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      Introduction: The hard landing

      
      Monday, 29 September 2008, was the evening when the most powerful people in Ireland felt almost powerless. They were grappling
         with a once-in-a-lifetime crisis, on a scale none of them had ever expected to experience, or had even feared. The continued
         existence of the Irish banks was under threat and with it much of the country’s future. The standards of living that our citizens
         had come to enjoy hinged on the decisions that these men would take.
      

      The Taoiseach, Brian Cowen, and his Minister for Finance, Brian Lenihan, sat in Government Buildings along with the governor
         of the Central Bank, John Hurley, the chief executive of the Financial Services Regulatory Authority, Patrick Neary, and the
         secretary generals of the departments of An Taoiseach and Finance, Dermot McCarthy and David Doyle. They were joined soon
         by the attorney general, Paul Gallagher. A retinue of their advisers flocked around the building, popping in and out when
         asked. Almost overwhelmed by what was happening, they were seeking information, offering and assessing options, and taking
         calls from people with advice – but they were also trying to ensure that nobody outside found out what was happening before
         the necessary decisions were taken, implemented and announced.
      

      Power resided with these people, but so did extraordinary responsibility. These men had to battle to establish the government’s
         sovereign responsibility for our future. What if they were to choose the wrong course of action? What if they were to do nothing
         at all? Would that be for good or bad?
      

      ‘I had to inform the minister that the risks to financial stability were becoming unacceptably high, with knock-on effects
         for the wider economy,’ Central Bank governor John Hurley explained days later. ‘A major consideration was that the highly
         concentrated nature of the Irish banking system created a high risk of contagion. Decisive action to protect the stability of the economy and its financial
         system was needed.’
      

      In plain English, that meant that some banks were running out of money. If one were to go out of business, as seemed likely,
         the risk became that much higher that this could happen to all of them, although – and here was the rub – that was by no means
         a certainty. If the main banks closed suddenly, and citizens and companies were unable to get at their cash, there could be
         riots in the street. External forces seemingly had taken control of Ireland’s economic destiny and, by extension, its social
         stability.
      

      The bankers were outside, sitting in the nearby Sycamore Room. The four men there represented the country’s two biggest and
         most important banks: the chairmen of Allied Irish Banks and Bank of Ireland respectively, Dermot Gleeson and Richard Burrows,
         and their chief executives, Eugene Sheehy and Brian Goggin.
      

      Sheehy and Goggin had come together at 6.30 p.m. to ring Cowen, requesting the meeting. They feared the imminent collapse
         of Anglo Irish Bank and possibly Irish Nationwide Building Society, and that such an event would create a domino effect, sweeping
         away their banks too. Anglo shares had fallen 46 per cent that day alone, the latest and most significant in a series of major
         price falls. The news got worse within minutes of the phone call. Just before 7 p.m., after the Irish markets had closed,
         the US House of Representatives delivered a shock rejection to the Bush administration’s $700 billion plan to re-stimulate
         the US economy; the Dow Jones fell sharply, ending by 9 p.m. Irish time with the highest one-day fall of all time and the
         worst performance since Black Monday in October 1987.
      

      The following day threatened to be dreadful for the Irish banks unless action was taken. Irish banks were massively reliant
         on borrowed money from overseas, and regularly had to borrow new money for old loans that were due for repayment. Suddenly
         this money was less readily available, and the fear was that nobody would lend to any bank in Ireland if one or two were seen
         to die. Liquidity – money in the system, like oil lubricating a machine – is essential to the banks and to the overall economy.
         If it dried up, as suddenly looked possible, it would not merely ruin the banks but also the entire economy. AIB and Bank
         of Ireland provided the bulk of this cash flow, which is why they were regarded as being of ‘systemic importance’.
      

      The bankers, very experienced, tough men, responsible for tens of thousands of employees, billions in shareholders’ investments,
         and the deposits and loans of millions of customers worldwide, had arrived at Government Buildings around 9.30 p.m. They were
         made to know their place: it was two hours before they were granted an audience with Cowen and his entourage.
      

      The government was not unprepared. For weeks it had been in crisis mode, although it hid this from the public for fear of
         undermining public confidence. The problems were multiple: the instability of international markets, made worse by the collapse
         in mid-September of massive US investment bank Lehman Brothers and the expensive rescue of insurance giant AIG, something
         that made money more expensive and harder to get; the increasing belief that Irish banks had lent too much money for property
         speculation and that this would never be recovered; a flight of deposits out of the Irish banks, Anglo in particular, from
         which big businesses were moving hundreds of millions of euro at a time.
      

      Expert groups had been set up to prepare contingency plans. EU Commissioner and former finance minister Charlie McCreevy was
         consulted by Lenihan, and others were canvassed as well. On Saturday, 20 September, Lenihan made a sudden announcement that
         the state guarantee on all bank deposits was to be increased from €20,000 to €100,000. He accompanied this with the assertion
         that the Irish banking system was full of ‘soundness and stability’. ‘I want it to be known that the government is confident
         about the strength and resilience of the Irish financial system,’ he said.
      

      Frantic work went on behind the scenes to try to protect the banks, with the European Central Bank asked for help. In public
         Lenihan got into a row with RTÉ’s Liveline when callers told presenter Joe Duffy the truth: people were taking their money out of banks for fear of losing it. Efforts
         to maintain confidence failed. Now the wolves were at the door.
      

      The four bankers made their pitch for help and were then questioned. They were sent out by Cowen, only to be recalled later
         and informed of decisions taken in their absence.
      

      Others were heard as well, via telephone, during the evening. Logs detailing who called in and who was called have not been
         made available, but, regardless of who had input, a consensus was reached quickly. The nationalization – or taking into state
         ownership – of the banks was not considered an acceptable solution; nor was letting a bank collapse. Something else had to be done.
      

      The buck stopped with Cowen, subject to his cabinet’s approval, having taken the advice of those around him. This was probably
         the closest a Taoiseach has ever been to deciding to go to war, a powerful yet vulnerable position to be in. The war was to
         be with faceless investors in international money markets who had an arsenal with which they could destroy the Irish economy.
      

      It was an evening for cool heads, rigorous analysis and firm decision-making, when trust and confidence in one another was
         of primary importance.
      

      Lenihan was struggling to convince that he had been the right man to succeed Cowen as Minister for Finance. Although clearly
         highly intelligent and principled, he was a barrister hampered by having had absolutely no experience of either finance or
         economics prior to his appointment. He was a man who needed guidance.
      

      Neary had become a poor joke with the public in previous weeks, because of television and public appearances in which he insisted
         that everything was fine and dandy in Irish banking, just short of shouting, ‘Don’t panic!’ He had work to do to convince
         everyone else present that he could make a valuable contribution.
      

      Hurley was one of the highest-paid central bankers in the world, but it was not a reward for his powers of foresight; he had
         not beaten down the doors of government to warn of impending doom because of excessive and dangerous lending by the banks.
         He had reinforced, rather than challenged, the government’s wishful thinking about a so-called ‘soft landing’ but was required
         now to disagree strongly with the politicians, drawing on all of his presumed expertise to do so.
      

