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The silver apples of the moon
The golden apples of the sun


W.B. YEATS: The Song Of Wandering Aengus
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We all owe a huge debt of gratitude to our parents. For me and my brothers and sisters, our parents were extra special. Raising fourteen children in the tenement slums of Dublin in the ‘40s wasn’t easy.


The Da diligently taught us his army habits of doing things right. The Ma taught us to do the right thing and do them right now, as she worked around the clock to support the needs of her ever-growing family. They made so many sacrifices to create a better life for their children.


Our grandmother, Molly Darcy, who lived for 100 years, was always there to give a sense of peace and wisdom to the frantic pace of life in Dublin’s teeming inner-city of that time. She gave me the self-confidence, the values, and the beliefs of her Celtic Warriors.


These three wonderful people developed and nurtured my business skills as a street-seller and it is thanks to them that I evolved my Six Simple Steps to Success.


Bill Cullen


January 2005


Lakes of Killarney





FOREWORD
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SIR RICHARD BRANSON
Chairman of Virgin Group & Companies


Bill Cullen’s memoir, It’s A Long Way From Penny Apples, told the story of his extraordinary journey from rags to riches. It’s also a tribute to his mother, Mary Cullen. This proud woman had no formal education but her common sense, determination and positive attitude saw her succeed in raising her large family in the Dublin slums. ‘I want to give you the independence to stand on your own feet.’


Bill Cullen got a wonderful training as a fruit seller on the streets, learning to buy, and to negotiate, while he was still only a child. He was a child who grew into a high achiever. Thanks to his street mentoring he now stands as one of Ireland’s peak performers in Ireland’s Top 50 Rich List.


And Bill has never forgotten where he came from. As President of the Irish Youth Foundation he has led the fundraising of forty million dollars for kids’ charities including a one million dollar covenant from his Penny Apples book. Bill was awarded the inaugural Princess Grace Kelly Humanitarian Award in 2004 for his work with children.


This new book, Golden Apples, shows how he has ingrained the habits of success into his everyday life. Six Simple Steps To Success is the platform for his achievements. Bill explains, in his own easy style, how anyone can adopt his philosophy with immediate results in improving their career, their business and their personal life.


This book will have a hugely positive impact on everyone who reads it.


Richard Branson
London. January 2005





ENDORSEMENT FOR
GOLDEN APPLES
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DR MICHAEL SMURFIT,
Chairman, the Jefferson Smurfit Group Plc


Golden Apples is a book to cherish, a roadmap to success from one of Ireland’s greatest achievers.


Bill Cullen started life as one of fourteen kids in the tenement slums of Dublin. He now shows us the core values and actions that underpinned his success. He shares the wise mentoring he received from his parents. The nurturing and confidence building he got from his wonderful grandmother, Molly Darcy. The life experiences he got from an early age as a street-seller where he learned his business basics the hard way.


Golden Apples is a goldmine; you can take a nugget from it every day for the rest of your life. A book that gives you a simple plan to revitalise your life. Bill will inspire you to get up off your butt and realise that you can create your own future, and he gives you the tools to achieve your success.


Golden Apples will make you sit up and live your life to the full. It will really show you how to make your dreams come true. It’s a great book and I enjoyed every minute of it.


Michael Smurfit
December 2004







AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The success of my Penny Apples book made me realise just how much I owed to so many people who had helped and mentored me: parents, brothers, sisters, teachers, friends and relatives.


That review of my life brought home to me how the street selling experiences I had with my mother gave me a superb basic training in business skills. There is no school, no college, no university in the world that can replicate the real life experience of negotiating, of buying and selling to make a profit. Knowing at every moment that you are risking your mother’s nest egg concentrates the mind. How can a schoolteacher explain the feelings of a twelve-year-old bankrupt, and the emotions I felt watching my pigs drowning in the floods of a Dublin river in 1954? Learning that the only failure is not to try. Better still, learning that the so-called failures are the best experiences for moulding future achievements!


It was in those tough days that I developed the habits of success, building the mental and physical strength to win. Acquiring the common sense and confidence that’s at the core of all business decisions and the instinct to do the right thing at the right time.


