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FOREWORD


I never look over my shoulder and ask “What if?”.
Michael Smurfit


I first met Michael Smurfit in the early 1980s when I worked in the Irish Management Institute. Michael served on the Institute’s Council. He invited me to dinner in the Russell Hotel on Stephen’s Green, long since gone. He arrived in a great black square Mercedes, designed I believe for heads of state. Two things I remember about the dinner: first was Michael’s boundless energy and curiosity and second that the Russell gave you little wooden mushrooms to plunge into the champagne to get rid of the bubbles. That could have upset the monk in Épernay who discovered champagne and announced to his startled brethren that he was drinking stars.


When, on 12 January 1987, I spoke with Michael for the first book in a series on Irish leaders, he had tears in his eyes when he remembered his father. Michael started on his own in England, partly because he did not want to work in Dublin in his father’s back-yard. However, his love for his father, rather than lessening, increased his relentless competitiveness.


“One thing I do know”, he said, “If you don’t go on the field determined to win, you’re not going to win. A guy who starts off believing he’s going to fail is going to fail. There are no rewards for second place”.


In 2005, Michael featured again in the final book in the series. In that year, there were clouds no bigger than a man’s hand in the clear blue sky. The book began with a piece from the American poet, Langston Hughes:




We have tomorrow


Bright before us


Like a flame.


Yesterday


A night-gone thing


A sun-down name


And dawn today.





How time-bound our judgements are. Now, the sky is dark and there is fear of the future. We look for a rainmaker – we get no rain.


How did the 80 leaders in the series fare? For some, to all things there is an end and an extremity and as soon as they reach their culminating point, they topple over, as they cannot remain long in that state (Rabelais, 1532). Others imploded, having totally lost focus.


Focus is the key. Many Irish leaders built enduring organisations. That is the touchstone. They had in common the ability to focus exclusively and unremittingly on an ultimate objective. Denis Brosnan, founder of the Kerry Group, said, “You must be absolutely focused”. Dermot Desmond, a serial entrepreneur, said, “When I believe in something, I give myself totally to it. When I commit, I have nothing left in the reservoir”. Brendan O’Regan, who established in Shannon the first duty-free airport in the world, said, “If you’re involved in developing an important idea, you have to let it possess you”.


These are qualities that Michael Smurfit epitomises. But more than that, he combines the sometimes lonely entrepreneur with the ability to select, build and lead a multicultural team. He was no lofty CEO, concerning himself only with ‘strategy’. He had an intimate understanding of the ebb and flow of international markets, combined with a sound understanding of the workings of a paper mill. He also had, as he would say himself, a nose for a deal. His greatest legacy is that, in building the first Irish multinational company, he inspired a generation to take risk.




Ivor Kenny












PREFACE


As the crow flies, it is 815 miles from my birthplace in St Helens, Lancashire to my present main home in Monaco, but the journey of my life over an energetic three-quarters of a century has taken me on a much more interesting route over many millions of miles all around the world. As I look back, I feel as if I have been forever on the move, beginning when I was a young boy with a sudden move across the Irish Sea to Dublin, Ireland, where my father’s business took his growing family during the dark days of World War II. My Dad was always a large and dominant figure in my life and, even today, many years after his death, he is never too far from my thoughts.


A number of reasons prompted me to write this book. Before my father passed away, he put down on paper his memories of his extraordinary life. These insights into the early history of the Smurfit business revealed something of the astonishing drive and energy of the man himself. I wanted my family and others to share some of those memories and I also wanted to record my own recollections of building the great company that we became.


Smurfit was Ireland’s first multinational company and the first Irish company to become the world leader in any major industry. Eventually, we came to have companies in Ireland, the United Kingdom, North and South America, in many countries of Europe, as well as in Nigeria, Australia, China and Indonesia.


Here was a little Irish company that, in the lifetime of one man, became the biggest packaging company in the world. How could that happen? Because of risk-taking, because of measured steps, and because we knew the business better than the people we were taking over from.


I hope this book inspires young Irish people to see what can be achieved from humble beginnings. I firmly believe that, if my family could do it, other families also can succeed. The accomplishments of Denis O’Brien, Dermot Desmond and others show clearly that entrepreneurship in Ireland is alive and well.


Last, but by no means least, I wrote this book to let Irish people know that there is a future for this country. The current storm, no matter how harsh it is, will eventually pass. So far as I am concerned, the bottle is always half-full, not half-empty. I am reminded of this poem:




When things go wrong, as they sometimes will,
When the road you’re trudging seems all uphill,
When the funds are low and the debts are high,
And you want to smile, but you have to sigh,
When care is pressing you down a bit,
Rest if you must, but don’t quit.