      McCarthy had spent the last decade as a conciliator, a man who struck deals and compromises, particularly with the social
         partners: trade unions, employers and non-governmental organizations that engaged in the long-standing process of negotiation
         with government over economic plans and national pay agreements. Reaching those deals, as well as working on the peace process
         in Northern Ireland, coming up with solutions that were acceptable to all, had required great patience and stamina. This,
         however, was a night for speed of thought and decisive action.
      

      Doyle was a brusque man who had worked his way up through the civil service over many years. He was in charge of a department
         that had shed nearly all its staff of trained economists and that had a woeful record of predicting the annual likely tax
         take – a basic requisite for planning – and other important statistics. While it was an evening for decisiveness, it was also
         a time for listening to other points of view.
      

      Nobody doubted Gallagher’s legal brain or analytical brilliance. He could be relied upon to ensure that no laws were broken,
         but, while he would be able to tell people what they could do legally, along with what they couldn’t do, that didn’t necessarily
         mean that he would initiate any useful ideas.
      

      What these people thought of each other, and of Cowen – in terms of character, experience and ability – was crucial to the
         dynamic of the evening. They also had to make judgements about the quality of the information that was about to be conveyed
         by the four bankers, and to be aware of the agendas that would drive the manner of its delivery.
      

      Sheehy was a career banker who had been only four years at the helm at AIB, with a confident, almost arrogant demeanour that
         had also been typical of his predecessors. He had not foreseen or prepared AIB for the sharp downturn, and it had become clear
         that he had gambled the bank’s enormous resources in the property market. Sheehy’s chairman was well known to most of those
         in the room: Gleeson, a former attorney general appointed by the last Fine Gael Taoiseach, John Bruton, had been highly regarded
         for his intellect, much as Gallagher was now, but he tended to emphasize the legal principle over the practical position.
         Gleeson had weakened his own authority just a few months earlier by authorizing a massive and unaffordable increase in AIB’s
         interim dividend payment to shareholders. It was a futile gesture in a bid to prove that the bank had no need for additional
         reserves to cope with a rise in bad debts.
      

      Burrows was the former managing director of Irish Distillers, a whiskey manufacturer that had been purchased by the French
         Pernod Ricard group in a controversial takeover battle twenty years ago. He had stayed with the French, working his way up
         to the very top of the group, while also taking on a part-time position with Bank of Ireland a few years earlier. Under Burrows’s
         approving eye, Goggin had only weeks before he began the long-overdue, painful process of telling shareholders things were
         not as good at the bank as they had believed. They cut the dividend and raised estimates of bad debts. The reward for this belated candour was a continuously falling share price.
      

      The officials and politicians had to treat these bankers with scepticism. These highly paid men – all with seven-figure annual
         incomes – had created their own crises, albeit under the indulgent eye of those with the responsibility for reining them in.
         Their immediate problem was the lack of international liquidity available to Ireland, but this stemmed from their own excessive
         borrowing on international money markets and the use of that money in overly optimistic property lending. AIB, in particular,
         did not have a good track record as a responsible corporate citizen, with its history of defrauding the state and its own
         customers, and requiring state assistance to get it out of trouble. Back in 1986 it sought government help after its disastrous
         purchase of Insurance Corporation of Ireland; it claimed to need £100 million – an enormous sum at the time, just when the
         country had mass unemployment and high exchequer deficits. The scale of the rescue it received may not actually have been
         necessary. So the government had reason to be wary of AIB’s requests.
      

      Now, however, the government was not in a position to take a chance. It had information from a variety of other sources and
         had to assume that potential disaster was afoot.
      

      There were various options. It could take its chances and allow Anglo to fall, on the assumption that the domino effect would
         not necessarily knock the other banks as well. However, the experience of Lehman’s fall in the US only a fortnight previously
         did not encourage that approach – and there was also the possibility that many powerful and wealthy owners of Anglo shares
         and borrowers from it might suffer enormous losses. It could take Anglo into public ownership, as the British had done with
         Northern Rock, but that would not be good for Ireland’s international image; there would be knock-on financial consequences;
         and Anglo’s stakeholders would be as upset by this as they would be by a decision to let the bank fall.
      

      There seemed to be a third way. Just as success has many fathers and failure is an orphan, so those who first sought credit
         for the chosen idea have since been quiet in repeating their stake to the claim. Economist David McWilliams and solicitor-turned-property
         developer Noel Smyth both wrote newspaper articles advocating many aspects of this approach in the weeks before it was actually
         adopted. There were rumours, never confirmed and treated by departmental insiders as bizarre, that it came from Swiss tax resident and money-market speculator
         J. P. McManus. Regardless of where the idea came from, the government was about to make an extraordinary gamble: it was going
         to wager the reputation and finances of the state on a scheme to guarantee all of the deposits and liabilities of the major
         Irish-owned and regulated financial institutions.
      

      AIB, Bank of Ireland, Irish Life & Permanent, Anglo Irish Bank, Irish Nationwide Building Society and EBS Building Society
         were all to be included (and other smaller institutions were added subsequently). The amount of money covered by the guarantee
         from the state was €440 billion.
      

      Cowen had taken an enormous chance, but, in retrospect, it may have been the easiest of the available options and therefore
         in keeping with the character of the man. He did not want to allow a bank to fail and he did not want to take it into public
         ownership.
      

      So what did everyone in the room that night make of Cowen, the man who ultimately had all the power and responsibility?

      Brian Cowen had been a somewhat passive Minister for Finance during his four years in office, offering little real change,
         always cautious in his actions and careful not to rock the boat. He had developed a reputation for readily understanding what
         was going on, but his decisions were based on likely immediate political consequences rather than on long-term economic requirements.
         He was not known for making tough, brave and unpopular calls. He relied extensively on his civil servants. He followed the
         lead set down by his Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern.
      

      However, he was struggling to adjust to the demands of being Taoiseach, a job he had held for less than five months, as the
         economic downturn gathered pace and as political events went against him.
      

      The 48-year-old from Offaly, a qualified solicitor who was elected a TD for Laois-Offaly in 1984, after his father Ber (Bernard)
         died aged just fifty-one, had become leader of Fianna Fáil by acclamation. No one contested the election to the vacancy caused
         by Ahern’s sudden resignation because Cowen was regarded as unbeatable. He had been heir apparent for years, the logical successor
         to Ahern because of his popularity within Fianna Fáil, his reputation enhanced by his starring role in the successful 2007
         general election campaign and his obvious devotion to the party.
      

      His relative underachievement in ministerial office – at Labour, Transport, Energy and Communications, Health, and Foreign
         Affairs, where he had little or no track record of innovation or major accomplishments – was ignored. That he had been Minister
         for Finance at a time when the boom was in full flow was seen as enough. His leadership credentials were never really examined,
         just assumed. His appeal to the general public – rather than to just the Fianna Fáil family – was not considered a major flaw,
         given Ahern’s electoral appeal across party lines.
      

