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FOREWORD














Perhaps in Tony’s mind he felt like George Orwell, who said, ‘Autobiography is only to be trusted when it reveals something disgraceful. A man who gives a good account of himself is probably lying, since any life when viewed from the inside is simply a series of defeats.’


Really I wish this book could have been penned by Tony, perhaps with Richard’s guidance. This is particularly true because he was such a great writer of letters and an avid reader of books. He did have a couple of conversations with a publisher, but nothing was ever concluded. We also talked on his sickbed about the completion of his story, and he was particularly focused on making sure that (to use his exact language) ‘some of the wankers’ in his life got a special mention.


Our hope with this biography is that the story reflects the truth, humour and determination of his life, because that’s the kind of guy he was. This is the story of a single-minded young man from Tipperary who went on to be one of Ireland’s greatest entrepreneurs. With the significant economic crisis that faces Ireland and the rest of the world today, what we all need more than ever is a story such as Tony’s to illustrate the fact that Irish people can still be world leaders in business.


I think regularly about what Tony would have done in the current crisis. What I know for certain is that it wouldn’t be standing still or lamenting our mistakes. That determination never to give up is the real lesson of this story.


Declan Ryan
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IT’S A LONG WAY FROM TIPPERARY































Lyons Demesne, Co. Kildare, Sunday 14 October 2007














Everyone, including the man himself, had been determined that this day would not be a gloomy occasion. No expense or effort had been spared, and the weather, never the most reliable aspect of Irish life, had also more than done its bit. Under a bright autumnal sky, family, friends and admirers gathered at Tony Ryan’s country estate to say farewell. The setting was magnificent and one to which Tony had given so much of the later part of his life. When he took over the house a decade earlier it was in a state of decrepitude. Now lovingly and meticulously restored, it stood once again as a masterpiece of Georgian Ireland.


On the lawn beside the formal gardens, replanted by Tony to the original design, the hundreds invited to this memorial service stood reminiscing. Childhood friends mixed with the titans of Irish business, including Tony’s exact contemporaries Michael Smurfit and Tony O’Reilly, and his protégé, the telecoms billionaire Denis O’Brien.


As guests moved towards the lake for the service, there came roaring low and fast over Lyons a spectacular flypast, led by a new Boeing 737 jet aircraft flying under the flag of the airline that Tony had founded in 1985 and that bore his name—Ryanair—accompanied by a Challenger jet and a restored Stearman biplane. ‘Mourners were left agog,’ reported the Irish Times, ‘no doubt just as Ryan would have wanted.’


The lakeside service, held not far from the Clonaghlis graveyard at the edge of the Lyons estate where Tony had been buried, was characterised by warmth and humour. Tony’s middle son, Declan, spoke movingly about his father. The eldest, Cathal, who himself would sadly pass away from rapid-onset cancer just months afterwards, perfectly imitated their father’s Tipperary accent. Shane, the youngest, read one of Tony’s own poems.


Among the eulogies was one from Michael O’Leary, another of Tony’s protégés and by now the high-profile chief executive of Ryanair. The relationship between the two had been both close and highly combustible. Yet whatever their tussles—and they were legend—O’Leary was, says Declan Ryan, ‘like family’. Perhaps the most touching signal of O’Leary’s respect that day was that, for the first time in as long as anyone could remember, he was wearing a tie.


O’Leary’s eulogy proclaimed Tony a ‘visionary’ and ‘one of the great Irishmen of the twentieth century’. Here, he said, was a man who had lived up to Tony’s father’s often-repeated aphorism that ‘it is better to wear away than rust away.’


Not that Tony was without his faults and even his failures: ‘Tony Ryan wasn’t perfect; he wasn’t always right,’ O’Leary reminded everyone. ‘Tipperary is not the centre of the universe.’


It was a funny line and one that poked gentle fun at Tony’s fierce and vocal pride in his native county. Yet, as O’Leary well knew, the one-liner was only half right.


Certainly part of the Tony Ryan story is the rise of a lad born in a backwater of an impoverished country that was itself on the periphery of Europe. Indeed, many would have said that Tony was a boy from nowhere; the man himself would have said that he was in fact a boy from somewhere. But, crucially, that ‘somewhere’ was also the junction to somewhere else.






——








Limerick Junction in Co. Tipperary may have been not much more than a small village, but it was famous throughout Ireland and beyond. It was here that the Dublin–Cork and Limerick–Waterford railway lines crossed at an angle of 90 degrees. That gave it the sense of a place from where you could quite literally go places. The station was famous everywhere, says Albert Maher in Signalman’s Memories, as ‘the most extraordinary railway junction in the world.’ Its unique layout comprised a long island platform with a range of bays and intricate points and switches. Trains arriving from any direction had to run clear of the station before making all kinds of complicated ‘reversings’ in order to get to a platform.


The train coming from Waterford would begin this process at Keane’s Points, where, on 2 February 1936, Thomas Anthony Ryan was born in the small railway cottage beside the signal box during the worst snowstorm that anyone could remember that century. With no cot in the house, he was tucked in the top drawer of a chest of drawers, which soon led to a long-standing family joke that he had been ‘top drawer’ from the beginning.


Tony was the first child of Martin and Elizabeth (‘Lily’) Ryan, who had married the previous year. The couple had met in the station restaurant in Mallow, Co. Cork, where Lily worked as a waitress. They shared a love of amateur dramatics, and in 1932 they had played alongside each other in a production of T. C. Murray’s melodrama Autumn Fire, put on by the Railway Men’s Dramatic Society of Limerick Junction. Later on, young Tony and his siblings—Catherine, Simon, May and Kell—would all be taught to recite by heart passages from Shakespeare, particularly Lily’s favourite, The Merchant of Venice.