Success is failure turned inside out,
The silver tint of the clouds of doubt,
And you never can tell how close you are,
It may be near when it seems afar;
So stick to the fight when you’re hardest hit,
It’s when things seem worst that you mustn’t quit.







Michael Smurfit
Monaco
February 2014












I


FOUNDATIONS









CHAPTER 1


JOHN JEFFERSON SMURFIT: A HARD ACT TO FOLLOW


Opportunities come to pass, not to pause.


The summer of 1936 was both a time of enormous achievement and of looming change in the world. Jesse Owens won four gold medals at the Berlin Olympics; Fred Perry completed a hat trick of Wimbledon victories; and the BBC broadcast the first talking pictures on television. But, in the workplaces of Britain, the ailing economy was in serious trouble as the Jarrow marchers prepared to take their appeal for jobs to London while, in Europe, much greater dangers were growing as Adolf Hitler ruthlessly planned for world domination.


For my father, John Jefferson Smurfit, who at 26 was suddenly jobless and struggling to recover by establishing a new business in St Helens, Lancashire, I like to believe that all those remarkable developments were overshadowed by two much more important events: the success of his beloved home town football club Sunderland in winning the English First Division championship for the sixth time and the birth of his first child, Michael.


I was born on 7 August 1936, less than two months after Dad had proudly set himself up as a tailor, against an unhappy background of family rows and a bitter career disappointment. Money was very tight but Dad had recruited a sign-writer to inscribe ‘Jeff Smurfit Limited’ and the bold message ‘Creator of Good Clothes’ on the window of the first floor room he had rented from an accountant in Harchurch Street. The name Smurfit might now be recognised all over the world but it first went up as a business name in St Helens in the summer of 1936.


DAD’S EARLY DAYS


Dad had been born in the family home in Wood Street, Roker in Sunderland, where his father worked as a riveter in the shipyards. The family suffered some hard times when the work dried up in the days of the Depression, but gradually things improved. My grandfather evidently was a very skilled worker, as he became ‘boss riveter’ for a section of around six men, which brought an increase in pay and responsibility and a move to a better house in nearby Hylton Street. According to my father, while my grandfather did not drink or smoke, he was very keen on backing horses, which was an enthusiasm my father inherited along with a lifelong affection for Sunderland Football Club. As a boy, my Dad loved to be carried on his father’s shoulders down the Chester Road to Roker Park. They would go every Saturday in the season, watching the first team one week and the reserves the next.


In time, Dad was delighted to have two sisters added to the family. With his father in regular work at last, things seemed to be looking up until a cruel accident changed everything. One day, there was a ‘terrible flurry’ in our household and his father was brought home by ambulance. A splinter from the riveting machine had gone into his eye. He had been taken to hospital where the metal had been removed but he had lost permanently the sight in one eye and was off work for several months. That was bad enough in the days before proper compensation for injuries, but soon afterwards my grandfather came home from work feeling off-colour and went to see the local medic, Dr Hayes. He came back as white as a sheet and said to my grandmother, “I have just received the death sentence. Dr Hayes says I have sugar diabetes”.


Dad was just 10 years old when my grandfather was given this shattering news. In those days, there were no regular doses of insulin to manage this condition. My grandfather was devastated and spent the final six months of his life indulging his passion for betting on horses, even fulfilling his ambition actually to go to race meetings, which he had never done before. Dad made a long walk every day to the charity clinic for a special kind of brown bread that was supposed to be better for diabetics. Nonetheless, he had to watch his father go into a terrible terminal decline. My grandfather’s body developed painful abscesses, which my grandmother tried valiantly to tend. His last days were spent in agony and he died aged just 32, leaving my grandmother with three children to care for and the rent to pay. After she had collected the insurance on my grandfather, the sum total of her wealth was £90.


MY GRANDMOTHER’S SURVIVAL PLAN


Over the years, the Smurfit family has done many things to build up its reputation for enterprise and hard work. But all those years ago, still wracked by her bereavement, my grandmother came up with a survival plan that even today impresses me. She used her precious £90, and the family’s standing in the community and name for honesty, to establish an early credit business. She approached certain local shops and persuaded them to agree to accept her tickets and to supply customers with goods to be charged to her. She charged her hard-up patrons a shilling in the pound for the privilege of using her service. And, remarkably, it was left to my then-schoolboy Dad to provide the all-important collection service. Aged just 11, he was hardly the traditional ‘heavy’ and, at first, he struggled with the job.