      Cowen indulged Ahern by letting him have a four-week political wake before the handover of power was completed. Cowen got
         no honeymoon period, however. He was pitched immediately into the Lisbon Treaty referendum campaign, which had to be won if
         Ireland was to endorse the European Union structural reform agreed by the other twenty-six member states. He had the support
         of all the other main political parties, with the exception of Sinn Féin. While legislation required broadcasters to be neutral,
         the domestically owned print media campaigned enthusiastically for ratification. Endorsement from the farming organizations
         and trade unions was slow in coming but did arrive eventually.
      

      Meanwhile, an apparently wealthy businessman called Declan Ganley, London-born of Irish parents and living in Galway but active
         in the US, Iraq and Eastern Europe, emerged to front a ‘vote no’ campaign, funding for which remained undisclosed. His rhetoric
         appealed to the increasingly nervous middle classes – as the economic slump threatened – and suddenly it looked as if his
         campaign might be successful in defeating the establishment powers, as it added to the impact of the traditional ‘no’ vote
         on the left. An opinion poll in the Irish Times a week before polling day suggested that the vote was going to be lost. Suddenly Cowen was under pressure to deliver.
      

      Two days before the referendum, on 9 June 2008, Cowen joined me for an interview on The Last Word. He had a big sales pitch to make in what would be his penultimate radio interview of the campaign. He arrived in the studio
         with a minimum of fuss and fanfare, as is his way. As we waited during the news headlines before going live on air, I asked
         him how he was finding his new job, compared to how he had expected it to be.
      

      I’d known Cowen fifteen years at this stage. When he puts his mind to it, he is one of the best interviewees in Irish politics,
         answering questions directly and intelligently and convincingly; when he doesn’t, his choice of words and delivery are leaden and cliché-ridden. You just hope you’ll catch him on a good day.
      

      In response to my casual question, Cowen showed himself at his most likeable. He paused to gather his thoughts and then gave
         a straightforward answer. He said that it was different to what he had expected and that it had required getting used to,
         even though he had thought he was prepared because of his previous close proximity to the job.
      

      It struck me as a sensible answer as well as an honest one. However well a politician prepares for taking office – and because
         of Ahern’s mounting credibility deficit, Cowen had known for some time that the job was almost certainly coming to him – the
         extent of the power and responsibility that comes with the job must dawn on the occupant only once it has been taken. And
         clearly it was becoming more difficult than he could have anticipated.
      

      Cowen’s answers in the rest of the interview seemed more rehearsed and, even if logical and delivered with personal conviction,
         lacked that certain something that might have convinced a sceptical audience. It was much the same in other broadcast interviews.
         By 12 June the referendum had been lost, a savage blow not just to the establishment’s authority and possibly Ireland’s position
         in Europe, but to Cowen himself, calling his ability to lead into question at a very early stage.
      

      Just a little over a year before, in late May 2007, Cowen had contributed enormously to a Fianna Fáil campaign that led to
         a third term for the party and government under Ahern’s leadership.
      

      It had been an extraordinary and often exciting election campaign, overshadowed by revelations about Ahern’s personal, and
         apparently unethical, financial dealings from over a decade earlier, when he had been Minister for Finance and about to take
         over as leader of Fianna Fáil.
      

      Many had wanted the election campaign to concentrate on threats to continued economic prosperity. The warning signs were flashing
         that the property bubble was deflating quickly and that there would be serious adverse consequences for the rest of the economy
         as jobs were lost and tax revenues fell.
      

      In April 2007 RTÉ broadcast a brilliant but chilling documentary called Future Shock: Property Crash. Journalist Richard Curran forecast the consequences – lost jobs, falling incomes and a sudden large drop in tax revenue – if the property market were to fall by 10, 20 or 30 per cent. He was backed up by a range of articulate economists,
         such as UCD’s Professor Morgan Kelly, who were particularly worried that the concept of a ‘soft landing’, as often voiced
         by vested interests, had been shown to be a myth in other countries at various times in economic history.
      

      The hype merchants in the property industry were appalled and rushed to condemn the documentary as alarmist and unduly pessimistic.
         Two days later I conducted the first of two lengthy pre-election interviews with Ahern for The Last Word. Ahern dismissed the RTÉ programme as ‘irresponsible and inaccurate’ and added that he ‘disagreed with almost everything
         in it’.
      

      What else could he say? If he admitted there was anything of substance to the programme’s predictions, it would have been
         a repudiation of the policies he had espoused in the preceding years, when he had allowed his friends in the construction
         sector to let rip, encouraged by the availability of cheap money from the banks. No government goes into an election campaign
         rejecting its own economic performance.
      

      Ahern called the election shortly after that programme was broadcast, but the campaign floundered under the weight of the
         unfolding allegations about his financial past. There was an extraordinary press conference at the Mansion House for the launch
         of the Fianna Fáil manifesto, where journalist Vincent Browne harangued Ahern into addressing those issues. A hunched Ahern
         visibly pulled back his shoulders and came out fighting, but it was clearly putting an enormous strain on him. This campaign
         was nothing like the previous two, in which an ebullient Ahern had bounded from street to street, smiling widely as he met
         people, never stopping for more than the briefest of chats before heading off again, allowing Fianna Fáil to feed off his
         enormous energy. Instead he went to ground and when he emerged he stayed silent when asked awkward questions, the silences
         then becoming even more awkward than the questions. The opinion polls suggested he was going to lose power. One of his ministerial
         colleagues subsequently told me: ‘We were being led by a broken man.’
      

      The Monday after the party’s campaign launch, Ahern came into The Last Word studio for another lengthy interview, his only public appearance of the day and also the media’s only photo opportunity.
         The interview was to start just after the 5 p.m. news. Ahern arrived early, and, as an item that we had recorded earlier went
         out, Ahern and I settled into our seats, sitting alone together in the sound-proofed room. Outside the glass wall of the studio, photographers
         scrambled to take shots, flashes from their cameras repeating incessantly. We had a few minutes to wait before the red studio
         light went on to indicate that we were live on the air.
      

      As I knew well from many encounters over the previous fifteen years, making small talk with Ahern is not easy. Despite his
         image, he is not particularly sociable, with journalists at least. As this wasn’t the time to ask about Manchester United
         or the Dubs, and he had few interests outside of politics, I asked him a bland question about how he was finding the campaign,
         just to get his tongue loosened. I expected the usual spin that it was all going well and how encouraged he was by the reaction
         he was getting from the people.
      

      His reply was startling and disarming. He shrugged his shoulders forcibly, sighed loudly and said he was largely fed up with
         it, fed up with what he was going through, and wondered at times why he bothered.
      

      He was just minutes away from a chance to defend his record in office publicly, to explain his public and private interactions
         with the Planning Tribunal that was investigating his financial history and to say why the people should re-elect him. Yet
         he was indicating that he’d reached a point where he no longer cared.
      

      I was thrown momentarily. This was not the Ahern I had expected, although in retrospect it was in keeping with his dismal
         personal performance in the first week of the campaign.
      

