’ for which, said the president of the host rugby union Gordon Brown in his after-dinner speech, ‘no apologies need to be offered’. O’Reilly and Mulligan, who had joined the tour as a replacement for another injured player, seized upon this phrase and wove into the cabaret act they now put on for the other players on every occasion they could, such as on buses moving between host cities. They called it Two-Y-Front and modelled it on the popular British radio programme of the time, The Goon Show, which starred Peter Sellers and Spike Milligan. ‘Andy had a guitar and he’d entertain us on trains, planes and on the bus,’ said Noel Murphy, a wing-forward from Cork who later managed a Lions tour to South Africa in 1980. ‘They were a double act. If they went into the opera house in Auckland, they’d have filled the place.’ On one occasion a recording of their performance found its way to New Zealand national radio where it was aired, leading to requests for further performances.


The Lions went into the second test short of players because of a combination of injuries and ’flu. They competed well in the first half and remained with a good chance of winning the game. O’Reilly was the victim of the most controversial incident in the second half. He had followed a kick-ahead and gathered the ball and was powering for the line with only Clarke in front of him. He swerved inside, drawing Clarke with him and then chipped the ball over Clarke’s head and went after it. Clarke didn’t go after the ball, but instead dropped his shoulder and ran into O’Reilly. In the modern era, a referee would automatically give a penalty try and at least a yellow card for 10 minutes in the sin-bin, if not a red to remove the offending player from the game. Instead, this referee merely awarded a penalty to the Lions, which they scored to take them into an 8-6 lead, but it was Clarke who scored the match-winning try and conversion four minutes from the end. The legend had it that O’Reilly, who never blamed Clarke publicly for his actions, was heard to say as he crashed to ground, ‘sure I’d have done the same thing myself’.


Four days later he was the subject of an assault in a game against a combined King Country-The Counties side, having a chunk of hair ripped from his scalp while simultaneously another player punched him in the ribs, just above the heart. He passed out, leading one local paper to accuse him of a ‘theatrical fainting fit’ when he was in fact genuinely injured – and angry when he woke up. He scored three tries in response.


The third test, at the end of August, was lost by 22-8 and O’Reilly was blamed for getting ahead of his centre, David Hewitt, and losing a try-scoring position at a crucial juncture of the game; others blamed Hewitt for trying to beat Clarke himself instead of passing. The series was now lost 3-0, with one test to play. There were four more non-international games to play, too, which was difficult for some of the players who now wanted to go home. But O’Reilly was determined to have fun and he had the personal challenge of wanting to beat Jackson for the unofficial prize of top try scorer on the team. O’Reilly scored two remarkable long-distance tries in the first of those four games, causing Jenkins to comment: ‘Though he had done very well on this tour and scored his full quota of tries, the flying Irishman had never quite produced the kind of runs that had brought him such fame in South Africa in 1955. Now at last he showed he could still do it.’ He went into the final test with a total of 16 tries on tour – one more than Jackson.


He scored one of the three unconverted tries in the 9-6 victory in the final test, courtesy of opportunism on the part of Mulligan at scrum-half, who put him in. It was regarded as one of the best games of his career. Jackson scored too, but he was beaten by one try by O’Reilly. His record of 17 tries in New Zealand is one that almost certainly will never be beaten. ‘It was a very exciting experience trying to beat Ken Jones’s try-scoring record,’ O’Reilly recalled 45 years later. ‘I equalled him four matches from the end and then had to try to find a way to beat his record. I finally got the try to do it in about the last minute of the final test, which was the great game of the tour for me. First of all we beat them fair and square and we beat them in Auckland, which was really their home ground, and I got that vital seventeenth try that I had been trying to get for the previous four matches. I can still feel the heavy ball and the mud on my face as I went through the last tackle of Don Clarke.’


He was one of only five players who had played in all six test matches in Australia and New Zealand and his popularity with the group was such that his fellow Lions carried him shoulder-high from the field. ‘Our outstanding players were Tony O’Reilly and Peter Jackson,’ said fellow Lion Alan Ashcroft, ‘who could score tries and create total havoc among the opposition’.


In his book Kings of Rugby, Terry Maclean subsequently described O’Reilly as a relatively straight runner, relying on his speed, weight and a ferocious hand-off either to out-run the opposition or to crash his way through. ‘For a man of 23, he was astonishingly mature of mind,’ wrote Maclean. He noted that his experiences at an early age ‘had given him immense self-confidence … At a long range guess, one felt reasonably sure that he would in time become president or premier of the republic.’ Interestingly, he added: ‘one can only hope that the remarkable possibilities of this young man as student and thinker would not be harmed by too great an affection for witty display and by a strange regard, almost amounting to envy, for those fortunate folk who move through the world with a lordly calm based upon a secure place in the world.’


Others saw the serious side to him at work on the trip, too. ‘We were at a reception and the prime minister of New Zealand was there and they’d just announced the Budget,’ said Syd Millar from Ballymena, who later became one of the game’s most important administrators, ‘so O’Reilly had him in the corner and after a while we saw the PM nodding. O’Reilly was telling him where he’d gone wrong in the Budget.’ It was a sign of where his interests were moving.


The tour was to be the highest point of his rugby career, and all achieved by the age of 23. O’Reilly only played another nine times for Ireland as he started to give priority to his career and to socialising. He didn’t have time for the training required to get his weight down, even after he moved back to Ireland and a new job in Cork, and a lack of fitness made him more prone to injury. His real interest was only in the internationals, and even then perhaps not as much as it should have been. He played only once for Ireland in the 1960 season, injuring his shoulder in the 8-5 defeat to England at Twickenham, making him unavailable for all the season’s other games, all of which Ireland lost. The following season he again only managed one game, a victory over England at Lansdowne Road, before another shoulder injury kept him out of all the other games. But he decided to go on Ireland’s short summer tour to South Africa in 1961. He came up with an idea that he and Mulligan would form a company called Ireland International, which would market Irish goods on the tour. O’Reilly and Mulligan contacted various South African importers and secured orders for products they would bring with them, such as Irish whiskey cake, tweed clothes and knitted woollen sweaters made in Donegal. They brought their own business suits and in each city they took a hotel suite in which they laid out samples and displays and invited locals to a reception. The rest of the squad were not happy that they seemed more interested in these activities than in training, but the two entrepreneurs came back with £1,000 in cash and even some orders for the Irish manufacturers. With an eye to the future, O’Reilly decided to spend his share on his bank manager in Cork, Tom Casey of the Munster and Leinster Bank. Casey and his wife were brought to London, put up in a five-star hotel, given a gourmet dinner and taken to a rugby match.


He didn’t play on the national team in 1962 because of injury. In January 1963 he played against France and scored only his second try for Ireland at Lansdowne Road, with a run from 30 yards that included a hand-off of his French opponent winger and three tacklers hanging off his back as he crossed the line to ground the ball. But Ireland lost 24-5 and the following day the selectors announced that he was being dropped for the next game. ‘Seldom can the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune have affected anyone in rugby as severely as O’Reilly,’ wrote Paul McWeeney in The Irish Times. ‘In the 21st minute of Saturday’s match he was the hero of his native land and received a tremendous ovation as he ran back after scoring his try – less than 24 hours later, he is cast into outer darkness.’
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