Martin Ryan was a Tipperary man from Solloghodbeg, near Limerick Junction. He was listed as being ten years old in the 1911 census, which also recorded his ability to read and write. When Tony was born, his father was a fireman on the railway, working out of Limerick Junction. He was a well-built, athletic man who played Gaelic football and hurling, winning the cup three years running for the local football team. Although he was a heavy smoker (Player’s Navy Cut, because the sailor on the packet was often said to be modelled on Charles Stewart Parnell), Martin placed a strong emphasis on clean living. Sports were encouraged. There were frequent trips by train to the coast for long walks. He was a teetotaller and a member of the Pioneer Total Abstinence Association. ‘The only bottle that would have been in the house contained holy water,’ Simon Ryan recalled.


In photographs Martin always appeared smart and dapper. It left an impression on his children. Kell Ryan recalled that his father would only ever wear his work overalls once before putting them to be washed, which ensured that each day he left the house looking clean and pressed. It was a characteristic he passed on to his children, not least to Tony, who always took great pride in his appearance and later developed a taste for expensive handmade suits. In family photographs of the 1930s and 40s, whether informal or studio photographs for Confirmations and First Communions, the Ryans always looked well turned out. ‘We may have been poor,’ Simon remembered, ‘but we never looked poor.’


Later, Tony would express frustration at self-made men who, like Dickens’s Mr Bounderby, loudly proclaim the depth of their childhood poverty. It was never a line that interested him. When pushed on the subject, he would briskly reply, ‘We were a very wealthy family even if we did not have any money.’ It was an attitude typical of the ‘respectable’ working class. Martin was industrious and keen to get on, and his immaculately laundered overalls and the boots ‘spit and polished’ to a gleam signalled an attitude to life, not just personal cleanliness.


Although the Ryan household was staunchly ‘Tipp’, the matriarch at its centre was in fact a Cork girl. Lily’s father had been the head gamekeeper in Longueville House, near Mallow. The family lived in the gate lodge until her father’s early death, when they moved back into the town. Later the Ryan children would spend the summers with their grandmother in Mallow, which was handily placed on the Dublin–Cork main line and allowed the family to take advantage of the cheap rail fares that were a perk of Martin’s job.


Lily remained a proud Corkwoman throughout her life. She was unafraid to stoke the traditional hurling rivalry between her home county and her new Tipp family. Simon recalled that she kept two garden gnomes at the front of the house, one painted red and white, which she called ‘Christy’, after the great Cork hurler Christy Ring, and another in blue and gold, called ‘Mickie’, after Tipperary’s Mickie ‘the Rattler’ Byrne, who lived nearby. ‘If Tipp had won, Mickie Byrne would make a point of walking past the house and slagging my mother about Christy,’ Simon remembered, ‘but if Tipp weren’t winning, or if Cork were, he’d be sure to choose an alternative route to avoid the gnomes.’


Lily could be formidable too. Kell even recalled her hitting his father over the head with a frying pan after a prank went wrong. This strong woman also had a quick and enquiring mind. She was an enthusiastic reader, mostly of Irish biographies, and devoured the Irish Press each day. Her politics, like Martin’s, were straight up and down Fianna Fáil: Éamon de Valera was venerated; the Irish Independent was not allowed in the house. Lily would speak with great bitterness about the burning of Mallow in 1920. ‘If we were watching “Gone with the Wind”,’ Kell recalled, ‘the big scene with the burning of the plantation, she’d say, “That was Mallow. You should have seen the burning of Mallow.” It was typical Cork.’


Martin, on the other hand, talked little about the War of Independence. He had been involved with the North Tipperary Flying Column—Dan Breen would later attend Martin’s funeral— and each year he attended the commemoration parade on Easter Sunday. On these occasions his children would sometimes get a rare glimpse of the frustrations underneath as Martin raged at all the people marching, noting that if the Easter Rising had been as well supported in the first place there might never have been a civil war in Ireland.


In 1937, less than a year after Tony was born, Martin Ryan and his young family moved from Keane’s Points to 83 Railway Cottage, a small but not unattractive single-level house beside the station. It had a scullery and three rooms, with a bellows by the fire in the front room. For young Tony the most exciting aspect of the house as he grew up was that he could climb onto the roof with his father to watch the meets at the Limerick Junction racecourse. It was the beginning of a love affair with horses that would last his entire life.


A mile and a half down the Limerick road was the local national school in Monard, where Tony began his education. Each day he would walk the three-mile round trip to the small school, which was run by two, sometimes three, teachers. A school photograph from the time shows forty-one pupils. Most of them look cheerful if not well off. Of the twelve children whose feet are visible, seven are not wearing shoes. Many of the children’s parents, like Martin, would have worked on the railway. All told, Tony and his classmates were typical and unremarkable for working-class children growing up in rural Ireland in the 1940s.


The first big upheaval in Tony’s life came in 1944–5, when the Ryan family ‘emigrated’ to the cathedral town of Thurles—hallowed throughout Ireland as the birthplace of the GAA. In many ways the move was a step down for the Ryans. The nice cottage in Limerick Junction was replaced with extremely cramped accommodation in an upstairs room at 45 Butler Avenue, with only a curtain to divide the children from the parents at night. The Ryans would remain here for five years—a struggle for two adults and five growing children. ‘It was tiny, absolutely tiny,’ Kell remembered. Martin applied to be rehoused by the council but was turned down. Tony later said that watching his father tell his mother the bad news was a heartbreaking moment—perhaps his first introduction to the harshness of life without influence or privilege. ‘Tony always said it was this incident that drove his hunger,’ his son Declan recalls.