      I decided that it couldn’t be true that he didn’t want power any more. Ahern lived for holding and exercising power, both
         at local and national levels. Nationally Ahern had been leader of Fianna Fáil for almost thirteen years. He had been Taoiseach
         for ten years and had put it to excellent use in securing political settlements in the North of Ireland. He was still getting
         kudos for his stewardship of the economic boom, even if some of us were accusing him of not preparing sufficiently for the
         inevitable downturn. Bizarrely, he had spoken the previous week of wanting to step down before the next general election –
         giving a hostage to fortune that no politician should and repeating the mistake made by his good friend Tony Blair. But to
         do that, he had to win this one first.
      

      Maybe he just wanted me to be a little bit more sympathetic during the interview. Ahern wore his power lightly, a wonderful
         talent for a politician. One of his greatest skills was an ability to make himself seem the same as everyone else, the common man, as if he were not really the leader at all. He had a reputation for making people
         feel as if they were close to him. By placing his trust in me it could have made me like him a little bit more. On the other
         hand Ahern had shown a personal weakness that I could have exploited during the interview. With Ahern you just never knew,
         which made him one of the most fascinating subjects I’ve ever interviewed for radio.
      

      Once we were live, the professional Ahern kicked into gear. He performed. There was no doubt in his voice as he stood by his
         record. He wanted to be Taoiseach again and he wanted people to vote for him.
      

      Ahern won the election, of course, his personal popularity essential to that success. Indeed, he received some sympathy because
         of the excessive pressure he was under from the media to explain his financial dealings from the distant past. Fianna Fáil’s
         loss of seats was minimal, because, although the economy was slowing, it was believed that Fianna Fáil always did better than
         others in handling such situations. He formed a new coalition government quickly by adding the six Green Party TDs to the
         existing combination with the Progressive Democrats, who were down to two TDs. It was a shrewd move that established a comfortable
         majority for the difficult times he must have sensed were coming, both for him personally and for the nation.
      

      His supporters claimed that the election outcome was a ringing endorsement of Ahern’s suitability for office, as if some form
         of referendum had taken place. They said that nobody cared about the allegations of financial irregularities being investigated
         at the Planning Tribunal and that the electorate believed them to be unimportant. A feisty Ahern gave an interview to Mark
         Little on RTÉ the night of his victory that vacillated from justifiably satisfied to snarling, as he snapped at the journalists
         who had dogged him.
      

      Further revelations from the Planning Tribunal over the coming months, which started shortly after the election, eroded his
         strength. Just as the country needed its Taoiseach to be focused, his attention kept getting diverted to the tribunal that
         stalked him. Senior figures in Fianna Fáil worried that his credibility – and, by extension, the government’s – was being
         damaged, but they continued to support him in public, although ever more reluctantly. He suddenly quit the following April,
         nearly four years ahead of the schedule he had set for himself.
      

      During the month of his political wake Ahern was celebrated more than generously, giving lie to the criticism of the Irish that we are a fair race in that we all speak ill of each other.
         Ahern’s political sins were largely overlooked and his achievements lauded to the hilt. His long lap of honour, which included
         a speech to Congress in Washington, was a stunning final exercise of political theatre, which many took as the start of a
         bid to become President in 2011.
      

      In retrospect, while the extended handover suited Ahern, it was an unwelcome distraction from the rapidly developing economic
         crisis and did nothing to further the Fianna Fáil campaign for the Lisbon Treaty referendum.
      

      The political establishment was convinced that membership of the European Union was essential to our prosperity. Since 1973
         the EU had given us much of the money we needed to develop as a modern economy but, perhaps as importantly, had changed our
         attitudes by requiring us to look at things differently. Whereas once Ireland looked to Rome, because of the adherence of
         the majority of the population to the Catholic Church, it now looked to Brussels. EU membership transformed the country economically
         and socially, and brought about an enormous shift in power.
      

      It gave us trading opportunities that reached beyond our previously dominant partner, Britain. It forced us to abandon protectionism
         and to embrace competition. It provided us with money. It made us more attractive as a location for foreign investment and
         allowed for better-paid employment. Its institutions forced us to change many of our Church-dominated social laws. Our horizons
         broadened as our citizens travelled more widely in the countries of our fellow EU members, breaking the old obsession with
         the English-speaking nations of Britain and the United States of America.
      

      The European Union had power over us but ironically that helped to liberate us and made us take more responsibility for ourselves.
         Yes, we were dependent, even more so after we abandoned our currency to become members of the Economic and Monetary Union
         – joining the new currency, the euro, in 1999, with the notes and coins arriving in 2002 – but the requirements of entry to
         membership imposed useful financial disciplines on our government. While the euro turned out to be a mixed blessing, overall
         the EU gave us more options and more opportunities, as we became an open economy and a more open society.
      

      Indeed things went so well that we thought that we had it made, that we had become an example to the rest of Europe, even
         the world, in how to become prosperous in a short space of time.
      

      And now, suddenly, unexpectedly, it had all gone wrong. It turned out that we had lost the run of ourselves, so much so that
         we decided we were going to stop the rest of the European Union from ratifying the Lisbon Treaty, because, really, we knew
         better.
      

      As Ahern departed and Cowen took power, we faced a dizzying plunge, not just into economic recession but into depression and
         a return to something approaching the relative poverty of the recent decades.
      

      In September 2008, just weeks before the introduction of the state guarantee for the banks, the famous naval training ship
         the Asgard II sank mysteriously in French waters. Its insurance was not enough to cover the cost of replacing it, and the government decided
         that it could not afford to raise it from its watery grave. It became something of a symbol of the new era.
      

      Ahern had left Cowen to take the helm of a nation buffeted by the enormous waves of a near-perfect storm on the seas of international
         finance. The government, the banks, the property developers and the general population found themselves frantically trying
         to bail out losses that threatened to sink everyone. The government had blown the proceeds of the boom on ill-thought-out
         increases in public expenditure that did not deliver value for money. Businesses had wasted billions through bad investments,
         including buying their own shares at overly high prices, making excessive payments to top executives and overpaying for other
         companies using too much borrowed money. Some of the most prominent men in Irish business were humbled. Consumers had loaded
         up on debt, either to finance conspicuous consumption or to buy over-valued properties here and abroad. The banks had recklessly
         provided the money for all of this, undermining their own strength in the process. The property developers who, with their
         conspicuous consumption, had been the visible embodiment of new wealth suddenly had little or no cash left to play with; their
         assets were devalued and effectively taken into the ownership of the state.
      

      The seductive power of excessively cheap money had ruined us. Membership of the euro had given us very low interest rates
         by historical standards and we binged on debt. While the last major recession, in the 1980s, was marked by excessive government
         debt, this time it is a generation of mainly younger people who find themselves massively stretched. Whereas once it was the national debt held by
         the state on our behalf that was a millstone (and soon will be again), loans that individuals and families hold have become
         an enormous problem as job losses mount and incomes fall sharply. Irish people are the most heavily borrowed in Europe. Per
         head of population Irish people have the highest levels of personal debt in the European Union. A decade ago we would have
         been nearer the bottom of such league tables.
      

