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INTRODUCTION









Henry and I would like to share a story with
 you.


It’s a story of two young people, from
 ordinary backgrounds, who both left school
 early, mad keen to work, and who found they
 shared the same dreams of success.


It’s a story of how we succeeded in
 achieving our dreams – through hard work,
 ongoing learning, a lot of help and a bit of luck.


It’s a story of how we overcame two
 recessions – though the last one almost cost us
 everything – through sheer self-belief and
 determination.


It’s a story of a small family business, with
 super, hard-working, loyal employees, that
 grew and retrenched – and grew again.


It’s a story of the challenges of running a
 small business today – the day-in, day-out
 grind, the obstacles and hassles.


It’s a story of the joy of running a small
 business today – meeting and serving
 customers, freedom in decision-making,
 seeing the direct results of your efforts.





It’s a story – beginning again in the third-generation – of a family
 of entrepreneurs.


Most of all, it’s our story – the story of Shirley and Henry, of
 O’Kelly’s Sawmill and Timbertrove, of up and downs, good times and
 bad. It’s the story of our dreams made real.
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We hope you find our experiences interesting and that you learn
 something from them.


Shirley O’Kelly
 Timbertrove
 Dublin, August 2022
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EARLY DAYS
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MY CHILDHOOD







I came from a large family: six boys and five girls. We lived in a small,
 969 sq. ft, three-bedroomed terraced house in a cul-de-sac in
 Churchtown: 18 Braemor Drive.


My parents, Ernie and Helen Callaghan, married in 1954. They only
 had one wage – £6 per week – coming into the house, as my mother
 had to leave her job in Jacobs when she got married. The company had
 a long-standing policy that no female member [of staff] could work
 once they got married. No “Women’s Lib” back then!


A year later, their first son, Trevor, was born. He was followed by
 three daughters: Audrey, Susan and then me.







The Callaghan children (except Darell, the youngest) in 1969: (from left back)
 Trevor, Audrey, Susan, Shirley, Elaine, Hilary, Stanley, Roger, Keith and Ian –
 all in Aran jumpers knitted by Mum.
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In 1958, Mum and Dad decided to set up their own business – Ernie
 Callaghan Motorcycles & Cycles – in a small workshop at the back of
 the house. As the family grew, the business needed to grow too, to
 support them all. So Ernie and Helen decided to set up a shop on
 Landscape Road in Churchtown.







Ernie, chatting to a customer outside his motorcycle shop.







Ernie and Helen were always on the go. Between working long hours
 in the shop, doing accounts, dealing with the bank, collecting parts
 between school runs, constantly washing, ironing, baking, cooking,
 sewing, knitting, they still found time to be on some mountain or race
 track every single solitary Saturday and Sunday, all 13 of us! To this
 day, I am still amazed as to how they managed!


Us children all had to take turns in working in the shop after school.
 We did our homework between stacking shelves and serving
 customers. And we did not get paid; it was just something we had to
 do to help! Despite not having much money, no new clothes or
 holidays, we had great times and it was a good upbringing.
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I think this is how we became such a competitive family. As we
 grew up, we had to fight for everything. We were constantly
 competing!
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HENRY’S CHILDHOOD







Henry is from a much smaller family. He has three younger brothers:
 Fintan, Padraig and Niall. His parents, Fintan and Joan, lived in
 Killakee, beside Lord Massy’s estate.







The O’Kelly family: Fintan Senior, Niall, Padraig, Fintan, Joan and Henry.







Fintan operated as a sole trader, running a plant hire business. Joan
 ran a small farm and was also general manager in Killakee House,
 which at the time was an art gallery, boutique, giftshop and tearooms.


Henry also worked in Killakee House after school and during his
 summer holidays. His jobs ranged from helping to make sandwiches
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in the tearooms to serving tables. He also sold clothes in the boutique
 and recalls telling the women how well the clothes suited them and
 how lovely they looked. On opening nights of exhibitions at the art
 gallery, Henry would serve the wine. The guests would ask him if it
 was a sweet or dry wine; he hadn’t a clue! He also had to clean the
 toilets and, of course, as the eldest son, he was on alarm call!