While writing my Penny Apples memories, I relived those experiences, and it became clear to me that there were specific attributes that developed and evolved into my platform for Lifetime Success. Selling the penny apples on the streets of Dublin shaped my business acumen and formulated the Golden Apples philosophies that have become part of my psyche.


So, my thanks to my street selling professors: the Ma, our ever caring, ever busy, mother; my grandmother Molly Darcy, who lived to 100 years old and had the wisdom of the ages. My Da who taught me to measure twice and cut once. My sister Vera who taught me the meaning of integrity. She was my minder as a kid, and is now minder to her own ten kids and six grandchildren. She was at my side through those early days.


The late Billy Wallace Snr., of Walden Ford, who gave me my first real opportunity to achieve. Brendan Hession, probably the best car salesman in Ireland, who taught me the secrets of motor trade profitability – when you buy right it’s easy to sell right.


Paddy Hayes, CEO of Ford Motor Company and Waterford Crystal, who in both capacities was a great supporter. All my colleagues in Renault Ireland who have stood shoulder to shoulder with me in raising the flag so proudly, and particularly Jerr Nolan for his unwavering support when times get rough.


A big hug to my Jackie whose insight and marketing brilliance are always an inspiration to me.


To my assistant Christine a special thanks for all her help and early hours of extra-curricular activities.


To my daughters, Anita and Hilary, and my grandsons, Callum and Aidan. I hope my writings will be a valuable part of my legacy to them.


To Ivor Kenny a special thank you for his advice on the manuscript.


Finally, thanks to Sue Fletcher and all her team at Hodder & Stoughton who have supported my publications, and to Sheila Crowley who guided my route in the bookselling business.


Bill Cullen
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1


THE TOUGH OLD DAYS
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They called the ’thirties, ’forties and ’fifties ‘good ould days’ and the ‘rare oul times’. As a fella who experienced those times, growing up in the tenement slums of Dublin, I’d say that a more accurate description would be the ‘tough old days’. Those times were sometimes rare, sometimes good but always, always tough.
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The Irish Free State was formed in 1922 when the English armed forces left our shores after eight hundred years of suppression and persecution. It should have been a time to celebrate our freedom, but no, it was a civil war we had instead, with brother fighting brother and friend killing friend.


When the country eventually settled down to self-rule it was a sad and sorry state we were in. The land was still owned by the English landlords and most businesses were controlled by the aristocracy. While the merchant princes of Ireland were of English descent, the vast majority of the native Irish people were rural peasants or working-class labourers with little or no work for them. From the 1920s to the 1980s the young people of Ireland had little option but to emigrate. To England and America they went to join with relatives and friends in the search for a job and the prosperity that work brings.
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Bill’s mother (Mary Darcy) with his sisters Rita and Betty in matching frocks, baby sister Vera and neighbour’s children at the rear of the Summerhill tenements in 1940


Dublin was one of the most gracious of European cities, with beauty spots like St Stephen’s Green, O’Connell Street, Merrion and Fitzwilliam Squares, and the Phoenix Park, but it was easy to find the rundown tenement slums. On the Southside, the Liberties and the Coombe were the black spots. But on the Northside the tenement slums were only a stone’s throw from the city centre. Gardiner Street, Summerhill, Sean MacDermott Street, Montgomery Street, Sheriff Street were described as ‘rabbit warrens of despair’, with the people still living in semi-derelict buildings that had been listed as uninhabitable as far back as 1890.


These tenements were four-storey-over-basement houses with two rooms on each floor. They had dilapidated roofs and windows that the rain poured through. No heat except the turf fire, no electricity – it was candles or oil lamps; no plumbed water – you brought it up the stairs in buckets from the tap in the backyard. No toilets – there was one tin-roofed shed in the backyard, shared by all the families.


The tenants lived one family to a room, so there could be eight to ten families in each house – Catholic families with a ban on contraception, so most mothers had a new baby every year. One single house had 130 people living in it and one of the mothers had twenty-two children. ‘Irish twins’ were common: one baby born at each end of the same year in separate pregnancies.