Dad explained years later that, initially, he was palmed off by dodgy debtors, who paid just a small fraction of what they owed. It was only when he saw his mother in tears that he knew things had to change. She had bills from the shops to pay and she did not have the money to pay them. Dad realised he had to get his act together. He vowed, as he put it in typically colourful language, that “I was going to become the greatest bastard that God ever created”. He refused to accept a penny less than what his mother was owed and simply said he would stay on the doorstep until he got his money. There was great shame in those days among the working people of northern England in not paying your way. Everyone in that community took great pride in always settling their debts, whenever possible. Dad said he knew that simply standing on the doorstep and repeatedly demanding the money that his mother was rightly owed would improve the family cash flow dramatically. He was delighted to find his scheme worked; it was an early business lesson that my father never forgot.


My grandmother’s money-lending activities kept the family afloat for years, thanks to her shrewdness and integrity. It was still very much a hand-to-mouth existence but my grandmother’s skill at feeding a family well from a limited budget was one of her other great gifts. This was just as well, as my Dad noted as he grew up that there was little or no help from any members of my grandfather’s large family. Dad was angry that they “practically ignored my mother” in her hour of need.


FOOTBALL & DAD’S FIRST JOB


Dad was a keen footballer as a boy and was proud to land a place in the school team in his last year. In closely contested games, he often came up against a young Raich Carter, who showed as a schoolboy all the skills that later made him such a star of the game. Dad had no such escape route from working for a living and left school on his 14th birthday with experience and world-weariness way beyond his years. He often said, “Looking back, I was a little old man at 14 years of age. Life had done that to me”.


There was little or no careers advice. After my Dad’s last day at school, my grandmother pointed out an advert in the local paper for boys wanted by Laidler Robson’s department store. Remarkably, out of more than 100 hopeful lads who turned up, Dad got the job. That Saturday, after he scored a hat trick in his farewell match for the school team, my grandmother took him into town to buy his first pair of long trousers. They were navy blue and Dad used to say, “I was terribly proud of them”. The job was apprentice salesman and the wages were seven shillings per week, but another surprise was in store.


His old headmaster called round with the news that Dad had been selected to play for Sunderland Boys at football. This was the dream of all young sportsmen in the area because, in those days, it meant an automatic contract with Sunderland Football Club at an impressive £8 per week. Dad must have had a very old head on his young shoulders because, although he was delighted to be selected, he thought only for a moment or two before turning to his headmaster and insisting he would not be taking up the football offer. He had a precious job and, although it paid much less money, it offered more security than a career as a footballer. All these years later, it seems a hard decision for a young man to have to make. But Dad did not regret it.


One of the many important things I learned from him in later years was the importance of swiftly making the right decision and then sticking firmly to it.


Now he was the working man of the family, Dad handed over his seven shillings to my grandmother every week, and she would give him a shilling back. This was not enough for the daily tram fare to and from work – so he walked.


His job in Laidler Robson’s broadened his horizons. For the first time in his life, he encountered rich people. They came into the store daily and he saw them spend sums that made his eyes water. Dad felt real envy at the gulf between his humble lifestyle and those of the shop’s most affluent customers. Watching the well-dressed customers purchasing expensive goods, he decided that, one day, he too would be rich. He was needled by his comparative poverty and developed an obsession to amass great wealth. At home at night, he used to tell his mother and his sisters that, one day, he would become a millionaire. They laughed at his wild dreams but the laughter never dimmed an ambition that was to stay with him for the rest of his days.


He realised that he needed to be better educated to make the most of his life. He had hardly excelled at school, where most of his efforts were directed towards sports, but now he began to read widely and with great enthusiasm. He set about learning all he could about the department store and continued his general education by reading every book he could get hold of. He began with The Three Musketeers by Alexandre Dumas and went through other classic adventure stories and onto Shakespeare and many other authors.


My grandmother’s family came from the St Helens area of Lancashire and appeared to be mainly well-off. Her oldest sister was Mary, who always took a great interest in my Dad. It was Aunt Mary who was responsible for my Dad’s distinctive name. Her first husband had been called Jefferson and she asked my grandmother to name Dad in his memory. Aunt Mary promised that, in return, she would look out for Dad’s best interests as long as she lived.


A TAILOR-MADE OFFER


Aunt Mary was then married to a man called Jim Parr, who had a profitable tailor’s business in St Helens. She visited my Dad’s home in Sunderland several times a year. On one visit, after my Dad had spent almost three years with Laidler Robson, she presented him with a tempting job offer.


Aunt Mary suggested Dad joined his ‘uncle’ in the tailoring business and, as they had no children of their own to leave it to, the business would one day be his. Dad was all for it. Aunt Mary and her husband seemed very prosperous – they even had their own car; in contrast, prospects at Laidler Robson were limited. So he decided this was his chance to really make something of his life.


Placed among the clothes displayed in Jim Parr’s shop window were cards printed with aphorisms, which were regularly changed. One of these caught Dad’s eye and became one of his lifelong mottos. In time, it became the motto of the Smurfit business: “Opportunities come to pass, not to pause”.