      The European Central Bank sets interest rates and the banks took advantage of this by lending large sums. This fuelled an
         investment surge, particularly in property. But the absolute amount of borrowing – heading for €400 billion – is extraordinary
         in a country of just over four million people and the pace of increase in extra borrowing has been far too fast. We thought
         we had wealth, but, really, all we had was leverage.
      

      It needn’t have come to this. The warning signs were clear that economic growth from 2004 onwards was based on unsustainable
         construction activity. Unfortunately too many people bought into some extraordinary guff that this was somehow natural as
         well as desirable. We were told that our youthful demographics, and our need to compensate for a lack of infrastructural investment
         in the past, somehow made us immune to the normal cycles of economic history. When it became clear that this wishful thinking
         wouldn’t hold, we were peddled another myth, the comforting promise of a ‘soft landing’. Instead, we sailed at full speed
         on to the rocks and, as the economy capsized, assumptions about the possession of power, wealth and influence in the new order
         of Irish life were challenged and, in places, destroyed.
      

      Ahern jumped ship at just the right time. His claim that it all went wrong for the economy after he left and that there had
         been no sign of a downturn before he did so beggared belief. Ahern had taken a conscious decision in 2004 to go for mad-cap
         growth as he sought to shore up failing political support. Coincidence or not, he did this when he realized that the Planning
         Tribunal was making sensitive inquiries about him, although the public was not to know that for another two years.
      

      Cowen, unwittingly perhaps, had implemented Ahern’s policies for him. Now he was to reap the consequences. His decision to
         guarantee all the deposits and liabilities of the banks was taken in the early hours of 30 September 2008, and was ratified
         by sleepy ministers during a telephone conference-call meeting of the cabinet. They trusted that those on site that evening knew what they were doing. It wasn’t until the following day’s cabinet meeting that they started to ask
         questions. A drained Cowen muttered that ‘we came very close to the brink’ the previous night.
      

      He was to discover subsequently that the government, and the country, would find it almost impossible to move away from the
         brink and would continue to totter there, as crisis after crisis emerged and the nation’s confidence, much like everything
         else, sank. The problems with the banks intensified, consumer spending plummeted and jobs were lost at the fastest rate in
         the history of the state. The exchequer finances, pride and joy of the resurgent Republic over the past decade and held up
         as an example to the other member states of the European Union, went into deficit at a speed that could scarcely be believed.
         Taxes on income had to be increased savagely – removing at a stroke all of the improvements of a decade – but the government
         couldn’t or wouldn’t make the required cuts in public spending.
      

      It isn’t possible to kill an economy – because there will always be some trade, some activity – but it can be left in a state
         of near-paralysis. How the hell, why the hell, had we crashed? Why hadn’t we seen this coming and prepared earlier? Who was
         to blame? What could be done? Who would get us out of this? Who really runs the country?
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      Friends in high places

      
      
      A single framed photograph sat on Tony O’Reilly’s tidy desk in his office at Independent News and Media’s City West headquarters
         in Dublin. It showed the newspaper group’s controlling shareholder and his wife Chryss in the company of another couple: An
         Taoiseach Bertie Ahern and his then partner Celia Larkin.
      

      
      It was September 2002, and the men in the picture were arguably the most powerful in Ireland. O’Reilly was reckoned to be
         not just the richest man in the country – a billionaire – but also the most influential non-elected figure because of his
         control of INM. Although a multinational business, it owned an array of daily, Sunday and provincial newspapers in Ireland
         with enormous readerships. Ahern had been reelected as Taoiseach that summer. Such was his popularity that Fianna Fáil came
         close to securing an overall majority in the general election, something pundits had thought was no longer possible with the
         vagaries of voting patterns in multi-seat constituencies.
      

      
      I was somewhat surprised by the photograph. Although I’d worked for O’Reilly for nearly a decade – as editor of the Sunday Tribune for six years, before that business editor at the Irish Independent for nearly four – I had never been aware of this apparent closeness between the two men. Why was the photo there? Was it
         a sign of O’Reilly’s genuine respect and affection for Ahern? Was it there for others to see, both his staff and visitors,
         because he wanted them to know of the relationship and that he, O’Reilly, was giving his approval?
      

      
      O’Reilly was not present for this particular meeting at City West. It was with his son Gavin, one of his directors, Ivan Fallon
         (previously his biographer), and Liam Healy, his long-standing group chief executive and one of INM’s nominees to the board
         of the Sunday Tribune. The only topic for discussion was cost-cutting at the Tribune, a newspaper INM insisted publicly that it did not control, despite providing all of the funding to keep it in business.
      

      
      I said nothing about the story that I knew was to appear the following Sunday, which made use of official state documents.
         These showed how Minister for Finance Charlie McCreevy had secretly demanded cuts in public spending from his cabinet colleagues
         in the run-up to that year’s general election and how, once these pleas had been ignored, he warned that they would have to
         happen immediately after the election. This story flatly contradicted denials from both Ahern and McCreevy that they had any
         plans for cutbacks in public spending if re-elected. The following Sunday’s story created a considerable political storm –
         although I was never to hear any comment on it from INM’s management.
      

      
      O’Reilly had many photographs of international figures that he could have displayed on that desk. He had collected a series
         of international politicians and statesmen over the years as business contacts and personal friends and had brought many of
         them to Ireland. Nelson Mandela, Bill Clinton, Henry Kissinger, Chris Patten, F. W. de Klerk and Desmond Tutu, among others,
         had come to Dublin to deliver the grandly titled ‘Independent Lecture’, for about 400 invited guests each time, with each
         speech appearing in full in the following day’s Irish Independent. His editors – and sometimes even those from other newspapers – all had lunch with these men too, giving us the type of access
         and conversation that we would most likely never otherwise have had. Everyone present benefited from O’Reilly’s patronage
         and we became even more aware of his status as one of the world’s most prominent Irishmen.
      

      
      So why was Ahern, and not any of those men, in the sole photograph on O’Reilly’s desk?

      
      Ahern was now a significant international figure himself, closer in many ways to Clinton and Tony Blair, for example, than
         to the older O’Reilly, with his more conservative economic views. But as Taoiseach, Ahern had enjoyed considerable success
         in two areas of long-standing and genuine interest to O’Reilly. Ahern had overseen a boom in the Irish economy between 1997
         and 2002, based on many of the market capitalism ideals O’Reilly had espoused. Ahern had signed the historic Belfast Agreement
         in 1998, which effectively brought an end to ‘The Troubles’ and created a sustained peace on the island. This appealed deeply to O’Reilly’s long-held anti-terrorist convictions and his committed and sincere efforts to help bring about peace
         through his own charitable and business endeavours. O’Reilly was impressed by what Ahern had achieved and clearly approved.
      