These conditions were poor and miserable but my parents didn’t let us do misery. ‘There will be no moaning or whinging in this house’ was my mother’s mantra. ‘Once we have our health and the strength to work we’ll always have bread on the table.’


Mary Darcy was my mother’s name before she married Billy Cullen. She had finished school at seven years old to go selling apples and fish on the streets of Dublin with her mother Molly Darcy. It was only in recent days that I learned how my mother had been ineligible to take her Holy Confirmation, the Catholic celebration of adulthood, our bar mitzvah. As her schoolteacher said, ‘She had missed school, didn’t know her Catholic catechism, had no religious knowledge.’ Harsh words. So she wasn’t fit to go before the Archbishop with her former school friends to be confirmed into the Catholic fraternity. In fact she was now excommunicated from the Catholic religion.


Although the Ma did miss the Confirmation Day, Molly Darcy was a determined woman and down she went to the Pro-cathedral and appealed to the parish priest.


Molly Darcy had no schooling at all herself but she got her Mass and Holy Communion every day at six o’clock in the morning, before she went in to the markets, and her daughter Mary was always with her. Every evening they were in the church to thank God for a good day on the street. Even on the bad days they prayed that tomorrow would be better.


‘This daughter of mine knows more about religion than some of your priests. She can recite the Mass in Latin off by heart, and like meself she can read this prayer book on the Life of Saint Ignatius Loyola who she knows like a brother.’


The priest was so impressed by this raw fervent Christian woman that he did make a special case.


So young Mary Darcy and her pal Alice Lindsay, who had left school with Mary, were invited to the Bishop’s Palace in Drumcondra to be confirmed in the private chapel by Archbishop Welch himself. She borrowed the white confirmation dress and veil from her street-selling pal Lena Redmond and up they went on Uncle Bob’s horse and cart to the Palace. Molly and Uncle Bob witnessed the Confirmation and the little group had tea and scones with the Archbishop after the ceremony. A day to remember, thanks to the quiet determination of Molly Darcy, who lived up to her reputation of never taking ‘no’ for an answer.


So it’s easy to see where the Ma got her positive attitude from: the acorn never falls far from the tree. It was this positive attitude that cascaded down to her children where I, as the oldest boy in the family, took on the mantle of her aide-de-camp. For me it was also Mass every morning at six o’clock before we headed off to the Fruit Markets to buy the day’s produce. Earlier still on Fridays, when Molly Darcy and I had to get the train to Howth harbour to meet the trawlers coming in to the quayside and buying the glistening slippery herring and mackerel. It was the selling of the fish, the fruit, the vegetables and the flowers that kept the family alive in those tough times. With no work for the men, the women of Ireland became the backbone of their families and of the nation.


So in those miserable conditions of the Summerhill tenements there were many families who overcame the deprivation with a strong Christian outlook. It really was a caring community, a sharing community. When it rained you took in the neighbour’s washing off the clothesline as well as your own. When a mother went into the maternity hospital, the neighbouring women moved in to look after the family. Get himself out to work with a breakfast in his belly, make sure the kids did their homework and washed themselves and said their prayers. It was a wide extended family that took care of each other. We weren’t poor at all, we just had no money – but we did have values that counted for much more.


So young Bill Cullen became a street seller in his own right, starting with the apples and moving up to the flowers. I learned from the flower-selling two priceless lessons. First, that it’s all about location, location, location. Where is the best place to sell flowers? Outside the maternity hospital. The visiting father can’t resist buying a bunch of flowers to bring to the mother with her new baby. Second, the elasticity of price. When that guy is running in late, he doesn’t care how much the flowers cost, you can keep the change.


Newspapers were a basic everyday activity. You didn’t need money – you got a few dozen newspapers on sale or return and out you went on the street selling and just paid for what you sold and kept the profit. In newspapers, the money was in volume – the bigger the number you sold the bigger the percentage profit you got. It was about energy too! Running to get to the factories in time to catch the workers at the afternoon tea break, get to the railway station as the express train from Cork arrived. Go where the people are in big numbers, and move as they move. That’s why our biggest earner was always the ball games at Croke Park, our national stadium that held 100,000 fans.