Dad embraced the tailoring trade with enormous enthusiasm and said many times later that, even at the age of 17, he realised for real success you needed to be the best around. Dad worked very hard at learning everything he could about tailoring but, however hard he tried, he could never please Jim Parr.


Jim was a poor tailor himself and was infuriated by the way his wife put this newcomer first at all times. He constantly took his resentment out on Dad. It hardly made for the happiest working environment, although Jim did satisfy Dad’s determination to learn the trade by providing him with plenty of tailoring books.


Dad set his mind to making the most of every opportunity that came along. He learned everything about tailoring and read every book that he could find on the subject. He learned about buying fabric, cutting it, making good suits and selling them at a profit. He learned quickly and he worked quickly, preparing six suits in an hour. Being naturally ingenious, he also devised a method of recording details from each fitting onto cardboard to further speed the process.


After a while, he knew he had a real aptitude for tailoring. He even began developing a range of ladies’ clothes that he had designed himself. Soon, customers began to ask for him by name and he became in much more demand from customers than Jim Parr, the proprietor. Although his wages were nudged higher, his ‘uncle’ never seemed to take to him and they did not get on well together.


LOVE & MARRIAGE


Women had never played much of a part in Dad’s life until he met a special Irish girl called Ann Magee, who was to become my mother. Dad and his friend Alan Yates went on holiday to the Isle of Man with some other young lads. Half a dozen of them had booked into Westlake’s Hotel in Douglas for a week and their holiday was brightened when they met four Irish girls from Belfast who were staying in the same hotel. My Dad fell in love with Ann and, happily, his friend Alan fell for her sister, Kathleen.


But there was a major cloud over these two budding relationships. Not for the last time in the Smurfit family, religious divides presented problems. Ann and Kathleen came from a devout Catholic family and, as my Dad put it, “Neither Alan nor myself had any religion whatsoever”. It was made very clear to both Dad and Alan that, unless they became Catholics, the relationships could not continue. They both agreed and took instruction at Holy Cross Church in St Helens.


After three years, both couples got engaged and, with Alan as best man, Dad and my mother married a year later, on 10 June 1934 at St Malachy’s Church in Belfast, with the reception at the Grand Central Hotel. My mother’s father did not attend. In spite of their conversion, Dad and Alan were angrily written off as “a couple of King Henry’s bastards”.


Appropriately enough, Dad and my mother chose to honeymoon in the Isle of Man.


In spite of his father-in-law’s disapproval, this was a happy time for Dad and my mother. His mother-in-law showed her support by offering to buy them a house on the understanding that Dad would provide the furniture. He threw himself into supervising the construction and getting together all the furniture.


Throughout the engagement, Dad proudly claimed that he never spent any money on beer. The only ale he consumed while he was saving for marriage was with his pal Alan, who worked as a clerk in Greenall Whitley’s brewery where some free beer was available.


Aunt Mary prodded and pushed Jim Parr into giving the newlywed a much-needed wage increase to £5 a week. In those days, that sort of income was more than enough to live very well. And so, Mr and Mrs John Jefferson Smurfit moved into a lovely home with a quarter of an acre of garden and could even afford to employ a maid.


FALLING OUT


Unfortunately, everything was not quite as rosy as it seemed. My Dad’s employers, his Aunt Mary and ‘Uncle’ Jim Parr, took a profound dislike to his new wife Ann. They resented the fact that she and her family had persuaded Dad to become a Catholic. This dislike was a feeling that was powerfully reciprocated by Ann. Today, it is perhaps hard to imagine the importance of religion in everyday lives in the years between the two World Wars. But Aunt Mary and her husband Jim were enthusiastic members of the Salvation Army and had a strong aversion to Catholics.


Dad’s career prospects were further threatened when Aunt Mary and Jim’s adopted daughter became close to one of the members of the Salvation Army band. Dad did not like the boy from the band and he was angry when Jim said that he was bringing him into the business. The business had been promised to Dad when Jim either retired or died and all his previous hard work had been done on that basis. Never shy of coming forward, Dad said he understood that, if their daughter’s husband was in the business, then their first duty was to leave it to him. He said bluntly that he was not prepared to accept that threat to his own future. Aunt Mary and Jim appeared to accept Dad’s point of view, but then a month later the band boy, who was called Parton, walked into the shop at nine o’clock on a Monday morning to start work.


Dad was absolutely furious to be deceived and outmanoeuvred, but at first it seemed there was little he could do. He had only about £30 or £40 in the bank and his wife Ann was five months pregnant with me. Dad had spent eight years helping to build up the business and he knew that his skills as a cutter were one of the main reasons for its success. He was horrified that Jim expected him to teach Parton, and he flatly refused to have anything to do with him.