      
      O’Reilly had been a considerable financial beneficiary of both of Ahern’s achievements. The booming economy – and the peace
         – was producing extraordinarily enhanced advertising revenues on both sides of the border. Independent bought the Belfast Telegraph in 1999, making it an all-Ireland publisher. Dramatically increased profits in Ireland – and abroad – allowed for the payment
         of bigger dividends and strong growth in the capital value of Independent’s shares. Ahern had been good for O’Reilly’s main
         business interest.
      

      
      That Tony O’Reilly was in Ahern’s debt may go some way towards explaining how Ahern’s greatest support in his time of political
         need, between late 2006 and 2008, came from O’Reilly’s flagship domestic title, the Sunday Independent. It almost outdid all of Ahern’s Fianna Fáil colleagues in fighting his corner. But then O’Reilly had other reasons to be
         grateful to Ahern: over the years the politician or his governments had made many decisions that were of enormous financial
         benefit to the businessman.
      

      
      Ahern, as Minister for Finance in 1994, had changed the rules regarding the amount of time so-called ‘tax non-residents’ could
         spend in the country, making them more favourable to non-residents. O’Reilly was the most prominent of what was then a small
         enough bunch of expatriates who lived most of the year elsewhere but who still liked to return ‘home’ to do business without
         surrendering a large part of their worldwide income or capital gains in tax to this country.
      

      
      This was crucial to O’Reilly’s enjoyment of his tax-efficient profits from an investment in Eircom, the state’s main telecommunications
         company, in the early part of the decade, as well as his investment in Independent. Ahern’s government also actively helped
         O’Reilly bid for Eircom by introducing special tax legislation, without which he might not have been able to take control
         of the company.
      

      
      The government had sold Telecom Éireann out of public ownership via a stock market flotation in 1999. It raised €5.5 billion,
         which was used to start the National Pension Reserve Fund; this later became essential when it came to providing the money
         for re-capitalizing the banks. However, losing control of the company – renamed Eircom when it joined the stock market – came to be considered a major
         economic mistake, as a lack of investment in broadband by a series of new owners – all of whom were too busy taking cash from
         the company to pay back the loans incurred to buy it – left Ireland badly serviced by comparison with other developed countries.
      

      
      The initial sale of Eircom had seemed to be a wonderful success, especially for those who bought shares in the flotation and
         sold them quickly at a profit. However, the share price slumped in late 2000 and early 2001 as the dotcom bubble burst, creating
         large losses for those who still held the shares. Eircom decided to sell its mobile phone business to Vodafone, leaving it
         with the traditional fixed-line business. With a low share price, it was vulnerable to takeover.
      

      
      Entrepreneur Denis O’Brien seemed the most likely bidder. He was one of the most prominent multimillionaires operating in
         Ireland. He controlled Esat Digifone when it won a state competition for a second mobile phone licence in 1995, and had received
         a personal profit of over €200 million on the sale of Esat Telecom (which owned the shares in Esat Digifone) in 2000. He had
         defeated an O’Reilly-backed consortium – as well as three other bidders, including one led by a hitherto unknown young businessman
         from Galway, via London, called Declan Ganley – to win the licence. He formed a company called e-Island but unions at the
         former semi-state – who retained a sizeable shareholding in Eircom – recoiled in horror. O’Brien had made a public virtue
         of challenging unions during his time as principal at Esat. The unions wanted almost anybody else, even O’Reilly.
      

      
      O’Reilly, still somewhat chastened by his defeat by O’Brien and deeply suspicious of the circumstances in which the Rainbow
         government’s Minister for Communications, Michael Lowry, had awarded the licence, spotted his opportunity. He became the Irish
         front for a consortium that involved the legendary currency speculator and investor George Soros and a foreign venture capitalist
         called Providence Equity. They called their consortium Valentia and set out not only to top the offer made by O’Brien but
         to seduce the staff shareholders as well. O’Reilly charmed Con Scanlon, a Kerryman who had succeeded David Begg as head of
         the Communications Workers Union, and the Employee Share Ownership Trust (ESOT), which owned about 15 per cent of the shares,
         opted to support him.
      

      
      To finance the purchase of Eircom, Valentia needed to give ESOT an even bigger slice of the company but it did not want ESOT
         to have too many votes: it wanted to ensure that business decisions could be taken that might not suit the usual trade union
         objectives. The solution was the creation of preference shares for ESOT, which would provide a guaranteed annual return on
         the investment but not voting rights. The problem was that the existing tax rules did not permit such an arrangement: cash
         would have had to be distributed among members of the ESOT and that would have triggered an immediate tax bill for the workers.
         Help was needed. Finance minister Charlie McCreevy, a regular at soirées at O’Reilly’s Castlemartin mansion in McCreevy’s
         Kildare constituency, received a request from tax advisers to both Valentia and the unions, asking for a change in the tax
         laws.
      

      
      As McCreevy subsequently admitted, O’Reilly’s consortium could not have beaten O’Brien without the necessary tax change. He
         excused it on the basis that it had been done to benefit the workers. ‘If this change had not been made, it would have favoured
         the Denis O’Brien consortium and the deputy can imagine the hullabaloo that would have caused,’ McCreevy told the Dáil in
         2003. ‘The legislative changes simply provided the membership of the Eircom ESOT with a level playing field to choose to support
         whichever bid they wished to support… Both Valentia and e-Island had the same chance to strike a deal with the Eircom workers
         and I understand the ESOT was more inclined to vote for the Valentia consortium.’
      

      
      Valentia sold the company again in 2004 by way of another stock market flotation. Irish Congress of Trade Unions economist
         Paul Sweeney has quantified the total gains made by the members of the Valentia consortium in just thirty months at around
         €950 million. The Soros Fund made €177 million, O’Reilly €35 million and Providence Equity €443 million. This was a return
         of 141 per cent, facilitated in part by a re-registration of Eircom as a foreign company, again to avoid tax legally, despite
         the fact all of its assets were in Ireland.
      

      
      O’Reilly remained as chairman and in 2006 oversaw Eircom’s latest exit from the stock market, when the non-staff shareholding
         was bought by an Australian investor called Babcock and Brown. By this stage the workers had taken €424 million in cash tax-free
         from the myriad deals, an average of over €87,000 per employee tax-free. But the deal proved disastrous for the state. The
         Australians borrowed too much to buy Eircom and then tried to utilize much of the company’s cash to repay debts of over €4 billion. Necessary investment in broadband
         was not undertaken. Eircom became a ‘zombie company’, worth less than the amount it owed its creditors. A vital national asset
         had been substantially damaged and diminished, and by mid-2009 a debate about taking Eircom back into state ownership had
         begun, as it became clear that the Australians had made a bad situation worse and could not continue with their ownership.
      

      
      Tony O’Reilly enjoys prestige almost as much as he does money. Whatever about the financial benefits that Ahern’s actions
         conferred upon O’Reilly, his decision to allow O’Reilly to become the first citizen of the Republic of Ireland to receive
         a knighthood from a British monarch, and to simultaneously retain his citizenship of this state, was one that O’Reilly appreciated
         considerably.
      