We were energised on the big ball-game days. Up at the crack of dawn to sell the Sunday newspapers outside the churches. Selling the rosettes for the fans to show their colours. Learning about the USP – the unique selling proposition, as we clipped the pictures of the star players from the unsold newspapers (which we got for free) and pasted the photo on our rosettes. The fans would queue up to buy our rosettes and pay more for the added value. The brothers and sisters sold fruit outside the stadium. As the kick-off time neared we backed closer to the stadium and took the empty wooden fruit boxes inside. On the terraces we sold these boxes for the small guys to stand on to see the game. With the stadium full we diverted up to the railway line behind the ground where we had a ladder to let the disappointed fans go up to sit on the long railway wall. A hundred and twenty extra spectators at a fee of half the ticket price! Ancillary activities.


During the game we moved through the crowd, still selling apples and oranges and pears, and after the match we collected the shattered remains of our wooden fruit boxes, which we sold as fire-kindle the following week. A non-stop sixteen-hour day for the family that was worth six months of the Da’s pay for the Ma.


In December, we sold toys on the streets. In those cold rainy days we stood on the streets doing the spiel: ‘Get yer bells, balls, balloons, and tinsel. Get yer monkey on the stick, yer Mickey Mouse, yer Donald Duck and yer Pinachiooooo.’ My biggest coup was dressing up the plain plastic dolls in a Judy Garland gingham dress and pigtails; the spiel was, ‘Get yer Judy Garland, she’s dropped in Over the Rainbow to brighten yer day.’ We added more value to the dolls when we put the Marilyn Monroe blonde tresses on, with her white dress starched stiff over her head. Little did we know then, in 1955, that we had the template for the Barbie Doll empire in our hands.


When we sold cool water by the mugful from a bucket on the terraces at the football game and hot water on the beaches to make tea for the picnics, it was another empire-building template that farseeing entrepreneurs took to fruition. So you see, the acres of diamonds are in full view, in your own field, if you have the vision to see them, and the energy to work them.


All this time I was getting daily lessons from the Ma, who taught me how to buy right. How to evaluate the price of one box of oranges versus another. The packing date stamp let you compare the age of the oranges – there was no refund if you opened the box to find half the oranges rotten. It was caveat emptor, let the buyer beware, so you had to be on full alert all the time.


In the ’forties when food was rationed, the Ma invented tea bags. At the time tea was sold loose in packets and you made the tea by putting one or two spoonfuls into the boiling water in the teapot. That’s why we had tea-strainers to catch the leaves so you could drink from a tea leaf-free cup of tea. With a scarcity of tea, the Ma made little bags from the muslin cloth she used for steaming the Christmas pudding. A little muslin bag, filled with three or four spoons of tea leaves, hung by a string at the gas-stove. Everyone got a turn dipping the tea bag into their cup of warm water until it turned brown and then passed the bag onto the next person around the table. Sometimes it lasted all week, by which time you had to squeeze the bag against the side of your cup to get any colour at all into your cuppa. The Ma sure cut down on tea costs – pity we didn’t patent the muslin tea bag idea!
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Selling the Fruit & Vegetables from the Wicker Carts


The Ma had her little tricks to give us a ‘hard neck’. Whenever you were sent to the shops for groceries she would send you back to exchange an item. For no reason. ‘Work it out yourself son,’ she’d say, marking the item with a little dot. ‘Just go on back to the shop and get an exchange.’ So back you go.


‘Mister O’Riordan, can I swap these sausages, the Ma says they’re too pale she wants redder ones’ or ‘Missus O’Brien, this packet of tea – I got Barry’s tea instead of Lyon’s. Can you just change it for me?’


She taught us to be assertive from an early age, even as children taking on adults. A hard neck she called it but it was building self-confidence in us that was the bedrock for being proactive and positive in later life.


The Ma’s lasting legacy was teaching me the two great secrets of being effective in life: Identify the Most Important Thing You Have to Do and then Do It Right Now. It’s simple common sense that isn’t very common. Every day she’d have me write out the list of things to do and then number them and then she’d say, ‘Let’s go and do number one.’ I didn’t know the meaning of prioritising back then but that’s for sure what we were doing. A habit that’s been ingrained in me ever since.


The Ma was a dynamic woman who slept only four hours a night as she coped with her children and a full-time job on the streets. She was always positive, determined, and energised and I was lucky to be so close to her that I absorbed her enthusiastic attitude.


The Da was an army man who brought discipline to his children. In those tough times, many of the young people in our neighbourhood got into trouble with the police and others took refuge from their problems by drinking. Well, the Da’s first law was simple: ‘There’ll be none of my children drinking or smoking.’


I was lucky enough to get involved in gymnastics and football at a young age so I’ve never smoked and I didn’t have an alcoholic drink until I was well into my thirties. There’s no doubt that my energy was channelled at full-steam into outworking my colleagues and powering my way into the upper executive echelon by the time I was twenty-two years old.


My grandmother, Molly Darcy, had a huge impact on me as a kid. Her approach to life was simple, quiet, and yet so effective. Molly had always sold fruit and fish and second-hand clothes on the streets even before her husband, Sheriff Robert Darcy, who had been a bakery worker, died of ingesting flour in his lungs. Molly’s style was very different from the Ma’s. Where the Ma was a dynamic, go-go, all out action person, Molly was quiet and deliberate. She was very observant as befits someone whose favourite saying was, ‘You got two eyes, two ears and one mouth for a very good reason.’


Molly knew everyone and everyone knew Molly. When a family approached her and the mother enquired, ‘How much are the apples, Missus?’


The answer was usually a big smile with the words, ‘And how are you today Mam, isn’t it a lovely day?’


This got the answer, ‘That it is, thank God.’


To which Molly would reply, ‘And that we do every day, we thank Him for His blessings and our health.’


A short pause before Molly would venture, ‘Do I recognise you Mam, are you Missus O’Brien from Inchicore?’


A quick response, ‘Not at all, I’m Missus Corcoran from Kimmage.’


Molly was into play: ‘And these are your three lovely children,’ which brought a big smile from Missus Corcoran, with the kids a bit red-faced and shy until Molly continued, ‘Would you like a lollipop?’ and reached under the apples at the rear of the tray and brought out three red lollipops. Three hands reached out, three mouths opened and went sucking the lollipops as Molly looked at the mother with a big smile on her face. ‘Sure and it’s three beautiful children you have Missus Corcoran, now how many apples did you say you wanted?’


What an example of developing rapport and empathy, of exceeding the customer’s expectations, and taking the focus off the price of your product! Molly Darcy was a great saleswoman who also took care of her customers, remembered their names for ever. Be it a year since they’d last come to her, she’d still have her little smile and ‘How are ya now Missus Corcoran, I haven’t seen ya since the rainy April last year, and how are your three lovely children? Here’s some lollipops for them, can I give you a few of these lovely Pippin apples?’


Molly made sure she used a customer’s name as often as possible and that’s a people skill we should all learn. She had absolutely no formal education but she taught me all the secrets of selling.


A teacher, a mentor and above all a great motivator, Molly Darcy would tell us stories by the turf-fire. About her great Celtic heroes, Brian Boru, Finn MacCool, and CúCullen. ‘And you have the warrior blood in your veins, son,’ she would say to me, ‘the blood of the greatest warrior to ever walk our lands. You are a descendant of the great CúCullen so you need never fear any man.’


As a young fella listening to Molly in the flickering glow of the turf-fire, I found this inspirational. I was a warrior, with the strength of my ancestors to achieve anything I set my mind to. Believe and you will succeed.


On the morning I headed off to my first real job as a fourteen-year-old messenger boy at Walden Ford I got my parting advice from Molly. ‘No matter what they give you to do, do it better then anyone else ever did it before. If you’ve to clean windows then clean them so well they wouldn’t know there was a window there at all. If you’ve to sweep floors sweep them so clean a king could eat his dinner off it. Do your best at everything, and keep a smile on your face.’ So I went off to tackle the world with two of the most important attributes: great enthusiasm and a positive attitude.