For all the difficulties, the move from Limerick Junction was an important lesson for Tony in another way, even if he could not have articulated it at the time. He might have asked why his father had uprooted the family from the pleasant surroundings of their cottage for the inadequate accommodation in Butler Avenue. The answer was as simple as it was instructive: pure ambition. The reason for the move was that Martin had been promoted from fireman to engine driver on the railway. That move ‘up’ may in other ways have been a step down for the family; but for Martin Ryan it was the fulfilment of an aspiration that he had held all his life. And it was one that gave Tony a real pride that his father was now ‘someone’. For in 1940s Ireland few small boys were not attracted to the glamour and thrill of the life of the engine driver.


Years afterwards Tony would reflect on the excitement he felt travelling on the footplate of a train beside his father:






They stoked the gaping furnace with the poor wartime anthracite to build up the steam pressure and I was soon enveloped in that delicious childhood cocoon of excitement and terror, the red roaring furnace and the clattering steel and hissing steam and belching smoke coming to confirm my conditioned image of hell. But my father was there with his easy balance and [authority] and hell only could threaten. On the short journey to Goold’s Cross the men put the driver’s cap on my head and pointed out landmarks and the farms of friends and talked about horses and hurlers. They even fried the traditional engine-driver’s breakfast on the long steel shovel, but I was not going to be distracted. I was a train driver. I was going to be one for ever. My grandfather was one. My uncle was a Station Master at Bruree. My family was on the railway. Trains were in my blood. Nothing would change.








That sense of direction, the confidence that in all likelihood he would end up on the railways himself, may explain why Tony as a boy did not seem particularly restless or ambitious. There are no stories of audacious moneymaking schemes or bold plans for the future. At Thurles Christian Brothers’ School he was a hard-working but quiet student. His mother later described him as ‘purposeful’, coming home in the evening and disappearing upstairs first to do his homework, then to head out to the field to play sports.


Returning to his school in 1990, when he donated a computer room, Tony would praise the Christian Brothers above all for teaching him, as his father had, about the need for a good work ethic in life. ‘They demonstrated time and again that each of us, with encouragement and good example, can attain higher goals than we believed,’ he told his successor pupils. ‘I feel a deep sense of gratitude to the men who dedicated their careers to me and my generation.’


In 1950 Martin’s risk in bringing everyone to Thurles finally paid off, when the Ryans moved to a smart new terraced council house at 10 Bohernamona Road (where the rival gnomes took up sentry outside). They were living in a more spacious house with front and back gardens and neat little steps on the path leading up to the front door. Tony, as the eldest, finally got his own bed.


The move marked the beginning of a happy period in the family’s life. The children were settled at their schools, the girls going to the Presentation Convent. First Communions and Confirmations were made at Thurles Cathedral. Although no-one was too religious or had any special vocations or devotions, the boys joined the confraternity, and the girls were in the Legion of Mary.


Tony was also an enthusiastic scout, which gave him his ‘first experience of leadership and the right kind of discipline’. He ‘adored’ the camping and long route marches as well as the ‘thrill’ of becoming a patrol leader.


There was sporting success too, with Tony winning a county minor football medal with Thurles Sarsfield, although, in true Tipp fashion, he always preferred hurling. His friend Margaret Downes remembered how at parties he always ‘had a transistor to his ear listening to the match and oblivious to what was going on around him.’ Years later pilots in Tony’s employ would get used to the request made in far-flung places to find out the hurling score.


School holidays in Ireland were long—from the end of May to the beginning of September—so over the summer months Tony and his brothers brought some extra money into the house by ‘footing the turf’ for Bord na Móna. Early each morning a truck would pick the boys up in Thurles to take them out to the bog. There they would board a narrow-gauge ‘bog train’ that would transport them three or four miles out. A foreman would give each a ‘spread’ to cut—payment was by the spread, however long it took. ‘It was brilliant craic,’ remembered Simon, ‘five or six days’ work would mean a guy taking home around three pounds, ten shillings a week—good money in those days.’ But they had to work for it. ‘This was literally backbreaking work,’ Kell recalled. ‘I mean you were stooped down all the time, getting things off the ground, back up again. Nobody had gloves. The wind would be blowing, or sometimes you’d get sunstroke.’ Tony would later reflect that, for all the ups and downs of life in business, ‘I always thought it was a better job than cutting turf in the bog—now that’s real work.’


It was also during the years at 10 Bohernamona Road that one of the deepest and most important chapters opened in Tony’s life. In his Intermediate Cert year, aged sixteen, he began to notice the attractive girl who passed the house each morning on her way to school. Eventually he got to chatting to her, and they clicked. Five years later these childhood sweethearts married. Mairéad was literally ‘the girl around the corner’, living in Mitchel Street, from where she could see the tower of St Patrick’s Cathedral. Although her name was also Ryan, they were not related. ‘I always used to smile when I was a child,’ Tony and Mairéad’s son Declan later recalled, ‘because my grandfather [Mairéad’s father] and my grandmother [Tony’s mother] always used to call each other Mr Ryan and Mrs Ryan. I’d get a kick out of that.’