For weeks, the atmosphere in the shop was tense until Dad faced up to Jim Parr and told him he had two choices: sack him or sack Parton, because one of them had to go. Even then, Jim refused to make a choice between his two workers and Dad, who always had a fairly quick temper when roused, stormed out of the shop with the final rejoinder: “Goodbye and bugger you!”.


Although he really had burned his bridges, to his considerable surprise, the only feeling he experienced was elation. To celebrate, he walked to the best barber’s in town and had a haircut and shampoo. After weeks of tension and uncertainty, he felt really good, until he met his wife Ann out shopping for the family groceries. She wanted to know what he was doing wandering around during working hours and he said he had a confession to make, told her what had happened and admitted, “I am now out of work!”. To his considerable relief, Ann’s first words of response were “Thank God!”.


With scarcely a thought for their suddenly uncertain future, they went to the Fleece Hotel for lunch to mark his new-found freedom. Still elated, they took a tramcar home, only to find a telegram message that brought them both right back down to earth. It said: “Come home at once, father dying”.


Dad and Mum took the boat to Belfast that night but my Mum’s father lingered on for three further weeks before he died.


After the funeral, it was time for Dad to have a frank conversation with his mother-in-law ‘Mazzie’, whom he had come to adore. She had realised that Mum and Dad would not have both been able to spend three weeks in Belfast unless something was very wrong between them and Dad’s aunt and uncle in St Helens. Dad blurted out the truth that he had left his uncle’s tailoring business and he was now out of work. Mazzie had exactly the same reaction as her daughter Ann: she looked mightily relieved and said, “Thank God”.


JEFF SMURFIT LIMITED, CREATOR OF GOOD CLOTHES


Both Dad’s wife and mother-in-law were sure Dad could do much better working for himself and Mazzie was prepared to provide the money to help him to get started on his own. She hoped that the new business would be established in her native Belfast and, in the early summer of 1936, Dad did look at possible properties there. But he was concerned that he was virtually unknown in Northern Ireland and he decided instead to return to St Helens where he had built up quite a reputation.


Mazzie was disappointed, but still supportive. She handed Dad £215 in cash to help get his new dream off the ground. This was when the Smurfit name went on the window in Harchurch Street, St Helens.


Dad was heartened that many of the friends he had made in the working-class Lancashire town rallied round to help. He had quite a few orders before he started and he had big ideas that he was determined to put into action. He knew every woman tailor in the town and he persuaded four of the best to come and work for him. He had £50 of his own to go with his mother-in-law’s £215 and he talked Williams Deacons Bank into granting him an overdraft of £100. So, with his £365 capital and his wife heavily pregnant, he started up in business in his own right for the first time.


Dad’s dream to become a millionaire was still alive and well. He worked all day as a tailor and then, in the evening, went out drumming up more business, offering a new service to measure people in their own homes, which went down very well.


However, Dad’s return as a rival tailor did not go down well with his old employer. Jim Parr told all the manufacturers and wholesalers who supplied him that, if they dealt with Dad, they were finished with him. This petty reaction hardly helped but Dad was too focused on grabbing his chance of success to let this vindictiveness upset him. Dad made lots of calls in pubs, where he convinced many a publican to invest in a smart new suit. Often, he worked until late into the night and his youthful experience as a debt collector made him insist always on cash on delivery.


Just 11 months after I was born, I had a young brother when Jefferson Junior was born prematurely. Neither my birth nor Jeff’s slowed my father down; his ambition and his remarkable natural energy drove him on to make a success of his business.


He must have been doing something right because, within four months, he was making a gross profit of some £60 a week. He invested all of the money in the business and, after about a year, his landlord was taken away to a mental asylum and Dad was able, with the aid of the bank, to buy the whole premises for £1,000.


He wanted to put in a brand new shop-front to let the world know that he had really arrived and his builder friend, Jim Vosse, did the work, after agreeing to take his payment in instalments. Dad was a stickler for paying all his bills on time.


INNOVATION


At first, Dad’s business went from strength to strength. Always an innovator, he wanted his shop to be completely different from a conventional tailor’s shop and, to that end, he designed his entrance hall to look like a comfortable drawing-room, with a three-piece suite and a gas fire. Customers liked the idea of waiting in comfort and trade increased.


Dad began selling other clothes from recognised manufacturers. He even sold fur coats, thanks to an arrangement with a London furrier, and branched into grey-and-white flannel trousers for some of the cricketers and tennis players of the day.


Business boomed, but he over-reached himself when he opened four more shops. He soon realised that by far the majority of his customers wanted the personal touch that only he could provide, and so he closed down his new branches.


But Dad was colourful as well as hard-working. A famous family story involves an alcohol-fuelled contest with his brawny builder friend, Jim Vosse, over who was the strongest man in the room. Jim claimed that he deserved the title and, when Dad questioned this, he boldly insisted on a test in which each man would hit the other to find out which of them was the stronger. First, Jim Vosse struck Dad with a pile-driver in the chest, which “hurt tremendously”. But then Dad had a go in return and thumped his friend with great force in the solar plexus. Jim collapsed on the floor and was violently sick. An ambulance was called and he was in hospital for three weeks, during which time Dad visited him every day. Later he admitted, “It was a stupid act, as Jim was one of my dearest friends. I determined I would never hit anyone again as I went through such anguish!”.









CHAPTER 2


BOXING CLEVER


The story of the Jefferson Smurfit Group begins in a small, unprofitable box-making factory in a Dublin suburb.


Dad was learning all the time and, with his energy and overflowing confidence, he even accepted the chance to expand into a completely different business in a completely different country!


This unusual opportunity came from a suitably unlikely source, a Catholic priest, Father Vincent Davy. He was a friend of my grandmother who had helped to officiate at the wedding and had an interest in a box factory that was run by members of my mother’s family, the Magees, in Dublin.


Even on his wedding day, Dad found Father Davy inquiring whether he would consider using his business skills to help the troubled concern. Understandably, that day, Dad listened to the stories of management problems at the factory with only mild interest. But Father Davy would not let go.


At first, Dad resisted all of Father Davy’s entreaties to step in and help the ailing business. Together with most people in England at the time, he was convinced there was going to be a war with Germany in the near future. Hitler’s threat was enough to put Dad off the idea of expanding into Ireland. But then British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain came back from Munich in 1938, having signed an agreement that appeared to remove all fears of fighting.


With his Lancashire tailoring business running profitably, Dad decided he would take a look at the Dublin factory. Initially, he was not too impressed, although he could see potential, but he knew Father Davy was under pressure from the bishop to get rid of his interest in the business. In the end, Father Davy was so persistent my Dad offered £500 for 51% of the factory. What the priest did not tell my father was that Mazzie had agreed to buy the other 49%.


A FACTORY IN DUBLIN


The Dublin factory was in a lane along the Rathmines Road. There were about 100 employees, mostly young girls plus a few young men, and turnover was around £1,000 a month. Dad knew nothing about box-making, but he’d learned a lot about business and he knew about taking material and making it into a product to sell at a profit.


He set about learning all there was to know about boxes, put his natural sales ability to work and realised that he needed to invest some capital, earned from the tailoring shops, into the box-making business. This was all done on a part-time basis, while he continued to develop his tailoring business in England. He worked 15-hour days, and any time he managed to spend with his family was both rare and precious.


Dad knew the box-making business needed an injection of money. Thanks to his tailoring success, he had around £5,000 in capital available. He offered to invest this to revive the business if Father Davy could do the same. The priest agreed, but again my Dad had no idea that this other influx of money came from his mother-in-law.


From such an improbable and unpromising beginning, the story of the Jefferson Smurfit Group really begins, in a small unprofitable box-making factory in a southern suburb of Dublin.


Dad was determined to make his mark on the packaging business but he was handicapped by his busy tailoring business in St Helens, which meant he was able to spare only one day a week. Thursday was a half-day in the Lancashire town so, every Wednesday night, Dad would board the B & I ferry and be in the factory in Rathmines, Dublin by 8:00 am on Thursday. On Thursday night, he would board the return boat home to become a tailor again on Friday in St Helens.


WAR-TIME


The outbreak of World War II in September 1939 changed everything. Dad was just one of millions of people who had believed Chamberlain’s empty promise of ‘peace in our time’. His St Helens business was hit hard by the swift introduction of clothes rationing. Always versatile, Dad turned to making covers for the gas masks that every man, woman and child was issued with.


The war instantly made the whole idea of sailing across the Irish Sea and back every week dangerous as well as exhausting. Dad had a horrifying experience, just two months after war was declared, when the ferry he was on foundered on the cliffs of the Isle of Man and all the passengers and crew had to be rescued by lifeboat. Dad was travelling from Liverpool to Belfast on The Ulster Queen and had been to the bar for a few drinks, as he put it, “enough to make me sleep”. At 2am, there was a fearful impact, which threw him out of his bunk. Dad was convinced they had been torpedoed, but in fact the boat had run into the cliffs of the Isle of Man.


He learned later that the Admiralty had ordered so many lights to confuse possible enemy aircraft that they had completely bewildered the ship’s pilot. The passengers and crew were lowered into lifeboats and later transferred to another ferry, The Duke of Lancaster. It was a difficult procedure as the passengers had to lie flat in the bottom of the lifeboat to avoid being struck by the overhanging structure of the boat they were trying to board. Dad said it was a frightening experience because of the freezing cold and the ordeal of scrambling from boat to boat. It hardly helped that British Railways insisted on charging the new arrivals 3d (1.25p) for a cup of tea and 2s 9d (13p) for a berth – and money up front. Some people who had been travelling steerage did not have the money, so Dad paid for them.


Remarkably, even this life-threatening experience did not put him off criss-crossing the Irish Sea to run his two separate and very different enterprises.


OPPORTUNITY BECKONS


In 1940, he was presented with the opportunity to buy the Rathmines factory that, until then, he had been renting. All of a sudden, the landlord was in desperate need of money and Dad quickly agreed to provide it, despite not having any spare funds available.


But the landlord wanted to sell not only Dad’s factory but also two neighbouring businesses, Mandleberg’s raincoat factory and the Errislynn factory. Dad knew a bargain when he saw one and, after some hard negotiating, he agreed to buy the three properties for £6,250. Dad admitted later that he did not have 6,250 pence at the time, but nevertheless he agreed to buy all three.


Dad then swiftly went round to talk to his friend Billy Costello, who was the managing director of the raincoat firm. There, he confessed that he had been very ‘unethical’ and had bought the Mandleberg’s factory premises over his head. To make up, he offered a ‘fair deal’, which was to sell Mandleberg’s alone to Costello’s firm for £6,250. Billy Costello agreed. Dad could hardly believe his luck. He had bought his own factory, and the Errislynn plant, for nothing – all because the landlord was in a desperate need of ready cash.


DAD’S ARMY


Despite the demands of running his two businesses, when World War II broke out, Dad volunteered for the armed forces, but his age was against him so he joined the Home Guard instead. Dad was desperately moved, like many millions more in Britain, by the gallantry shown at the retreat from Dunkirk and he was determined to do his bit.


By then, he was the self-styled ‘squire of Eccleston’, the village next to St Helens, and was asked if he would organise the volunteers for that part of southwest Lancashire. He eagerly agreed and Jeff and I would say goodnight to him as he went off into the night, looking smart in his uniform.


He went to the local pub to enrol people to join him. He organised drilling, which took place mainly late at night or at weekends. Dad had an allocation of real guns in the shape of 12 old Lee Enfield rifles from World War I. He would put the rifles in the back of his car and head off to try to get his troops in shape. Dad put a lot of effort into the Local Defence Volunteers but, gradually, the soldiering amateurs like Dad were replaced by old soldiers from World War I and his rank went down from virtually general level towards that of humble private. He was content that he had played his part in helping to get the whole thing started.


THE IMPACT OF WAR


If the war hadn’t threatened the safety of his family, Dad might have been content to get the box-making factory on its feet and concentrate on his tailoring business in England. But living so close to Liverpool meant it was impossible to escape the impact of the fighting. Liverpool was Britain’s major port for essential imports and it never closed. It was also the hub of the Battle of the Atlantic, and a target for the German bombers that attacked Britain during 1940 and 1941.


At night, we huddled together in the cramped and stuffy conditions of a Morrison Shelter. I remember the steel girder above my head, the wire sides of the cage, designed to protect us from a hit on our house. It was scary and uncomfortable. Sometimes, Dad would be there with us, but often he was out all night doing Home Guard duty or away in Dublin on business.


The German bombing raids were terrifying. We were only seven miles from Liverpool as the crow flies, not that there were many crows flying around on those terrible nights. There would be 500 bombers attacking the city and the shrapnel flying into the sky to try to stop them was an unbelievable sight. Most of the bombers flew through this barrage to attack their targets but some of them kept clear of the flak and dropped their bombs anywhere, which was often around us. My Dad used to call these cowardly bombers ‘funky bastards’ because they would drop their bombs on farmland and then fly back and say they’d hit their targets.


MY EARLIEST MEMORIES


As a much-loved toddler in St Helens, I was blissfully unaware of my Dad’s extraordinary work schedule. At home, my younger brother Jefferson Junior and I had been joined by a baby sister, Ann. My mother must have been just as busy bringing up three tiny children as ever my father was rushing from one side of the Irish Sea to the other. One of my earliest memories is a desperately sad one.


I must have been three or four years old and I remember I was crying uncontrollably. I was not alone in my grief. Everyone in the house was crying. My baby sister, Ann, had died of convulsions and my parents were convinced that it was the effects of living through the Blitz on Merseyside that killed her. Tragically, a baby dying from convulsions was a common thing back then.


Another grim recollection from my earliest days is the time I ran up the street to visit a favourite uncle. I don’t think he was an actual relative, but he was a good friend of my parents and he often visited us. He and his family lived on top of a hill not far from where we lived. I arrived at the house to find it had suffered a direct hit and was just a pile of rubble. My ‘uncle’ and his family were all dead, wiped out. It was a terrible shock.


The only other recollection I have from that time is of my father parading in uniform at the head of the local Home Guard.


Later in the War, in 1942 I believe it was, we moved to Ireland. With the death of his baby daughter, Dad decided England was too dangerous a place to bring up his family. For a while, he kept running the two businesses, but he decided to focus on box-making and appointed a manager to look after his tailors’ shops in England.


We first stayed in a hotel and then moved to Castle Park in the Terenure area. Then we went to Killiney to live in a beautiful home. Our fortunes varied through the years; we went from a big home to a small home, a small home to a big home, from rented premises to a lovely house we owned.


JEFFERSON SMURFIT & SONS LIMITED


Following his own beliefs about the importance of a person’s name, Dad changed the name of the box factory company to ‘Jefferson Smurfit & Sons Limited’ in 1942. Clearly, even then, he fully expected me and my brothers to take over the business.


In Dublin, he also appointed a manager. Very unusually for those days, she was a woman. Lily Darcy was one of the best workers and a great ‘machine fixer’. According to Dad, the men hated working for her because it just wasn’t the thing for women to be in charge of men, but Dad had made the decision and they had to put up with it. And it was a decision that he never regretted.


The arrival of Jefferson Smurfit on the Dublin scene shook up some of the long-established Irish packaging companies.


The kingpin of box-makers in Ireland at that time was P O’Reilly Limited, which was run by a very tough and domineering man called Malachy O’Reilly, who took exception to Dad’s arrival. He decided to teach ‘this young upstart from England’ a lesson and told his sales people to undercut all Smurfit prices by 10%.


Dad was always honest and acted with integrity in his business dealings, but he never took anything lying down. Hearing about the plan to undercut his prices, Dad visited Dublin’s main buyers and told them he was able to offer them a good deal. He took details of their requirements and went back with quotes that were 25% below cost price, telling them he was busy and didn’t really need the business.


His competitors’ sales team did what they had been told, checked what Smurfit was offering, and undercut it by 10%. O’Reilly was inundated with orders that would cost them money to produce and were so busy that they couldn’t take on any more profitable work. Dad was able then to take on at a profitable price the orders that they couldn’t cope with.


About six months later, a suitably chastened Malachy O’Reilly had the good grace to ask Dad to dinner at his golf club in Woodbrook. Dad said that his rival admitted he had learned his lesson and that, from then on, they remained “quite good friends, without being intimate friends”.


Although the Republic of Ireland was neutral during World War II, its people still suffered shortages of goods and basic foods. White bread, sugar, jam and tea were all rationed. Petrol and coal were in short supply. This made life hard for families and tough for businesses. Dad had to take every opportunity he came across and use his ingenuity to keep the business going.


When the business did well, we eventually settled in a house in Mount Merrion, named after my father’s Tyneside roots in North East England.


My father, John Jefferson Smurfit, was a genius. I don’t use that term lightly and I do mean it literally. He did something that I could never do. He built the foundations of a great business. Much later, I was to learn that I was good at building the house, but I could never have built the foundations. He had no money available to buy machines, so he had to build them – I could never have done that. He had patience and knowledge and great integrity.









CHAPTER 3


GROWING UP


You can buy brains but you make businessmen, and I’m going to make you all businessmen.


My happiest recollection from childhood is the time Dad took me from our home in Dublin back across the Irish Sea to England to watch the Grand National. I suppose I must have been nine or ten years old and the whole event made a huge impression on me. The noise and the huge crowds were unforgettable. Everything about the occasion was exciting, especially when Dad put me on his shoulders so I could see what was going on. He loved horse-racing and the enjoyment of the day remains one of my fondest early memories. It was a thrill I will never forget. I trace my love for the sport right back to that first wonderful trip.


Dad was wearing a peaked cap and a trench coat and I just loved sitting high up there above the crowd, taking in everything and being for once so close to my Dad. Times like this were very precious because Dad often seemed a very distant figure. He worked long hours, seven days a week, as he battled to make a success of his business. Even at home in the evenings, he often would be in his study poring over books or accounts and planning the future for the factory.


He was a big powerful man who was always in charge of the household. He was a traditional husband and father who ruled the roost in every way. To me, he was always a strong and commanding figure. I think as a boy I was in awe of him. To be honest, I was frightened of him when I was younger but that fear gradually went as I grew older, though it was not until many years later that I could say I loved him. He wasn’t the sort of person who came in and kissed you, like I would kiss my kids.
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