The only office work experience he did was on a Wednesday after
 school in Newspread, a magazine distributor. Instead, from a very
 young age, Henry worked outdoors on local farms cleaning sheds,
 feeding cows, making hay and doing other chores. He got the
 opportunity to drive tractors and machines on the farms and also
 drove loading shovels as his uncles were involved in gravel pits.


After working for two summers, Henry finally got his first payment
 from one of the local farmers: “a pair of brand new wellies”!


One of Henry’s uncles cut turf up on the Featherbeds, which Henry
 would help with, but it was hard work cutting the turf, bringing it
 down to the side of the road and loading it onto the trailer by hand.
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STARTING MY CAREER







When I was 15, with summer holidays coming up, I dreaded going
 back to school after completing my Junior Cert. All I wanted was to
 get out and earn decent money – not just pocket money, which then
 was nothing like what you would get now. I could not wait to be able
 to buy my own new clothes, eat out in a restaurant and go on a
 holiday. These were things I had yet to experience!


And then an opportunity came. A good friend of the family,
 Michael Orr, set up a new motor leasing business. He asked my Dad,
 Ernie, if one of his daughters wanted a summer job. Dad said, “Shirley
 will take the job”.


This was my chance! I thought, “Right, all I need to do is make a
 good impression and I won’t have to go back to school in September!”
 That was enough of an incentive for me to do whatever the job
 required; whether it was washing cars or making coffee, I did not care
 once I kept the job.


With my first wage packet, I bought my first brand new pair of
 Levi’s jeans and then fell in love with a suit in Pamela Scott’s in
 Grafton Street. I asked the lady if I could pay off a few pounds each
 week on the suit. She agreed – and I remember making the final
 payment and collecting the outfit. I still have it after all those years!


Although I had been mad keen to get out of school, I went back to
 night college to further educate myself in shorthand, typing and
 bookkeeping.


A couple of years later, the company paid for my driving lessons
 and I got my first company car. I then started to collect and deliver
 cars to customers and dealers which I loved. It was quite daunting and
 challenging at first, particularly when most of the cars were very
 luxurious. But I soon became a good driver; with the tight spots I often
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had to get in and out of, and being a woman in a male-dominated
 industry, I was determined that I could do it!


Then the company decided to purchase a car transporter. This
 required someone in the company to obtain a Certificate of
 Professional Competence in Road Haulage Operations, which entailed
 passing an exam.


I decided to go for it! I was the only female with all the other male
 truck drivers on the course, which was tough: the modules included
 law, finance, management and road safety legislation. The hardest
 part was having to learn and understand the mechanics of the truck.
 But I persevered and was awarded a Certificate of Professional
 Competence in Road Haulage Operations.


As a result, I was then promoted to Transport Manager, which
 involved going to Dublin Docklands, checking and organising cars to
 be transported to the main distributors and dealers in Dublin and the
 rest of the country. The goal was to fill the transporter on both legs of
 the trip. I really loved the work.
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HENRY’S EARLY CAREER







Living in the country surrounded by farms and not many houses,
 Henry was constantly out working. There was always plenty to be
 done. He loved working outside and driving different machines, so he
 left school after his Junior Cert to run his own business involving
 machines. He bought a second-hand JCB and worked locally digging
 foundations, all kind of groundworks, driveway, entrances and silage
 pits.


In 1975, Henry’s parents decided to self-build a new house on the
 opposite side of the road from where they were living. Henry’s Dad
 Fintan had a lot of experience in groundwork and foundations. He
 also had a lot of contacts and good tradesmen friends.