The Ryans of Mitchel Street were builders and, as such, better off than their namesakes in Bohernamona Road. ‘I’d say there was an element that she was a little bit above Tony,’ Declan recalls, ‘which actually got right up his nose, but there was always respect for them.’ Later on, Tony’s father-in-law would help him build a family home on the outskirts of Cork, at the Blackrock Castle end, high up on the hill, with beautiful views.


In 1954 Tony took his Leaving Cert and finished at Thurles CBS. There never seems to have been any expectation that he would move on to university. Even had he wanted to continue his education it would have meant winning a scholarship, most likely to University College, Cork. Although he was hard-working and bright, Tony was never exceptional academically. As a temporary measure he took a job in the sugar factory for that autumn’s sugarbeet campaign.


Working in the sugar factory was never what Tony Ryan wanted to do with his life. It was travel that was in his blood, although by the 1950s he had changed his mode of transport. If the boy had wanted to be a train driver like his father, the man was attracted to aircraft as a newer, even more dramatic way of getting around.


‘He had ambitions to join the Air Corps,’ Kell recalled, ‘but there was some problem with colour and his eyesight.’ It was a blow to Tony’s ambitions, but he was not to be deterred. He was advised that his colour-blindness, which was not severe, would not necessarily stop him becoming a commercial pilot. Yet, even more so than going to university, training to become a pilot was an expensive business. Most of the pilots in Aer Lingus were already highly experienced and had trained in Britain or the United States. So when Tony saw an advertisement for a traffic assistant, the lowest rung on the ladder in Aer Lingus, he took the chance that it might some day lead to an opportunity to learn to fly. Instead, it was the first step on a journey that would see him transform the world of commercial aviation.


To join the national airline in the 1950s brought with it a measure of social respectability. Both Tony’s parents were proud to see him ‘getting on’. But only a few short months after he had begun working at Shannon Airport, tragedy struck the Ryan household and changed everything. In the spring of 1955 Martin was uncharacteristically taken ill, with what looked like the flu. He was an extremely active man, rarely missing a day of work in his life, so he was anxious to get back to his engine. On 30 April he struggled into work, where he was again taken ill. His supervisor would not let him on the train and told him to have a cup of tea and go home. Under protest Martin agreed. Getting up on his bike and pedalling off, he suffered a massive heart attack outside Thurles station and died. Martin Ryan was fifty-four years of age.


Martin’s early death brought immediate hardship to 10 Bohernamona Road. Lily now had to bring up a young family, including Kell, who was just ten, on a small CIE pension. In order to make ends meet, the family made the heart-wrenching but all too common decision to send the eldest girl, Catherine (Rena), to live with an aunt in the United States. From there she would send back money to help keep the rest of the family. Tony also had new responsibilities, as the head of the family. Each weekend he made the fifty-mile train journey from Shannon to Thurles to see his mother, always giving her money from his pay packet and bringing Urney chocolates as a treat for Saturday night.


His father’s death left its mark on Tony in other ways. No doubt Martin’s heavy smoking was a contributory factor in his death, but just as important were the long hours and the exhausting work he had undertaken all his life. Tony concluded that his father had worked himself to death. ‘The long hours he worked had a very significant influence on me,’ he later recalled. ‘When people say to me, toadying, “You work very hard,” my reply is that I don’t work physically as hard as others.’


Tony never lost his admiration or affection for his father. He always kept close to hand the book Glenanaar by Canon Sheehan, which he had inscribed and given to his father as a last Christmas present. Family and employees alike would lose count of the number of times he quoted his father’s sayings, such as ‘The strongest steel comes from the hottest fire’ and, as Michael O’Leary would recall in Tony’s eulogy, ‘It is better to wear away than rust away.’


The sense of a life cut short by a lifetime of hard, physical work was something that never left Tony Ryan. Perhaps it was no coincidence that he would later tell Poetry Ireland that his favourite poem, ‘An Spailpín Fánach’ (‘The itinerant labourer’), was one that he had learnt in school, and it must have burnt deep in 1955. ‘For ever more I will not go to Cashel | Selling or bartering my health, | At the hiring-fair, sitting by the wall, | Or a lounger at the side of the street …’


Martin’s death marked a coming of age for Tony Ryan. Now Shannon offered him the opportunity to honour his father’s memory by making something of his life.
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SALARYMAN






















For a young man to have employment in 1950s Ireland was an achievement in itself, but to have a position in Shannon Airport was more than just a job: it felt like a gateway to the world.


Living in the Ireland of Tony Ryan’s childhood, although not particularly unhappy for him personally, had been a bleak experience for most people. By the time Tony started work, in 1955, unemployment, emigration and the cost of living were all out of control. Some forty thousand people were leaving the country each year. The 1955 census showed the population of the Republic at its lowest level ever. It was a crisis of confidence as much as of economic management. Three different Governments had been elected between 1948 and 1954, each one seemingly worse than the last. Ireland seemed locked in a deadly tailspin.


Yet, in a stroke of good timing, Tony started his working life at the exact moment that Ireland was turning a corner. That same year Seán Lemass of Fianna Fáil gave his famous ‘100,000 jobs’ speech. It marked the beginning of a new approach to economic thinking, developed in consultation with progressive public servants of the era, including Todd Andrews and T. K. Whitaker, that would see the country launched on a path to modernisation.


For many, Shannon Airport already seemed like an outlier for this new approach. Global, innovative and identifiably contemporary, it offered a glimpse of what Ireland might become.