That was almost fifty years ago and those years have been good to me. Although I had been expelled from school at thirteen years of age, I worked hard, went to night school, and was always lucky to be in the right place at the right time. Then again, do you make your own luck or isn’t luck really opportunity meeting preparation? I can tell you that I have been blessed with success in achieving my goals. Today, at sixty-three years old, I have the health and strength of a forty year old because I work hard at staying fit. I have all the trappings of financial success, because when you work hard and effectively you will make money. As Molly Darcy told me ‘When you do a lot more than you’re paid to do, eventually you’ll be paid a lot more for what you do.’


I don’t care how old you are – twenty, or forty or sixty or even eighty, it’s never too late to go and achieve those dreams you have. We don’t believe in middle age in our house because we stay active and busy both mentally and physically. When I filled in my Keyman insurance form in 2004 I got a phone call from the broker.


‘Mister Cullen there’s a mistake on the form here. You’ve put your retirement date down for 2050; shouldn’t that be 2005?’ he said.


‘No the year 2050 is correct,’ I replied.


A long pause.


‘But, Mister Cullen you would be a hundred and eight years old then.’


‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘that should leave me about twenty-two years to have some real fun.’


Another long pause. Just before he hung up I heard him mutter.


‘He’s nuts.’


Well the fact is I don’t ever intend to retire. I’ve got more exciting projects lining up every month. I’ve got lots more places to go and people to meet. It’s not work, it’s not chores, it’s an enthusiasm for achieving with the God-given potential that we all have inside us.


You know what happens when you retire? You are on the slippery slope to old age. The garden, the golf course, the bingo, the bridge games, the TV. All okay for leisure activities as a rest from the day job but all time-wasting substitutes for the challenges and the joy of real life.


The joy of real life is about people. Meeting people, interacting with people, being involved in projects with other people. Staying mentally and physically active.


Japan has the highest life expectancy of any country in the world at an average of eighty-two years. Why? Diet is the first reason, mainly fish, vegetables and rice. Except for the Sumo wrestlers who eat to build weight, most Japanese people are slim, trim and lithe. You are what you eat!


Then it’s mental attitude – they continue to live with the family. Old age is embraced, indeed it’s revered. Molly Darcy passed away at one hundred years old with her great-great-grandchild on her lap, five generations around her. She lived in the extended family, with young people around her all her life. Participating in their play, listening to them, kept her up to speed on the new world they lived in. The Japanese have that tradition too.


They nurture their physical strength as well. Can you believe that in Japan they have physical fitness centres for the over 80s? Yes, you’ve got to be over eighty years of age to join the club where you exercise for an hour every day. And guess what? They go mountain climbing every weekend and some Japanese octogenarians have climbed Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania and it’s 19,335.5 feet high (5,895 metres). Now that’s a winner’s way fitness plan for you, because the oldest member is 103 years of age and he is a regular attendee, enjoying life to the full.


That story reminds me of my own father who was a fit active man, a former soldier and champion boxer. Fit as a fiddle he was until the Ma died. At eighty years old he never got over that. From being a busy everyday Mass-goer, who walked his city of Dublin every day, talking to all the guys on the construction sites, bantering up and down the streets, the Ma’s death knocked him for six. He just stayed at home looking at the television all day, snoozing in the chair, his lifetime partner no longer around to make sure he got on with life. He was soon moulded into the shape of his armchair. When he got to his feet his back was bent over, his knees were locked, his power walk reduced to a shuffle. It wasn’t long before he took off too on the last journey after the Ma.


Youth is inside you, it’s your mental attitude, and it’s you who decides whether you are old or young. So make up your mind now that you can stay young by getting some projects to keep you busy. ‘It’s better to wear out than rust out’ is what Molly used to say. No matter what age you are just take on board my Six Simple Steps to Success and you won’t believe the difference it will make in your life.
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