At school, Henry had loved mechanical drawing and maths; he was
 also very good at reading drawings. So he marked out the foundations
 for the new house and worked alongside the tradesmen. He was a very
 good listener and was so interested in learning from such experienced
 people that he really soaked up the information. He says he gained
 invaluable experience from working with the various tradesmen –
 bricklayers, plumbers and plasterers.


When the family decided to buy a new shed for the hay, cattle, and
 pigs, with part of it used to store the farm trucks and machines, Henry
 did all the groundwork and built a pit to carry out mechanical repairs;
 it was the first time they had covered-in space to do this.


Helping to build another few houses and extensions in the area,
 Henry found one job led to another. He really enjoyed the building
 work so, as his experience grew, he extended into shop renovations
 and house extensions.


When he was working on the building sites, Henry noticed a
 problem all the construction companies were experiencing: getting rid
 of the excess soil. He approached some farmers and asked them if they
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would be interested in soil to fill in and reclaim some of the poor areas
 on their farms. Then he approached some construction companies and
 agreed a price to remove the excess soil and clay which he then
 levelled in the farmers’ fields. Both the construction companies and
 the farmers were happy and, of course, Henry was smiling because he
 was being paid by both and making money.







F







or extra pocket money, Henry had been dabbling in cutting and
 selling logs to the locals. One winter, he decided to go further
 afield and ventured down to Tallaght to try and sell more logs.
 He quickly learnt the importance of market research! When he finally
 picked up the courage to knock on the first door, a very nice lady
 appeared, and Henry asked if she was interested in buying some logs.
 Her reply was “Ah love, sure we’ve no chimney or fire. Just look on
 the roof”!


Coillte advertised a tender for 3,000 tons of timber thinnings. The
 price was very low because it all had to be drawn out manually as it
 wasn’t viable to use machinery. Henry, along with one of his friends,
 decided to buy the timber and then sell the firewood commercially.


He was advised that a horse would be ideal to pull the timber out.
 Of course, he had no horse and very little funds – but Ballyfermot was
 full of horses. Henry’s friend Finbarr knew a guy there called Micko,
 who sold logs, so Henry came to an agreement with him to rent a horse
 in exchange for logs which Micko would re-sell.


With his welding experience, Henry built a saw and used the
 family’s old tractor to go to Glencullen Forest, cut the trees, trim them,
 and pull them out with the horse. He and his friend had fierce trouble
 between the tractor breaking down and the horse running off. They
 would be up there until all hours of the morning. His mother would
 have been literally saying the Rosary as there were no mobile phones
 or any way of communicating. When he delivered the logs to Micko
 in Ballyfermot, the trailers were lined up and Henry would unload so
 many bags onto each four-wheel horse cart and Micko then would
 deliver to his customers.





12









[image: Images]




Henry was supplying a huge number of bags of logs at this stage,
 but it was extremely hard work and a lot of the timber is still in
 Glencullen many years later.







B







ack in the 1970s, motorcycle trials were held a few times in Lord
 Massy’s estate beside Henry’s home in Killakee. Henry
 immediately was fascinated at how the competitors could ride
 up and down the steps of the Massys’ home. He pestered his parents
 to buy him a bike. They didn’t want to and bought him a lawn mower
 instead!


So he cut grass for the locals and later bought his own bike from his
 earnings. Two of his brothers then bought bikes.







Henry competing on his trials bike.
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My six brothers – ready to compete!







The three O’Kelly brothers quickly were pretty much on par with my
 six brothers, fighting each weekend for titles in the motorcycle trials
 championships.
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DATING HENRY







Henry asked me out on a few occasions while I was completing the
 course for my CPC, but I was so involved in pursuing my career that
 I had no interest in the distraction of dating.


Because both families knew each other well through the motorcycle
 trials, I was under pressure from some of my family to go out with
 Henry. They thought he was a great guy. So I agreed to one date – just
 to get them off my back!