The west coast had been a central feature of transatlantic air travel since the first flight across the Atlantic, in 1919. Ireland provided the most obvious stop-off for planes from North America. In 1937 the Government, in a move that was ahead of its time, started work on a new airport at Rineanna in Co. Clare. By the end of the Second World War the new facility—now called Shannon Airport—had four concrete runways, including one of 10,000 feet that could easily deal with the biggest and most powerful aircraft of the day.


On 24 October 1945 the first scheduled commercial flight, an American Overseas Airlines DC-4, flew in from the United States. Soon afterwards all the major American carriers began using the airport. Overnight, Shannon became the most important stop-off on the transatlantic route.


Two years later Shannon’s appeal was increased through another innovative move by the state: the introduction of the first customs-free area. This development not only provided international passengers with duty-free goods but also enticed businesses to move to Shannon on the promise of paying no import or export taxes. It was the beginning of a brave new entrepreneurial world that would see Ireland emerge over the decades as a truly global centre of aviation expertise. (For example, Ireland today is a global centre for aircraft leasing, with assets worth more than €80 billion under management, accounting for half the world’s fleet of leased aircraft.)


Tony Ryan’s arrival at Shannon in the mid-1950s was timed to perfection. Ten years later and the airport would already have begun its steady decline, as newer, longer-range aircraft lessened the need for a Shannon stop-off. But in the fifties Tony seemed to be riding the crest of the future. His birth in Limerick Junction had put him on the ‘main line’ of national life. Now the airport saw him even better placed. Ireland may have been struggling as a poor outpost on the edge of western Europe; but in Shannon they were at the centre of the transatlantic world.


Tony’s starting salary as an Aer Lingus ‘counter-jumper’—so named because they lugged baggage up and over the check-in desks—was the reasonable sum of £4 8s 9d, although by the time he had paid for digs in Limerick, bus fares and contributions to help out his mother, there was not much left at the end of a week.


Tony began work on the same day as Christy Ryan (no relation), who quickly became his closest friend and later was godfather to his son Declan. Years afterwards, Tony and Christy together would found Ryanair. Back in the day, they were inseparable, particularly before Tony’s marriage in 1958.


Mick O’Carroll, who began work at Shannon the following year, recalls that Tony eventually got himself a Vespa scooter, which he would use to get to the airport, with Christy on the back, riding pillion. ‘Tony was one of the few people to have a scooter,’ O’Carroll remembers, ‘while the rest of us were stuck getting the bus down.’


Life for a young traffic assistant (the women were called ‘ground hostesses’) in Shannon was a mixture of excitement and the humdrum. Work was based on a four-shift cycle that ran twenty-four hours a day. On any given day Tony might find himself working on the check-in or cargo desk, on the Ship’s Papers desk, making sure the paperwork for all aircraft was in order, or in the office on the phones. But the most hectic times always came when big American or British transatlantic carriers touched down.


‘Part of our job was to meet every aircraft as it arrived,’ recalled one traffic assistant, Frankie Walsh, quoted by Valerie Sweeney in Shannon Airport. ‘We had to be on the ramp, in all weathers, ten minutes before the estimated time of the aircraft. We stood there in the rain, hail and snow.’ When a plane taxied to a halt, steps would be pushed into place. Then the traffic assistants would board the plane, check the paperwork and ensure that there were no diseases or animals on board. The captain would have to sign to say that the plane had been sprayed before the doors had been opened. ‘While the passengers still remained on board, the traffic assistant had to disembark,’ Frankie recalls, ‘go into the main building to deliver the clearance forms, one copy to the health department, one to immigration, one to customs. Only when these procedures were completed to everyone’s satisfaction could a ground hostess mount the steps and make an announcement to the passengers that they could disembark the flight.’


Staff members would often find themselves dealing with unhappy passengers traipsing in the rain to a bus or across the open air ramp into the terminal building. ‘We tried to provide people with umbrellas,’ says Frankie, ‘but we lost so many of them when they were whipped out of people’s hands by the wind we had to abandon the idea.’


Once the passengers were safely in the terminal, an assistant’s job was still only half done. Ship’s Papers and manifests had to be prepared for every transit destination. Load sheets and health certificates had to be issued. Only then could an aircraft be cleared for departure.


Transatlantic flights arrived in Shannon either at night or else early in the morning. At such times it was ‘all go’ for the traffic assistants. Daytime shifts were more relaxed. ‘All the effort went into avoiding being spotted doing nothing,’ O’Carroll recalled with a smile. There was always more talking to be done about the hurling than about aircraft.


That didn’t change much when Tony got a promotion to shift supervisor in 1958. Christy was on his shift, as was a young student, Bronwyn Conroy, the niece of Shannon’s lead engineer and later a well-known beauty consultant in Dublin. Conroy recalls that working for Tony was ‘really good fun’, because ‘he was always in good humour and could be extremely funny.’ He even allowed her to improve the beauty routines for the ground hostesses. ‘When I arrived, all the Shannon girls did was curl their eyelashes and wear Sari Peach lipstick by Gala,’ she says. ‘By the time I left, nine months later, they all had proper beauty routines!’ If a plane landed ahead of schedule Bronwyn even persuaded Tony that the women couldn’t possibly go out to meet passengers without having done their faces properly, so it would be all male assistants who were sent onto the tarmac to meet the aircraft instead.


Tony’s promotion to shift supervisor ahead of Christy, who had started on the same day, suggests that the management at Shannon recognised his potential above that of his contemporaries. Clearly he had an easy charm and a practical way about him. Conroy recalls that in her nine months at Shannon, during which time Aer Lingus began its own transatlantic flights for the first time, she was run off her feet. But Tony was known for getting everything done with great good humour, and consequently ‘he was liked by everyone’.