      
      O’Reilly was told of his selection for a knighthood in late 2000, as a reward for his ‘long and distinguished service to Northern
         Ireland’. It was to be announced in Britain’s New Year’s Honours List. However, article 40.2.2 of the Irish Constitution states:
         ‘No title of nobility or honour may be accepted by any citizen except with the prior approval of the government.’ Without
         permission, O’Reilly would have been forced to relinquish his Irish citizenship, an admittedly unlikely occurrence. Quite
         apart from his own pride in his Irishness, the potential for a public backlash in Ireland that would have damaged his domestic
         business interests loomed large, so he would probably not have taken that ‘nuclear’ option. His aim was to have his cake and
         to eat it: revelling in his Irish citizenship, while holding a British title, just as he boasted of the Irish credentials
         of most of his businesses while remaining non-resident for tax purposes.
      

      
      O’Reilly had his excuses ready: he claimed he had always maintained dual citizenship because he had been born in Ireland prior
         to our leaving the British Commonwealth in 1949. This was somewhat surprising, given that his father was a civil servant to
         the Irish Free State. The Irish government was contacted by both O’Reilly’s aides and by the British government and asked
         for the relevant permission. Several ministers were canvassed by civil servants for their views, but a recommendation that
         O’Reilly be allowed to accept the honour was made at a cabinet meeting and the decision was officially recorded.
      

      
      Ahern could have followed the Canadian government’s example. Two years earlier its Prime Minister Jean Chrétien had rebuked
         his British counterpart Blair for approving honours for two British-Canadian citizens, including the since disgraced and jailed
         owner of the Daily Telegraph, Conrad Black. A major row ensued, in which Black’s Canadian newspapers championed the cause of their master, but Chrétien
         would not back down. Black later renounced his Canadian citizenship. There would be no such controversy in Ireland.
      

      
      O’Reilly – who bowed the knee to Queen Elizabeth in a summer ceremony in 2001 and received the regal tap of the ceremonial
         sword on both shoulders before being presented with an insignia denoting the Knights Bachelor – had done something that many
         regarded as deeply controversial. However, he is not the only Irish businessman to have received a knighthood: former attorney
         general and European Commissioner Peter Sutherland was appointed a Knight Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George,
         while former Unilever chairman Niall FitzGerald was made a Knight Commander of the British Empire. But, while Sutherland scoffed
         at the idea of using the title ‘Sir’, Tony (usually referred to as Dr A. J. F. O’Reilly in his own newspapers prior to that,
         having earned a PhD in agricultural marketing from Bradford University) wished in future to be called Sir Anthony O’Reilly
         and for his wife to be called Lady O’Reilly.
      

      
      One can only imagine what Ahern, an avowed Republican and a Dubliner who had grown up within a couple of miles of O’Reilly’s
         home on the Northside of the city, thought privately. But there were gains to be made from accommodating O’Reilly – and the
         possibility of hostile media coverage had he denied him.
      

      
      Ahern may reveal his true opinion of O’Reilly – and explain their dealings – when his own autobiography is published, but,
         given Ahern’s dispersal of information on a need-to-know basis, that is by no means certain. Their personalities, backgrounds
         and world-views appear to be so different that it’s hard to believe their relationship was based on much more than the mutual
         exercise of power.
      

      
      Power is clearly essential to both of them but for different reasons. O’Reilly is interested in the wealth and social standing
         that power provides; how others see him is essential. Ahern is not without vanity or a desire to be liked, as his selfish
         vote-getting in Dublin Central has proved; he has complained bitterly since leaving office that he has not been appreciated sufficiently for all he believes
         he did for the country. Yet he did not have O’Reilly’s spending needs (although the revelations of the Planning Tribunal show
         that having at least some financial cushion was very important to him). While O’Reilly was obsessed with appearances, decorum
         and shows of wealth that were quasi-aristocratic, Ahern has traded on his apparent ordinariness, revelling in his image as
         an anorak wearer, even after his former partner Celia Larkin, a ‘beauty and image’ consultant, tidied him up and he started
         spending €30,000 a year, at the state’s expense, on make-up.
      

      
      O’Reilly is a more polished performer, both publicly and privately. He is a fluent speaker, an erudite conversationalist and
         a keen mimic, who can be somewhat cruel and indiscreet in his comments about those who have fallen foul of him or who are
         out of favour. He is capable of listening, something which not all powerful businessmen do after a certain stage, although
         he does not hide his displeasure if he doesn’t like what he hears. It is possible to spend time in his company comfortably.
      

      
      By contrast it is hard to spend more than a few moments with Ahern before awkward silences intrude that you, and occasionally
         he, must fill. Enda Kenny, leader of Fine Gael and his long-time political opponent, described Ahern perceptively as a ‘social
         loner’ – somebody who gives an impression of openness and affability that is not borne out by reality. Ahern rarely spends
         long with anybody other than his close friends or those with whom he is having political dealings. Ahern is not a top-rank
         public speaker. While many believe this is deliberate, especially when his meanderings appear more endearing than deliberately
         obfuscatory, his use of a professional acting coach suggests it is a real problem.
      

      
      O’Reilly was born in 1936, grew up on the relatively prosperous Griffith Avenue and was pushed in a professional direction
         by his ambitious parents, who sent him to the famed Jesuit school Belvedere, where he excelled in both academic subjects and
         in rugby. O’Reilly was an Irish rugby international at eighteen and within the year a famous winger on the British and Irish
         Lions rugby team. He studied law at University College Dublin and, despite qualifying as a solicitor, quickly immersed himself
         in business and talked his way into senior jobs at a young age. He was head of the state dairy board, An Bord Bainne, at the
         age of twenty-six and, after a series of moves, became the boss of the world-famous Heinz food group before he reached the
         age of forty.
      

      
      Although based in Pittsburgh, and resident in Lyford Quay in the Bahamas, O’Reilly decided to retain an involvement in Ireland
         through business. He had taken control of Independent Newspapers in 1973 (four years before Ahern was first elected to the
         Dáil), formed an investment vehicle called Fitzwilton that was quoted on the Irish stock market, and was the main figure in
         a highly controversial oil exploration company called Atlantic Resources that made, but largely lost, fortunes during the
         1980s. It was his use of Independent, however, that made him such a prominent and powerful Irish figure.
      

      
      Ahern was born fifteen years after O’Reilly and grew up nearby on the Northside of Dublin but in the more modest circumstances
         of Drumcondra. Whereas O’Reilly’s father was a senior civil servant, Ahern’s was a gardener. Ahern’s sporting interests were
         in Gaelic football and Manchester United – as a supporter rather than as a player – and his schooling was with the Christian
         Brothers. He did not go to university and only partly qualified as an accountant; claims that he had studied at the London
         School of Economics were exaggerated. He spent time working in the accounts department at the Mater Hospital but from an early
         age was obsessed with politics and the sport it provided. He was elected to Dublin City Council and was a surprise success
         for Fianna Fáil in the 1977 general election. Charlie Haughey made him chief whip in 1981 and when Fianna Fáil was out of
         power for five years in the mid-eighties he built up his profile during a very useful term as Lord Mayor of Dublin.
      