On the Friday night I had agreed to meet Henry, I went for a quick
 drink with the lads from work and some of the guys from Nissan –
 which was a regular thing – and was asked to go for dinner by one of
 the owners of a main dealership. I would have accepted, only I had to
 meet Henry in Terenure at 8pm. I sat in my car outside the pub where
 we had agreed to meet. It was bucketing down, miserable, and dark –
 and Henry never arrived. I had never been stood up before – and I had
 just turned down a dinner date. I was hopping mad!


Henry called two days later. Apparently, he had got his nights
 mixed up. I still don’t know to this day how I agreed to go out with
 him again! Fortunately, I did, and we continued to date.







H







enry used to drive an old Land Rover which he loved. It was
 a banger, full of rattles and leaks. I dreaded going out in it as
 I had my lovely new company car, but I thought I better not
 offend him!


I’ll never forget one trip to Cork for a two-day 4X4 trial, when we
 had to drive the Land Rover that Henry was competing in down and
 back in the height of the winter in October. The heater didn’t work.
 There were holes in the floor with the wind blowing through. And
 there was no radio, so you could hear every rattle and bang out of it.
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As we were approaching Nenagh, I said to Henry, “I can’t go any
 further. We need to book into a hotel”. At this stage, I did not care
 about the cost; I just needed to get some heat into myself.


It was late in the evening when we pulled up outside a hotel in the
 main street in Nenagh. Henry wanted to be able to park the Land Rover
 directly outside, so he could see it and make sure it was safe. He was
 afraid it was going to be stolen. “You could leave the doors open with
 the key in the ignition and it still would not be stolen,” I said.







Henry’s Land Rover competing in a 4X4 trial … and wading through muddy water.
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Henry was known for his Land Rover breaking down in the trials. He
 started day one and after a few sections the halfshaft broke. A local
 competitor told him of a guy in Midleton who could fix it, so down we
 went. It was freezing cold, snowing, wet and miserable, but we had no
 choice as the Land Rover was our only way of getting home. So, while
 all the other competitors were enjoying dinner back at the hotel, we
 were stuck in the middle of nowhere, in what turned out to be a
 Funeral Undertaker’s. Eventually, we got back to the hotel and had a
 few hours’ sleep.


Back out onto the track the next morning, Henry won the second
 day’s race. So at least we got to bring a trophy home. But we then had
 the dreaded trip back to Dublin, which took hours and was almost as
 bad as the trip down.







Henry with his winner’s trophy.
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A







s we got to know each other better, Henry and I realised we
 both had the same dream to start our own business. We were
 both working very hard and spending long hours pursuing
 our careers and so we kept the relationship very casual.


The company I worked for – Michael Orr Group – had become
 hugely successful with various branches and car dealerships. Most of
 the customers were very wealthy. I was very fortunate to have the
 opportunity to collect and deliver cars to the mansion houses that they
 lived in. I still remember deciding that this was the lifestyle I wanted.
 I was in my early 20s at the time and knew then that I wanted to:


• Set up my own business.


• Own a Range Rover.


• Own a sports convertible, working my way up to a Porsche.


• Own a house in the mountains, not too far from the city.


• Own a house abroad, preferably in America.


• Marry an entrepreneur with a similar dream.


• Have a few children who would continue my legacy.


I reckoned all I needed to do was keep working hard, educating
 myself, listening and learning from other successful entrepreneurs.


However, in the early 1980s, recession hit and a lot of motor
 companies went out of business. Unfortunately, the company I
 worked with was one of them. Liquidators were appointed and I was
 made redundant. I received a cheque for £975 statutory redundancy
 for 11 years’ service! Michael Orr was very unfortunate. He had built
 a great business, had a great reputation and was very well respected
 in the industry.


So I spent the first 11 years of my career seeing first-hand how to
 start a business, grow it, employ people, borrow money, finance the
 business, make money, have a lavish lifestyle, and then lose it all! It
 was an invaluable experience.


Luckily, I was re-employed immediately by another main dealer.


A couple of years later, I moved to help set up another garage with
 Gordon Kellett, who I had worked with in Michael Orr’s.
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