Developing a strong team ethic was something that would be important to him throughout his business career, although achieving that through good humour was not. Tony never lost his ability to charm, but those working for him much later on were more likely to be on the receiving end of the ‘hairdryer’ treatment than of a softly-softly approach.


That new abrasiveness was something that on occasion could surprise or even upset those who had once worked with him at Aer Lingus, when he had been known as a nice guy. Seán Braiden and his wife, Olive, for example, had worked with Tony in those early days. Tony stayed regularly in their apartment on trips to London in the 1960s. When Seán was seconded to Tony’s company Guinness Peat Aviation in the 1970s, Olive was dismayed by phone calls to the house at three or four in the morning and by getting ‘barked at’ by Tony demanding to know where her husband was. ‘I was always very fond of Tony,’ she recalls, ‘but he was a total dictator and difficult to work with. When it came to business, he did what he needed to do.’


That had not been Tony’s way at Shannon. Indeed, having shown some management potential, everything suggested that he was on course to be a good company man working in the semi-state sector before retiring with a carriage clock and a generous final salary pension. He had not yet acquired the edge that would see him succeed in business. Neither did he strike anyone at Shannon as being a budding entrepreneur. ‘Tony was just an ordinary colleague in those days,’ O’Carroll says. ‘No-one suspected he had this entrepreneurial spirit, and anyone who says they did notice is lying!’


That ordinariness would be the unspectacular story of the first twenty years of Tony’s working life as he moved steadily up the company ladder at Aer Lingus. In 1959, a year after marrying Mairéad, he was transferred to London for a four-year stint, during which he was stationed briefly in the West End ticket office at Bond Street and then at Heathrow Airport. The couple had digs in Maida Vale, where their first son, Cathal Martin Ryan, was born. Not being so dependent on the schedule of transatlantic flights in London, Tony could enjoy a more normal home life with his young family, although, like most fathers at the time, he didn’t do much in the way of changing nappies. Britain in the late 1950s had ‘never had it so good’. That brought with it some nice perks for the Ryans: Tony purchased his first used car, and the family got a black-and-white television.


Although Tony enjoyed the hubbub of working at Heathrow, Mairéad badly missed Ireland. It was for this reason that when the opportunity came in 1963 to move to the recently opened Cork Airport, Tony jumped at it, knowing how happy it would make his wife. The three years that followed would be among the happiest of their married life. Mairéad was thrilled to be home. A brother for Cathal—Declan Francis Ryan—was born in their first year back. Mairéad’s father and Tony began work on the beautiful new house on the hill, with its lovely aspect overlooking the River Lee, just twenty minutes from the airport.


Aer Lingus was heavily invested in making Cork Airport a success, so recruitment for the new venture had been highly competitive. Tony was appointed as a duty manager, although the job, which included shunting luggage from the check-in desk out to the waiting plane, often in the rain, was less white-collar than it sounded.


Colleagues again remember him as a good-humoured and practical supervisor. He was also a good motivator. Mairead Mason, who later undertook PR for Tony in GPA, recalled an eminent surgeon telling her about working for Aer Lingus as a student. The doctor told her that Tony






was behind the desk, and I was out sweeping the floor. He must have seen an elderly woman struggling with her bags, because he came over and said to me, ‘Do you think that lady needs help?’ so I went over to help her. He had wanted to teach me the lesson, you see, that if someone was struggling, I should go and help. He could have done it himself, but he understood that a young fella will never learn that way. I never forgot that.








In the mid-1960s it would have been easy to see why Tony might have stayed in Cork Airport all his life. Mairéad and the family were happily settled in their lovely new house. His widowed mother, a Corkwoman herself, was nearby. He was popular in work. Ireland, in the midst of the Lemass-Whitaker revolution, seemed on the way up—no longer a place to leave but now somewhere to stay.


But while his fires of entrepreneurial ambition were yet to be ignited, Tony was restless for advancement within Aer Lingus. In 1966 he was offered the chance to go to O’Hare Airport in Chicago as deputy station manager. Chicago was an important part of Aer Lingus’s transatlantic operation, and the promotion was a step up in all kinds of ways. But Mairéad, so happy in Cork, was unsure. It was such a long way away. Post was slow. Transatlantic phone calls cost a fortune. The move would be a real upheaval for the family.


Kell Ryan, Tony’s younger brother, remembers that the family agonised about the choice for ages.






I was in his house in Cork the day he had to make the call to say whether he was going to accept the job or not. I’ll never forget that, because he had to make the decision whether he was going to uproot from Cork to America. He said he could become station manager of Cork eventually; it was a nice job and he had just built the house with his father-in-law. I guess if he’d decided he was going to stay in Ireland that would have been it.








While every personal factor in 1966 told Tony to stay, ambition instructed him to make the move—just as it had done when his father had moved the family from Limerick Junction to Thurles two decades earlier. Kell reflected:






Funny, isn’t it? Yes or no; the road divides, and what do you do? If it had gone the other way, he probably never would have left Ireland—would have got manager at Cork Airport and probably stayed there.








Tony departed alone for Chicago, bringing the family out a few months later. He did his best to ease the transition for them, renting a pleasant bungalow in Arlington Heights, about twenty-five miles north-west of downtown Chicago. More rural then than now, the town was only fourteen miles or so from the airport and had a very strong Catholic population. There were also echoes of Limerick Junction to be found, not least in the famous Arlington Park racecourse and the Southwest Chief railway line that ran through the town, taking passengers from Chicago to Los Angeles.