      
      It isn’t known when Ahern’s and O’Reilly’s paths first crossed. O’Reilly had been considered so close to Jack Lynch when he
         led Fianna Fáil that there was much speculation about a domestic political career for the businessman. O’Reilly had enjoyed
         Haughey’s company in the early days but became distrustful of his brand of nationalism and suspicious of his financial position.
         The antipathy was mutual, particularly when the Independent titles were unsparing in their criticism of Haughey during his
         time in power, although O’Reilly supported Haughey’s conversion to tight fiscal management for the state between 1987 and
         1991.
      

      
      This conflict was something that Haughey’s press secretary P. J. Mara was often called upon to manage. Mara, who sprang to
         public fame because of his characterization in the satirical radio show of that time called Scrap Saturday, used a combination of affability and shrewdness to diffuse dangerous situations. He later drew on his experiences of this
         time to great effect, becoming one of the most powerful back-room figures in Irish business and politics. He became a bridge
         between O’Reilly and Ahern, a paid consultant to the former and a confidant of the latter, serving as Fianna Fáil director
         of elections for all of Ahern’s three successful general election campaigns.
      

      
      Mara had come to regard the fighting between the Independent group and Haughey (and, by extension, Fianna Fáil) as a political
         mistake that he was determined Ahern would not repeat once he came into the leadership of the party. Ahern did not need much
         telling. He had seen how O’Reilly had flexed his power: not just against Fianna Fáil but also Dick Spring during the Labour
         leader’s tenure as Minister for Energy in the mid-1980s; and then Fine Gael’s John Bruton during his time as Taoiseach. Ahern
         needed O’Reilly as a friend, not as an enemy.
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      Payback

      
      
      It was to become the most infamous editorial in the history of Irish newspapers. On 5 June 1997, the day before the 1997 general
         election, the Irish Independent broke with tradition and published its editorial across the top of its front page, just below the masthead. It was a jaw-dropping
         contribution that strongly advocated ditching the Rainbow Coalition of Fine Gael, Labour and Democratic Left. ‘On any objective
         analysis, it is a vote for Fianna Fáil and the Progressive Democrats tomorrow which offers the better chance of securing our
         future. We have had decades of harsh tax regimes. Let us start to enjoy some payback.’
      

      
      The editorial may not have influenced voting decisions – opinion polls had predicted accurately the eventual outcome of a
         Fianna Fáil–PD coalition, supported by independents – but it outraged those who ended up on the losing side. ‘I’m calling
         on Dick Spring, as a friend, to do a service to the party and to the country and give his side of the story, to clear the
         air as regards Independent Newspapers,’ pleaded ejected Cork North Central TD Toddy O’Sullivan of Labour, live on television.
      

      
      Spring was calculated in his response, going no further than to describe the editorial as ‘disgraceful and despicable, a new
         low in Irish journalism’. Later, Bruton said he thought ‘the fact that the Irish Independent chose to put an editorial on the front page of its newspaper, urging people not to vote for a government which had succeeded
         in recording a 9 per cent annual growth rate in the economy during its term of office, does indicate a certain perversity
         of political opinion on the part of that newspaper.’
      

      
      Over time it emerged that there had been plenty of contact and conflict between the government and the company, including
         a contentious and highly significant personal meeting between Bruton and O’Reilly. This suggested that Independent Newspapers
         and O’Reilly had motive for wishing to punish the outgoing government for what it perceived as animus towards their business interests. There was a corresponding
         desire to see Fianna Fáil return to power, with its perceived more ‘progressive’ approach to helping business and the willingness
         of certain senior individuals, such as Ray Burke, a close friend of Mara, to help.
      

      
      Burke was a character of whom the media was deeply suspicious. Ironically, in light of what was to follow, it was the Sunday Independent that almost did for him in the 1970s. It linked him clearly to all sorts of nefarious goings-on with a notorious pair of
         builders called Tom Brennan and Joe McGowan, who had built Burke’s house in Swords and who were also associated with a controversial
         auctioneer called John Finnegan.
      

      
      Despite owning the newspaper that had been central to revealing Burke’s dealings to the public, it was Burke to whom O’Reilly’s
         executives became close in the late 1980s. He held cabinet responsibility for two areas close to O’Reilly’s heart and wallet:
         oil exploration and media.
      

      
      Until Burke came back into office in 1987, O’Reilly had not enjoyed as much luck in exploration as he would have liked. O’Reilly
         told Forbes magazine in the 1980s that he had ‘influence’ among Irish politicians by virtue of his wealth and his ownership of leading
         newspapers. ‘Since I own 35 per cent of the newspapers in Ireland I have close contact with the politicians. I got the blocks
         he [the geologist] wanted,’ he said. But that statement was at odds with how others would have seen it, most notably Ivan
         Fallon in his 1994 biography of O’Reilly, The Player. ‘In the mid-1970s, the coalition government introduced a series of measures, including the abandonment of export tax relief
         and a combination of royalties, state ownership rights and corporation tax, which added up to an effective tax rate of 85
         per cent on profits, killing exploration for the rest of the decade,’ Fallon wrote.
      

      
      Spring gave O’Reilly little when he became Minister for Energy. He refused to deliver all of the terms and conditions for
         oil exploration that O’Reilly wanted, especially in relation to tax on any exploration costs and a stake in any possible finds.
         The young leader of the Labour Party had ideals that were diametrically opposed to those of O’Reilly, although they found
         common ground on Northern Ireland. A shared passion for rugby didn’t help to thaw a frosty relationship: the normal bond that
         exists between former rugby internationals, even those of a different generation, was absent.
      

      
      Fallon alleged that Spring showed ‘a complete lack of commercial awareness’ in refusing to change the rules to any significant
         degree when he amended them in 1985 and 1986. O’Reilly believed that oil companies often found their terms toughened after
         they had made a discovery, but that it was a ‘huge mistake’ to put conditions in place before a discovery was even made. O’Reilly
         said, ‘the world of oil exploration is a poker game and we simply don’t know how to play it. 1983 was the year to show we
         understood the business and the politicians failed the test.’ Fallon has written that ‘a later Fianna Fáil government, recognizing
         Spring’s folly, made the terms much more favourable, but it was too late: a unique opportunity to make Ireland self-sufficient
         in oil and gas had gone.’
      

      
      Burke doesn’t feature in Fallon’s book, but he was the figure who, as Minister for Energy in 1987, significantly improved
         the terms for oil companies prospecting off the Irish coast. Royalties were abolished and the state relinquished any stake
         in an eventual oil or gas find. ‘I am realistic enough to appreciate that we cannot have our cake and eat it,’ Burke said
         on 30 September 1987, when announcing new licensing terms for the offshore sector. ‘Perhaps when we are a recognized oil province,
         we will be able to afford the luxury of more stringent terms, but for now it is clear that concessions of a radical nature
         are necessary to
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