Now aged thirty and occupying a responsible position in Aer Lingus, Tony brought a new seriousness and maturity to his job in O’Hare Airport. ‘He worked so hard,’ Declan recalls, ‘that we didn’t see him a huge amount. That’s primarily how I remember him in my early years, as incredibly hard-working.’


The transatlantic flight to Shannon left late at night, so most days Tony would not be home until midnight or later. At weekends or on holidays Cathal and Declan might be taken into the airport as a treat with their father. Both were put on their best behaviour. ‘It was a respect thing,’ says Declan. ‘You knew you could have a good time, but you also knew you weren’t to mess at the airport.’ With Aer Lingus, Tony told his boys, ‘you’re representing Ireland.’


Working for the airline kept Tony in close contact with Ireland, but living in Chicago gave him an introduction to a different way of life. He became more worldly, observing, although from a safe distance, the race riots and anti-war demonstrations that put Chicago at the top of the global news agenda. More personally, he was changed by the culture and ethos of American life.


Tony quickly came to admire the American ethic of hard work and customer service, and he soon concluded that he needed to change his own laid-back approach. For the first time in his career Tony began to worry less about being good humoured and well liked, and more about setting demanding standards. That didn’t always make him popular. Years afterwards he told Marian Finucane of RTE that from this time onwards he began to feel like an ‘interloper’ at Aer Lingus. Hard work for management seemed more frowned upon than encouraged.


He was unafraid to give his own airport staff a kick up the backside when he felt they needed it. On taking his annual leave he horrified senior clerical staff by appointing an engineer as his stand-in. ‘That rocked a few boats,’ remembered Derek O’Brien, an Aer Lingus colleague. When staff members complained Tony told them, ‘I don’t care he’s an engineer: he’s the best man for the job. Full stop.’ It was a story that soon did the rounds throughout the company.


It was also in Chicago that Tony began to emerge as the more familiar hard-bargaining character he would later become. Pat Deasy, his station manager at O’Hare, saw that close up. He may even have been the first to be outfoxed by Tony in a negotiation. When Deasy moved house Tony agreed to buy his previous one. They met at the attorney’s office to sign all the paperwork amid handshakes and much backslapping. Only as they were leaving did Deasy realise that he had no cheque from Tony. He mentioned it and was stunned by the response. ‘Pat, you know my salary! Where the feck do you think I would get that sort of money? You’ll get paid, all right, but you’ll have to wait for it.’


‘Pat did wait for it, and he got paid,’ recalled David Kennedy, later chief executive of Aer Lingus, ‘but it was quite some time afterwards.’


The job Tony did in Chicago got him noticed back in Dublin as a hard-working, capable and imaginative manager. In 1968 he was rewarded with a transfer to JFK Airport in New York as station manager, with the task of organising the airline’s move to a new terminal. That complex logistical exercise would demand not just long hours but also an ability to think on his feet as, inevitably (like Heathrow Terminal 5 in 2008), things went wrong. ‘He’d shown a maverick approach in Chicago,’ recalls O’Brien, who became Tony’s duty manager in JFK. ‘He brought that same sense of not fitting between the tram tracks to New York.’


Tony’s role in the terminal relocation introduced him to more new business approaches. He became an important and increasingly influential member of the airport operation committee—demonstrating once again the reputation Ireland has acquired in all kinds of international arenas for competence and diplomacy. He forged close links with his counterpart in Lufthansa, and together they became highly effective advocates of airline rights. Many of these issues would continue as later preoccupations, not least in Tony’s attempts to break the monopolies that surrounded fuelling, ground-transportation companies and union labour.


Tony also got a reputation for running rings around officialdom in the airport. This was particularly the case when it came to employing casual workers. Tony used Irish nationals whenever he could, and those from Tipperary most of all. That brought him into conflict with the airport authorities, less for the Tipperary favouritism than for the failure to employ enough American citizens. After several formal warnings he was hauled in front of a disciplinary board, which expressed its displeasure at his hiring record. Tony’s reaction was as simple as it was devious. Sure, he said, we don’t employ enough American citizens, and that is to be regretted. But we’re no different from any other airline. If you go over to the Air France desk the prerequisite for getting a job is that you can speak French. With Lufthansa it’s German, and Iberia Spanish. ‘So,’ Tony told the board, ‘if you want to work for Aer Lingus, which is an Irish airline, you have to be able to speak Irish, our national language.’ He won the argument, although maybe he was lucky the board didn’t immediately test the Aer Lingus staff on their Gaeilge—‘and himself,’ adds Tony’s brother Kell. It was a lesson in how to stay a hair’s breadth on the right side of the regulatory authorities.


Tony also had other battles to fight closer to home. His most startling confrontations were with the airline pilots. In the public mind of the 1960s, glamour and prestige still surrounded these sultans of the skies, with their gold-braided lapels, Ray-Ban sunglasses and exotic duty-free cigarettes. By now Tony loathed them as a group, despite once having wanted to join their ranks. ‘The pilots used to drive him nuts,’ Declan says, remembering his father’s rages about them at home.


Seán Braiden agrees. ‘There was a culture that the pilots were the be all and end all of flying,’ he says. ‘Tony never believed in that. He never gave them any space when it came to operational decisions and would be tough. He had his own ideas about how things should be done.’


Above all, that meant getting planes out on time. When Tony felt that pilots were getting in the way of that, and not being team players, he didn’t hesitate to tell them in the strongest possible terms.


Eventually the wrangles between Tony and the pilots coming in and out of JFK Airport became so intense that Arthur Walls, general manager of Aer Lingus, flew out to New York to see what was going on. What he discovered, Derek O’Brien remembered, was ‘a station manager who was very, very effective.’ It was an important moment for Tony, because it put him on the general manager’s radar as a rising star in the company.


New York taught Tony that he needed to be tough to do his job properly. It also taught him how to enforce his will through a loyal praetorian guard. Christy Ryan, who had worked alongside Tony from day 1 in Aer Lingus, now joined him at JFK as deputy station manager. Tony knew he could trust Christy 100 per cent. Not only had they long been friends and workmates, but Christy had already shown his personal loyalty. Years earlier he had for several months swapped his Heathrow job for the Cork one when a member of Tony’s family needed a series of operations in London. It was indicative of the kind of loyalty that Tony could inspire in those close to him.


In New York, Christy became Tony’s trusted eyes and ears with the staff, always keeping him up to speed on problems and gossip. Moreover, Christy’s taciturn manner helped reinforce the atmosphere of efficiency and serious work to be done that Tony sought to cultivate. It was all a million miles away from the days back in Shannon, when ‘all the effort went into avoiding being spotted doing nothing.’


Tony’s position as station manager brought with it advantages as well as new challenges for his family. The Ryans had moved to Long Island, living first in Deer Park, Suffolk County, then moving to Garden City, Nassau County, which had been founded by a wealthy Irishman, Alexander Turney Stewart, in the middle of the nineteenth century. ‘Garden City especially was a fantastic place to grow up as a kid,’ remembers Declan, who recalls wonderful sports facilities and good schools. The family lived in a safe, prosperous area in a comfortable house, with the middle-class ‘mod cons’ of a colour television and a new car.


Not that Tony had much time to enjoy the pleasures of suburban Long Island. ‘You’d see the other dads, doing normal jobs, coming home at five o’clock,’ Declan remembers, ‘while Tony was doing twelve-hour days, getting home late after the last two flights to Ireland went out around eight o’clock each night.’ That left Mairéad with most of the responsibility in bringing up the two boys, who became three in 1971 when another son, Shane, was born.


Aside from taking the boys to the occasional baseball game at Shea Stadium, Tony’s principal role in the house was to enforce discipline and to back up Mairéad. He was never afraid to give the boys a good clip round the ear, and the worst crime of all in the household was to cheek their mother. ‘Tony became very affectionate in later years,’ Declan says, ‘but in the early days he was a very stern man.’


Shane, as the youngest, and Declan to an extent, were able to sidestep that sterner side, but Cathal often found himself in the line of fire. Later on, Tony came to adore his eldest son’s wit and devil-may-care attitude to life. ‘He was the Jack Nicholson of our family,’ Declan says laconically. In the 1970s, however, Tony was concerned that Cathal was not showing enough seriousness towards life.


And there was also something deeper. By the time Shane was born the Ryans had been away from Ireland for five years. Tony missed it himself, but more significantly he had the unwelcome realisation that his children were growing up not to be Irish at all. They had American, not Irish, accents; followed NFL and baseball, not GAA; and knew more American than Irish history. Moreover, whatever image they had of Ireland, it was not of Tipperary and the Great Southern Railway but of the bombing and destruction that were beginning to fill the American news broadcasts.


This recognition provoked a strong reaction in Tony: in 1971 he decided to repatriate Cathal to Ireland. There his eldest son would attend one of the country’s most prestigious private schools, the Jesuit-run Clongowes Wood, which was famous for its intellectual rigour and its sporting prowess on the rugby field.


This was a big move for the family in all kinds of ways. By sending Cathal, and subsequently the two other boys, to Clongowes, Tony was making a statement about his commitment to the culture of his birth, which was fundamentally different from the Irish-American one. ‘He wanted to get the Irishness back into us,’ Declan explains. Tony also put on display his own ambition and his unflinching willingness to take hard, even harsh, decisions. The choice of Clongowes itself put aside sentiment, as Glenstal Abbey in Co. Limerick, or Rockwell College in Co. Tipperary, might have been more obvious choices. What united all these options was that they were expensive, involving considerable sacrifice for the Ryans on Tony’s public-sector salary.


Cathal’s being sent to school in Ireland was a wrenching experience for the whole family, not least for the boy himself. ‘Tony would lean over him and say, “Don’t cry in front of your mother”,’ Declan remembers, ‘and he understood it, that you don’t upset your mom.’


In many ways the move was as difficult for Declan as it was for Cathal. Suddenly he lost his elder brother, who had played the role of hero and principal playmate. Now there was only a baby in the house. ‘It seemed gas the first time Cathal went, and I was delighted to see the back of him,’ Declan recalls, ‘and then I missed him like hell and got upset at Christmas when he was going back and forth.’


That was an emotion shared by Mairéad, who from this time onwards found that her own homesickness became close to unbearable. Five years earlier she had reluctantly agreed to leave Cork, where she had been so happy, to make the move to the United States. Her experience had been far from the American dream. Tony’s long hours kept him away from the house for most of the day, leaving her without much support to pull together the threads of family life. ‘I would say eighty to ninety per cent of the parenting was with my mom,’ Declan recalls. ‘“Sympathy” would not be a word that you would use to describe Tony in those years. Mom fulfilled that role in our family.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
TONY RYAN

Ireland’s Aviator

RICHARD ALDOUS o~

Gill & Macmillan





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg





