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I: Professor Mulcahy, thank you very much for talking to me. Would you like to tell me
about your involvement in the foundation of the NIHE and subsequently the University
of Limerick?.

N.M.: Well I got involved through my relationship with Donogh O’Malley, the Limerick
man who became Minister for Education and at the time - we’re talking now about 1966
- ’67, that period - at the time there was a fair amount of talk following the excellent
report on Investment in Education, which involved Paddy Lynch and Martin
O’Donoghue and others. And other reports that came out about the need for technicians
and for more technology in Ireland if we were going to, you know, develop our industries
properly and so on. And O’Malley, at the time I was working with the Irish Management
Institute and my title was Senior Specialist and general management, and I was lecturing
in the general management and quantitative area, on various courses of the IMI at the
time. And I’d come from Shannon where I’d converted or at least transformed,
transferred a factory from Tennessee, Nashville and another part from Philadelphia to
Shannon and we set up this company SPS Technologies. And prior to that of course I’d
been working in RTE, the old Radio Éireann, where I’d set up the television system and
so I understood what was going on in the kind of, in the semi state area and of course
Radio Éireann was in the process of transferring over to being RTE, and prior to that I’d
worked in industry in London where I did research on television transmitters and so on.
So I’d a background in technology, a background in factories, I understood what was
going on in the public service having worked in Radio Éireann.

And then O’Malley came to me and he said ‘I’m ready to go on the technology colleges
that were talked about by Paddy Hillery’ and he said ‘but nobody knows what to do,
nobody is telling me what to do, now I have a consortium of architects and quantity
surveyors and consulting engineers all set up to go and they’re giving a twenty per cent or

1

so cut in their fees and I want to move on this, but nobody would tell me exactly what
size colleges do we want, how many rooms would be in them, what kind of rooms, how
many students would go through, what kind of courses should they be doing etc, can you
help in that?’. And I said ‘yes of course, but if you’re going to set up a group to work on
this I want to have a big say in the personnel’. And then he said ‘yes, and the real name of
the game in this for me’ he said is ‘I want to see a university in Limerick and through this
process I can see there’s a possibility of ending up with a university, can you help me in
that?’ And I said ‘of course and I agree’ and I pointed out that in 1960 when I was
involved in Shannon with this SPS that there were committees, I’m talking about a
university in Limerick and my father was a member of one of them and I attended one
meeting where some people came from Dublin to talk about it and everything, and I was
shocked when I heard a man who was from Limerick, who was a Professor of Physics in
UCD, opposing the idea of a university for Limerick on the basis that it would deflect
resources from the existing university system and he couldn’t even get decent equipment
for his physics laboratories and now we were talking about putting it into bricks and
mortar and God knows what around the country. And when I heard that, I said there is no
way that this is going to work unless we have a different strategy. So I said to O’Malley
that through the setting up of building of the colleges they had in mind, technology
colleges as they were called at the time, that we could have a strategy that would lead
eventually to Limerick having a third level institution which would become part of a
university.

So the committee was set up and you can see that there are two members, I’ve copied
some of the report, I see you have the report there in front of you, I’ve copied portions of
it here, but in the back you can see the list of people who were on it and I have added
where they came from, for you. And you can see, that fifty per cent of them had a
Limerick background, so O’Donnell, McDermott, a Limerick man, who had been Head
of Marketing in IMI, myself, and let’s see is there another, no, O’Donnell, McDermott
and myself were all and of course, Paul Quigley, was from Shannon. He was the Chief
Executive of Shannon Development and he was also Chairman of Anco which was the
FÁS of today. So the committee was very mixed but there was a strong Limerick base for
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it and the reason for that was that was a strategy for getting a university eventually for
Limerick that the Limerick people would go along with the way our thinking was, that’s
the background of that. So we got going at the time and the Assistant Secretary in the
Department, who was very innovative in his ways, Séan O’Connor, he has written a book
on this period, by the way that book doesn’t say very much about this because he was
emphasising his own role, you know, but that’s life. O’Connor, when we had our first
meeting said ‘we’ll have the meetings in my room and my Principal Officer will be
secretary of the committee.’ And I said ‘no, I don’t want any meetings in your room, I
want a room somewhere where we can put flip charts all over the place and leave them
on the wall and when we come back in that we can look at them again. I want to meet
once a week, we won’t be going out to lunch or anything so we want a lunch brought in
to us’. Aer Lingus at the time used to do boxed lunches and that was laid on and I said
‘and I want Gerry Sheehan as the secretary’, and he said ‘who is Gerry Sheehan?’ and I
said ‘Gerry Sheehan is one of your inspectors on the engineering side’. The brightest
engineering student that ever went through UCD, he was in the same year as myself and I
said ‘he’s the man who’ll understand what I’m talking about and I don’t want to be
explaining something to an administrator who has never been through the system.’ And
he said ‘no, it has to be a Principal Officer, that’s the normal way’. So I said ‘well we’ll
have to discuss this’.

And now what he didn’t know at the time was that I’d made a deal with Donogh
O’Malley that in order to do the job I wanted to meet him regularly, and the deal was, I
knew he had breakfast every morning when he was in Dublin in the Shelbourne Hotel
and I said ‘I’ll meet you for breakfast every Tuesday in the Shelbourne Hotel, if you’re
there, fine, if I’m not there, fine, but we’ll chance we’ll meet and we’ll cover ourselves
seventy per cent of the time’. So that’s what happened. So I just went to O’Malley and
said ‘I’m not going to do unless I get this Gerry Sheehan and I don’t want an
administrator on this’ and he said okay, that’s it, so he got on to O’Connor and he said
‘Mulcahy wants Sheehan and make it happen’. So Gerry Sheehan became secretary. Now
that’s important because he, I have in this stuff I’m giving you, yes I have a copy of his
paper on the background of the whole thing.
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Now Sheehan went on himself to as a result of the Report that we produced, he then
became very interested in the way computers were going at the time because we were
ploughing data, you know, working out the matrix of the movements of students and so
on. And he went to Trinity and did a Masters in Applied Computing part time or
whatever and the fellow was brilliant and he just ate it up, and then suddenly at that time
this Report had come out and everyone knew who he was and what he had done. He
applied for the vacancy as Chief Executive Officer of Dublin VEC, which he got and
after a few years there he applied to be Director of Consumer Affairs in Brussels so he
moved to Brussels. So that chap who was an Inspector in the Department you know, as he
said. You can see in his article, he didn’t even bother, he was almost afraid to look at
headquarters, he just walked down to where their corner was, he eventually went right up
to the top.

So that said, all this was going on in that period I’m talking about you know ’66 - 67, an
awful long time before anything, the RTC’s hadn’t arrived, the NCEA hadn’t arrived. So
that was the background and O’Malley and myself met nearly every Tuesday morning
and we plotted the whole thing. We plotted out things like the transport system for the
schools because that had to follow his free education; everybody talks about his free
education when in fact the whole third level was thought out, how do we change the
system?. He even wanted to get UCD and Trinity together in one setup, which was
nonsense, I opposed that. I said you can’t, there’s too much tradition in both places to be
at that, what we do is we want something new, we want to bring something, we’ve got to
bring a cuckoo into the nest, you know, who’ll upset the apple cart, if I can mix my
metaphors and get on with the job. And he began to see that point of view then, so that’s
what led to that particular Report. Now the next thing that happened in working on it was
that I was very worried that the culture of the old VEC system which had the technical
institutes, I see the remains of one in Limerick and so on; that that was not what was
wanted and we had to break out of that culture. And at the same time we didn’t want to
offend the VEC system which was very political and you know the committees had
political representation and so on and you didn’t want to upset that even though he didn’t
like the VEC system as it was and he was ready to take it on, O’Malley was, he was very
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opinionated, very strong, but at the time I said let’s go along, let’s not, you know, rock
the boat, let’s see how it goes and I was still unhappy about the status of the colleges
when we brought them up and at the time I was, my work in the IMI, I had lots of
contacts within the business school system and some of the great gurus were personal
friends of mine so I used to go abroad to various conferences and so I was going to
America to a conference on Action Learning which is a subject I’m very interested in,
and I said to Séan O’Connor who was the Assistant Secretary of the Department at the
time, he was the man who provided the resources etc, I said ‘why don’t you come with
me to America, I’m going on IMI expenses.’ And he said ‘Oh well, I was thinking of
going next year’ and I said ‘No Séan, I’m going next week’. And he said ‘Well I’ll have
to get a passport’, you know, Assistant Secretary of the Department and a passport. And
I said ‘get the passport, all you’ve got to do is contact someone down the road and they’ll
give it to you’. To make a long story short, he did come and we visited a couple of the
Junior Colleges out in the States and one of the things that I was able to shift his views on
was when he saw that the office of the President of the Junior College in Los Angeles
you know was almost as big as a football field. And I said ‘this is the standard Sean that
we’re talking about for these colleges, this is not the VEC’ and we also visited a couple
of other places in the Philadelphia area, Wentworth College, just three places that’s all,
and then we went back.

Then I visited a couple of other places, again on the IMI, no expense to the Department
of Education, a technicom system set up in Denmark and of course in Germany I had a
look at what was going on in Berlin, again while I was on a conference out there and this
generated some ideas. Now we did make one official visit then, we said we’ll have a look
at what’s going on in UK and we knew again that they were looking at the technician,
education side in the UK at the time and there was an individual who was mentioned in
this report, French, and he was the brainhead in the Department of Education in the UK
and we visited him. Gerry Sheehan, Charlie McCarthy who was a great trade union man,
eventually became Dean in the business in Trinity and myself went and he gave us the
background of what was happening in the UK. It was focussing really on the technician
side and that, and the professional area that he had to say, but one thing he did mention
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was that they were introducing this Council for National Academic Awards. And that
through this they were hoping to introduce a binary system into the UK. I had never
heard of the National Council for Academic Awards and neither had anybody else
including the Department. And I listened to what he said and I said ‘this is the answer, we
will set up our own National Council for Education Awards and it will provide the status
and the quality, I’m sure of the quality but also give the status to the Regional Colleges
because we will ensure that this Council is capable of awarding not just certificates and
technicians certificates and diplomas, but degrees and higher degrees’. But we avoided
saying all that because we didn’t want to turn the university system against us because we
knew they were going to start blocking it, so we talked about higher professional studies
and we built that then into the report and you’ll see that, there are various phrases in
there, like that, no limit should be set to the standards, no limit should be set to where
we’d go etc. but all this was keeping Limerick in mind.

So we came back then and we built in to the Report that a National Council for Education
Awards should be set up as well as the whole college system. And in this document here,
by the way, the committee was set up on the 20 September 1966, but we put an interim
report in February of ’77 so even though this early version of the report came, I wasn’t
interested in actually producing a formal report. My attitude at the time I was very much
an action person coming out of factories, industry you know, but well qualified, I mean I
had my higher degrees and so on, but I wasn’t interested in producing reports like
everybody does, nowadays, there’s a report for everything. But Charlie McCarthy,
shrewd old Charlie said ‘Noel we should record this, this is an important job which we’ve
done and it should be published’ so we published it.

But they had it actually in February, no in January ’67, we passed it over, O’Malley loved
it, so you can see it’s September ’66 we started, so in three months we had done that. And
he loved it, and he said ‘we’re doing all this exactly as it was’ and he then said to me
‘where’s the Limerick University bit?’ and I said ‘the Limerick bit is built into it so as to
enable it to happen’. And we had here a special situation exists in Limerick as it lacks the
alternative of university courses this matter is the subject of further argument later in the
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Report. Now actually we had a much bigger paragraph but the feeling was within the
Department and Gerry Sheehan at the time, if we put this in we’re going to turn off the
system so it was these enabling phrases that went in. And then we went on:
‘the Limerick Regional College Project should proceed now independently of other
projects’ - in other words don’t hold it up – ‘ and should it be decided to provide another
third level institution there the committee would favour the concept of a bigger
operation’. This was all enabling and what was behind it. Then O’Malley said to me then,
there’s one great phrase, he said ‘Noel when do you think we’ll be ready to talk
university, or when will I know that I have a university’ and I said ‘when you see the red
robes around O’Connell Street in Limerick’. I remember that day; ‘Ah’ he said ‘we’ve
got to do that’. Now if you look when you walk in the door of Plassey House you’ll see
on the right hand side a certificate which was provided by the Mayor of Limerick when
we produced the first two doctorates in NIHE and until they were produced there was no
hope we could be seen as a university and that was what I had in mind. That was the
delivery of that strategy and funnily enough, the irony of it was that I ended up back in
Limerick myself, which I never intended to do, and produced those first two doctorates.

Okay, so the next thing then was the whole thing about the National Council for
Education Awards was in here, some people don’t realise that they came from this; they
think it was something that the Department set up and it didn’t. The Department didn’t
even know about it, nobody, even the top fellows, now they will deny that but I know
from what do you mean by a NCEA and the CNAA in Britain was only just coming out
so it hadn’t really hit the scene. So that’s the background of the Report, where Limerick
was coming in to it and there was one other piece in it which is relevant. O’Malley said
in the middle of all this. ‘There’s a problem going on down in Limerick about where a
college should be, and it’s about land’. And of course Ireland and land you know, and
about planning and all that stuff. So he said ‘I want you to go down and see would you
make some sense of what’s happening’. Now they did have the University Committee at
the time so we met them, Gerry Sheehan, and myself and I think Eddie McDermott, I
think Eddie McDermott was with us. We met them in the Chamber of Commerce
meeting room and they were very defensive about what we were at, this group ‘who the
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hell are these people this steering committee and I mean we’re after having this
Commission on Higher Education which sat for six or seven years, you know it’s
produced this report and everything and these fellows are completing ignoring us.’ You’ll
see in here we did ignore it, as a matter of fact when O’Malley got a copy of the report he
kicked it across the room to me in his office. He kicked it, he was a great rugby player
and he said ‘that’s useless to me so lets forget about it’ and we did forget about it, we got
on with it, we got on with our own strategy.

Now the people who sat on that, I mean it was chaired by a man Cearbhall O’Dálaigh
who became President afterwards and everything, they felt they were doing great, but it
was all political movement, who’s going to get what, what change, what effect will it
have on universities and so on. We were coming in under the radar and I saw it as a
classic change strategy and that’s effectively what it was. Things were going fine then
and we were getting under way and I said ‘okay, job done now, I can get out’. And that’s
the way I’m made, if you’re finished get out of the way don’t be clinging on and so on,
the Department now can get on and move on. Gerry Sheehan became very involved in
guiding it and so on and they got under way.

But one thing, when we met this Limerick University Committee, I just want to finish
that story. They were quite defensive and not happy with what we were talking about. We
don’t want a Technical College in Limerick. And there was one person on the committee
Lyons, a solicitor, a lovely person, an absolutely lovely person and I’d met him earlier
and he said ‘Noel’ he said ‘I’ve no interest whatsoever in this idea of a technical
university that you people seem to be talking about or an MIT’. The word MIT was
creeping in you see and he said ‘I’d be happier to have a sub-department of the
Department of Arts in UCC as a start up position for something in Limerick’. And I said,
I’ve forgotten his first name now, and I said ‘look there’s no point in our talking
anymore, we’re on two different worlds you and I.’ But I said ‘one thing about us is that
we know this is going to happen and you’ll eventually get your university but you’re not
going to get it the way you’re talking.’ And so we left and that was the only connection
with that committee and their understanding of how to achieve this was just, it was full of
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good will and people saying about ‘I went out on the streets and we campaigned and
everything’ But that’s not what made it happen, what made it happen was shrewd
political manoeuvring at the right level and access to the power system and using the
power system to get a couple of steps, intermediate steps under way and then take off for
the next move.

And that’s my story of how it came to here. Now I have recorded the O’Malley situation
in an article, which was published in the Limerick Leader. And the reason that article is
important is because what I was saying there was that O’Malley had a huge influence on
Charlie Haughey and Haughey was the Minister for Finance at that time and O’Malley
was able to get Haughey to resource this whole operation and at the time we’re talking
about, eight or nine million, which was huge money at that time. And of course the
universities were screaming at this money going off into these bloody things you know
all over the place. And as a matter of fact in case I’d forget it when we were finishing the
job I was asked by the Principal Officer in the Department of Finance who was in charge
of the Education fund to come over to see him, I recall Whithy, the Irish version of ‘De
Faoite. And he said ‘do you know that you’re going to build these colleges all over the
country’, he said ‘they’re going to be white elephants and it’s going to cost a fortune and
we don’t have the money and your man O’Malley has hoodwinked Haughey into this’.
Now I was only thirty-six at the time and I remember walking down the steps of the
Department of Finance and asking myself ‘Jesus, am I right, we’re going to build nine
colleges, you know am I right.’ And in fact one of the senior fellows in the Department of
Education, he was an excellent character, Dr. Callaghan, he said to me ‘Noel’ he said ‘ I
can’t sell a course on television servicing in Sligo and you want to put a Technology
College in there’. I said ‘I’m talking about need, not demand’, so if you look at that part
of that Report it’s about need. ‘If you worked in industry or in factories like I have there’s
a need for this and if we want to wait for the demand’ I said ‘well then you won’t have
them when you want them. So if we produce technicians and there’s no immediate jobs
for them they’ll go abroad but they’ll come back again, they’ll come back again’.
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And of course then from that I developed a great belief in the importance of third level
education and of course later on I wrote about mass third level education in later years,
but at that time all I could see was to drive it forward and it was at that time that La Defs’
American, the Servan Schreiber report on what Americans were doing about third level
education compared to the rest of the world. The Japanese jumped on it immediately and
put in a massive effort to try to get the ratio of third level graduates in the 26 to 36 cohort,
to get that figure up, in America it was up on fifty per cent, and in our case we were down
around nine or ten per cent, we are now as you know at fifty per cent.

So this was the thinking that was going on at that stage, it’s not the thinking of today, it
was the thinking of the ’66, a few of us who were reading that stuff, it was definitely
American, I read it in French as soon as it came out and I was using it at that time.
Anyway, O’Malley and Haughey bought the idea and I had the theory. I knew Haughey
had come out of Donnycarney in Dublin, I used to go on holiday there as a kid, I had
relatives there, and he was probably playing in the same streets, but he was a few years
older than me. But I knew the culture, he knew damn all coming out of Donnycarney
about Charvet shirts you know or Maltan Prints or whatever else, he got all that from
O’Malley who was part of the Limerick prince merchant background. O’Malley dressed
impeccably, when he came into the room, I mean everybody just looked at him. He was
over six foot and he used have a leather Arab type briefcase, you know always very
small, not lots of paperwork you know, the single page type of man. But you know
Haughey picked style up from him. So I thought I’d put it on the record that this was so,
that O’Malley had that influence on Haughey and that’s written up there as well as the
background.

When O’Malley died and this was of course a terrible tragedy, I was with him for coffee
that morning, later on that night I got a call from London from Leonard who was the
Editor at the time of Business and Finance and had set up that journal Business and
Finance, a very shrewd character. He rang me from London and said ‘did you hear about
Donogh’ and I said ‘what?’ and he said ‘he’s dead’. So then what happened as a result of
that was that an awful lot of the things that we’d planned over those breakfasts and I
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can’t, I’ve no documentation to prove what went on there. All this was planned out there
and then he was gone. And if he had lived, he would have been living this whole thing
because it was a success for him and he would have been saying it, but then he was gone
and all this if you like, almost nefarious thinking that the two of us were going on with
didn’t go public, except that I’m making it public periodically. So he was gone and that
stage then, as I said there in that article, we were at the funeral in Limerick, we were
down in the Inter Continental Hotel, Haughey, Brian Lenihan and myself and one or two
others and I can tell you the tears were in all our eyes because we were totally shocked.
And then I turned to Haughey and I said ‘who’s going to take over Education now that
O’Malley’s gone?’ and he said ‘Brian Lenihan is going to take over’. So I said to Brian
‘now is the time to say definitely in public that Limerick is going to have an MIT’, I
mean no one would go against it with all the atmosphere of O’Malley’s death and
everything, there were thousands of people on the streets, Dublin felt it as well because
he was popular. So Brian Lenihan very soon he was appointed immediately then he went
public and said ‘there was going to be an MIT for Limerick’ so that was the next step.
We were now thinking about Limerick College in a different way so that’s recorded there
in that and that’s published.

A lot of what I’ve been saying to you I’ve said in this article which was in the Irish Times
and that goes over the period. Now the one thing I can say about those breakfast meetings
is that O’Malley’s, Des O’Malley’s brother, Joe O’Malley, who was the political
correspondent for the Sunday Independent for years, he came to Dublin for the first time
in ’66, late ’66 and he was starting up as a raw journalist, in I think, the Independent and
he came in and joined us for breakfast. And Donogh O’Malley introduced him to me and
said ‘look, maybe you could give him some advice on what goes on in Dublin’ and so on
and so on. So Joe O’Malley can attest to the fact that these breakfast meetings took place.
You just think now if you went to Batt O’Keeffe now, and said, if he came to me now
and he knows me very well, in fact my daughter was his secretary, if he came to me and
said ‘I want you to do such and such a thing Noel’ and I said ‘well, I’ll select the
committee and by the way I want to have breakfast with you every Tuesday morning’
what would he say to me?. So it was a unique thing to be able to do at that stage and

11

certainly I know nearly all the ministers well at the moment and none of them would
accept that deal if you like and it was a deal. So that’s recorded on that particular article
which was in the Irish Times. Those are the copies I’ve marked up the relevant where we
refer to as the Limerick Provenance you know, Gerry Sheehan’s article there, so that’s
that. Now the Independent, one of the fellows asked when I came to Limerick asked me
he was running a series of where are they now and he wrote that up and a few things
there that might be relevant to that scene.

Now the other piece of documentation that I want to put into my own words with you is,
these are extracts from the Senate reports. So in ’77, I was kind of active politically
mainly because of O’Malley. As a matter of fact, one of the things that happened at that
time which was very interesting, I was still at the IMI, of course, doing my thing and so
on and next thing I got an invitation to join the Board of Aer Rianta. It was obviously
O’Malley who influenced that, rewarding me for the work done here in effect and the IMI
wouldn’t let me take the position, it was inappropriate because there was some senior
Irish business man on the board of the Irish Management Institute who was also on Aer
Rianta and he thought that it wouldn’t be appropriate for a member of staff. Nowadays
they’d be falling over themselves for anyone to be appointed to a State Board, so I wasn’t
allowed to take that position. Later on in the summer around ’73, I was asked to join the
RTE Authority. Now at this stage of course, it had become very clear what we had done
and so I had a bit more status if you like, and at the time, I think I was Deputy Director
General of the IMI, and so we joined the RTE Authority. And during that period, we had
all the troubles going on, we were the group who were totally fired one night because of
the fact that we allowed MacStiofan to come on and be interviewed by Kelly and that
whole row went on and everyone of us were fired overnight. And that caused a fair
amount of contention if you like, in the system, but I stood by, if you like the Fianna Fáil
group that I was involved with, and Lynch was impressed with this, that’s Jack Lynch.
When we were running up to, the Coalition were in position at that time and Lynch asked
me and Haughey, Haughey knew what I was at, asked me to join the strategy committee
and if I would help to manage the campaigns which I did.
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And the result of that was that Lynch came to me in ’77 and said ‘would you run for
election?’ and I ended up having a go and I won’t go into the detail of all this, but just to
put it in perspective. And I ran in ’77 with a six week notice, did well in third place on
the vote, but it was only a three seater and I didn’t get the transfers, didn’t get in. Because
I had a good run Lynch then nominated me as a Senator afterwards so I became pretty
involved at the political level but I worked my back off trying to see if I could get into the
lower House and it didn’t work but that’s another piece of history which isn’t relevant to
what went on later on. But it is relevant in this stage, that the area I ran in by the way was
Sheriff Street, Séan McDermott Street, the tough area of Dublin and people couldn’t
understand how I could exist there coming from Limerick and so on. And what they
didn’t realise was that my mothers father was McMahon and he came from Sheriff Street.
And so as the fellows used to joke down there Noel Mulcahy was digging up a few more
cousins you know, and that was that period.

So, soon after that then, if you like, my political career didn’t work out, all kinds of
reasons for it, by the way Haughey turned on me because Lynch adopted me and that can
be elaborated in books not to mind words, but that was the essence of it. So I was, if you
like, recovering from this political period and the Dean of the College of Business got in
touch with me and he said ‘would you do some lectures for us down here in Corporate
Strategy?’, which was my area. So I said I would so I used to travel down to Limerick
every fortnight and I did the lecturing in Corporate Strategy through the final years of the
Business School. Ed Walsh, I had met at the opening of the NIHE. He was a great find.

But then being in the Senate then, of course, I was there when the NIHE bills were going
through both Dublin and Limerick, and that was 1980 and I’m giving you here the
extracts from the Senate debate on this. Wilson was the Minister for Education at the
time. Now I’ve marked here, and I suppose it’s a bit embarrassing in ways but anyway he
said:
I should like to put on the record of the house my appreciation of the part that
Senator Mulcahy played many years ago in the development of the technology part
of our education system. As the house knows he was a pioneer in this respect and
worked etc etc
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I’m not going to go on but that’s just a record that that’s on the record of the record. And
so the other one is John A. Murphy:
on the previous day I was expressing approval of the principle of the bill, I
stopped at the point where I said I fully agreed with the Minister’s view that
the National Council for Education Awards should validate the degrees of
the National Institutes.
So this was where we were, I was the next step in the plan which was that the NCEA
would validate the degrees and would be independent of the universities. Whereas the
Limerick University Committee wanted to be tied to the universities and in fact in the
early moves of the NIHE Ed Walsh wanted that. He didn’t want the NCEA ‘I want to be
beside the university’ but what he didn’t realise was in doing it was that he was exposing
himself to all the political shenanigans that go on in every academic institution, and that
Cork, if we’re going to be involved with them and then what happened then was Cork
was talking about … we won’t give you an honours degree, we’ll give you a pass degree,
you know that kind of nonsense. And I said ‘we’ll have none of that, we’ll go NCEA and
do it independently’. So this was about the difference the National Council would make,
would encourage mobility because the central group providing the degrees, that was built
in.

Now you see there were two debates, there was the debate on Dublin and the debate on
Limerick. Limerick came first and of course there were shenanigans going on in Dublin
which I haven’t time to go into now but it was all about Kevin St and Bolton St and all
the colleges which were going to professional level but they weren’t tied into a degree
system. The best architectural school in Ireland was in Bolton Street but you couldn’t get
a degree there. So I could see that that would stop if they were happy to work with the
NCEA, but even at that there was a question mark about, well, what’s this NCEA thing,
kind of thing. Okay, again when Wilson was bringing the second part of this Bill through
again he said ‘Senator Mulcahy who as I said already when we was speaking in the house
played no small part in the setting up of the various structures for the RTC’s and for these
National Institutes’, so it wasn’t just the steering committee or RTC, and ‘for these
National Institutes’. And Wilson understood what was going on so there’s documentation
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for that. Now also around that time Ed Walsh had arrived back from the USA and things
were happening in Limerick, I could see, I wasn’t involved but as I said once I got out, I
was out.

As I was just saying, when I finished the job I was no longer involved, I was busy in
Dublin doing other things and so on but I was keeping an eye on it and of course I was
appointed to the first National Council For Education Awards and there was an ad hoc
one set up for a while and it was chaired by a very fine man who had been the Secretary
of the Department of Agriculture and (his name now slips my memory), McGrane or
McGlade or something like that, and we then produced all the new ideas for this, what
was the system that we were going to evaluate at technician level, diplomas, certificates,
degrees, as a matter of fact Professor McCormick, myself and John O’Donnell, he was
Professor of Engineering in UCD, and Paddy McDermott, who was the Director of the
NCEA at the time, we wrote separate papers on what a degree was and they were all
different of course because we all came from different cultures. Now I wrote mine under
the influence of the thinking of Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning Objectives you know,
and so on, the others had never heard of any of this stuff including John O’Donnell who
said ‘I’m running degrees all my life and I didn’t know anything about this learning
theory stuff’ you know. But that was life, we wrote that paper.

So then I, of course, came off that body as soon as we had the first ad hoc thing had
finished and I was no longer involved but because I was there at the early stages of
setting it up, I’d some idea of what was going on in Limerick and I got the idea that Ed
Walsh didn’t want to take his degrees from the NCEA. And he wanted UCD or UCC or
something he wanted the university, and he really wasn’t sold. Also he was not all that
happy with the personnel of the university, I’m not going to go into that too much, but
there was a culture if you like, of meetings, having a few jars and things like that and that
didn’t suit him at all. It didn’t bother me in the least. And as well as that, there was a kind
of a Irish thing about it, I mean, you may or may not know that I was also Chairman of
the Cómhairle na Gaeilge for six years and I was interested in the whole idea of planning
language policy. But Ed was not very enthusiastic about the Irish language at all, he
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thought it a waste of money and so with Ed that was an issue. So at any rate, I invited
him, no, no, what happened was that the Chairman was asked to go out to Brussels
because he was so well up in agriculture, there was a big thing about the European Union
and so on at the time, and he went out and the person who was Deputy Chairman got very
ill and died and then I was asked to take the Chair, so I ended up being Chairman of the
NCEA for a while and it was in that time then that I asked Ed if I could meet him in
Dublin. And I brought him to lunch in Dublin, he still laughs about it because we went to
the Mirabeau, it was the only time I ever brought anyone to the Mirabeau, the Mirabeau
doesn’t exist anymore but at the time, it was the top restaurant in Dublin. And Ed saw me
having steak tartare, he’d never seen steak tartare, steak eaten raw before, so anyway I
was trying to persuade him the that the NCEA was the right route, gave him
independence, he was dealing with people who didn’t have a political problem, as the
university people had with him, he was having all kinds of problems with Cork and
everything and I knew that. And he said ‘no, I want to go the university route, fine, that’s
it’.

So that meeting took place in the Mirabeau and he didn’t follow that route. Soon
afterwards the coalition of the doctors, and its Dr. Fitzgerald, Keating, Cruise O’Brien
and of course the Minister for Education at the time was Burke, they had a sub committee
of their coalition cabinet and they opposed the NCEA awarding degrees, degrees should
only be awarded by universities and so on. And this was a real problem and I was
Chairman of the NCEA at the time and I was dealing with Burke and Burke wasn’t all
that enthusiastic, but the other three, Keating - Labour, the innovative person, a great
friend of mine but - and Fitzgerald and Cruise O’Brien. But what they didn’t realise was
that when we set up Galway RTC, that we recommended that it would be a Centre for
Hotel Management. Now this was my stalking horse at the time and I didn’t tell anybody
about it, that by making them the Centre for Hotel Management that we would say they
should go to degree level. And because at the time the idea of a degree in Hotel
Management was not normal in the Irish scene, you had Commerce, you had Arts, you
had Engineering, you know you had Medicine but a degree in Hotel Management, does
Hotel Management merit a degree?. So we built that in. That was done earlier through the
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RTC recommendations. What Burke and the rest of them didn’t realise is that the first
group, the first cohort of students were about to graduate. So I rang Burke and I said
‘what are we going to do therefore with the degree in Galway for Hotel Management and
the parents are going to be out on the streets and the university won’t give them a
degree’. ‘Oh, nobody told me about this, nobody told me about this, I’ll get back onto
you again, I’ll get back to you’. Got a call from him the following day, he said ‘we’ve
talked it over and in this one instance we think that the principle was breached’. So that’s
how it happened and that’s how the NCEA first degree provided; but it happened again
by stealth.

So anyway that was the end of it, I left and I got involved in other things and I wasn’t
watching the thing anymore, we were delighted with what Ed Walsh was doing down in
Limerick, it was going well but I wasn’t too happy with the Coalition Government went
out, Wilson came back in and Wilson said ‘the NCEA are going to award degrees, that’s
it’. So Ed had no choice then, well he had to take his degrees from the NCEA. The Bills
went through in ’80, of that period. Then I mentioned to you about my political problems,
they’d gone wrong and also at the time there had been a revolution in the Irish
Management Institute which meant that I was no longer Deputy Director General for
reasons which is another story, and as I said to you, Barra O’Cinnéide had asked me to do
these lectures, one day when I was leaving the lecture and before the exam Barra came to
me and said ‘Ed Walsh would love you to have lunch with him.’ So I went over and had
lunch with him and he told me what his plans were and of course Ed always had plans,
big plans and he said ‘I’m having terrible trouble with my Dean of Engineering and
Science and we’ve both agreed that it isn’t working out’. This chap was a fellow called
Anderson who was a doctorate from MIT, himself and Ed clashed and it isn’t working, he
used to live in Killaloe here, his wife’s still here. So he said ‘is there any chance that
you’d come down as Dean of Engineering and Science?’ and I said ‘Ed, I’m living in
Dalkey, my whole life is up in Dublin, I haven’t been in Limerick since I left school, you
know I’d been in London and everything but then I began to think about it and without
wasting time on your tape or anything after I got a kind of pang about Limerick and the
whole O’Malley what we’d been doing I said ‘is this fate’ coming up that I’d end up
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going back in there and drive the system at a different time, at a different level so I came
back down to Limerick. It was very funny that my colleagues in the college would say
‘when is your wife coming?’ and I said my wife was here from the very day, we rented a
place and she was here from the beginning, I’m the person who came late, not my wife as
the usual thing you know, you know the academic arrives and then the wife may arrive.

So that’s how I got back into the Limerick scene. Now I made a deal with Ed Walsh
because we get on very well, we’re very good friends and I made a deal with him: There
are two things Ed, two conditions of my coming 1) is that you don’t get involved with the
Irish language with me and 2) that I deal with the NCEA. Well he said ‘Paddy
McDermott to me, he’s always, he drinks too much and he won’t smile’ and I said ‘look
Ed, that’s the deal, so whoever is on the board of the NCEA at the moment I mean I’ll
take their place and I deal with the NCEA” and that deal was made, and the chap who
was representing the UL on the NCEA at the time was Hodnett, no Wallace, and I took
his place and that was the deal. Paddy McDermott who was the director when he came to
UL I looked after him, I kept a bottle of whiskey, we sat down and we chatted things over
and so on. First thing I got was to get him to agree to that the NCEA would award MBAs.
That never happened, and you see Paddy knew what was in my mind and he said now
‘my golden products are NIHE Limerick and NIHE Dublin, I know what you’re at’ and I
said ‘Paddy, there’s an inevitability about this’ and I said ‘you’ll be knocked down in the
rush once it gets under way’. I said ‘we want MBA status for the fellows, the post
graduate people we have in the Business School’ and he said okay and they were the first
MBAs out of the NCEA. Then I followed through and I said look Ed, now we’re going to
go for doctorates and Ed said well no I want the doctorate to go on the American model
and I said ‘It would need too much resources, we don’t have the resources for lecturing at
PhD level like Harvard and MIT, we go the traditional PhD’ and I said we will get NCEA
support and he said ‘you’ll never get it’.

Anyway I got it out of Paddy, he said ‘I know what you’re doing Noel’ and I said ‘Paddy
there is no going back on this, this is Donogh O’Malley’s ghost pushing all the time and
you’ve got to allow us to award doctorate level. So we agreed. So two years later I
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produced the first two doctorates from the Department of Engineering and Science,
Materials Engineering the two of them were, the Mayor of Limerick at the time was
Burke. I got in touch with him and said ‘it’s a very important occasion in Limerick, we
now are at the point where we can say we’re at the level of university, and that was a title
we used to use in our logo, a university level institution, those words so all the people
saw from overseas was university and of course the other, the establishment in Ireland
were opposed to it and tried to block it but we did it. And Ed then began to call himself
the President instead of the Director, because he was the Director of NIHE, then he’d call
himself the President and so the HEA you know were raising questions about this, you
know and his remuneration was at Director level, not at President level, but we called
him President and that was that.

The doctorates happened, then we began to push more, now the whole of Limerick
began to see the thing more clearly, they had to push at that stage, Gemma Hussey was
Minister that time, she was helpful, Mary O’Rourke became a Minister and she of course
was totally with us and they set up the small group to look at Limerick for a university
with Tom Hardiman and others, and Tom Hardiman and I worked together in the old
Radio Éireann, he was the Operations Engineer when I was the Television Engineer and
we knew each other very well, that didn’t do any harm, shall we say, in the relationship
and of course the first thing that the fellows from overseas, the fellows from the America,
that was from Canada and there was a character from the UK, the first thing they asked,
of course, was ‘have you produced any PhDs and Doctorates?’ and you say ‘oh yes, this
thesis’ and put them on the table, so that was the end of that. Now if we hadn’t the
doctorate it would have been a different thing. So that’s effectively the story, things went
on afterwards in Limerick you know what, you were involved in it yourself, you know
what we were doing and the University emerged soon afterwards and then of course
NIHE Dublin got their recognition as well and that was it. And the man that made it
possible was Donogh O’Malley who is dead and gone since 1967 and the university only
arrived in ’87, twenty years afterwards, so it’s very easy for the people like Ed himself
who came in ’71 – ‘72 to say the world started then but actually it started in ’67. You
wanted me to deal with another question?.
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I: Can I just take you back to the Report of the Steering Committee which actually Mary
O’Rourke in 1989, in the Senate debate, she referred to it as responsible very much for
the setting up of the NIHE in the Senate debate on that Bill in 1989, the University of
Limerick bill which gave University status (N.M: she said what?) she spoke about the
Report of the Steering Committee and referred to it as responsible.

N.M.: I didn’t have that reference, that’s very interesting. Actually I didn’t follow what
she said but I think I’m really trying to give you data which covers the period before all
the people that we live with now even existed, I mean I said the clearest way of
understanding it is they didn’t know what an NCEA, binary third level education they
didn’t know what it was so I wrote other papers on that at the time. But that’s what made
it possible, if that didn’t exist then we’d be tied to Fitzgerald’s thinking, Conor Cruise
O’Brien, even Keating, and Keating by the way you know who I had great regard for and
I mean that, when I said that about Ed Walsh, they were great people but I didn’t agree
with them in every way, nor did they agree with me of course but Keating was absolutely
silly about it and afterwards he became the Chairman of the NCEA, appointed by the
Coalition.

And before that happened, when he was in the Senate, when I was in the Senate, he was
in the Labour side and we debated these matters in the Senate and I accused him of the
nonsense he went on with when he was a Minister, and that he had opposed the NCEA,
and he came in afterwards and said it was very unfair of Senator Mulcahy to raise this
and all the rest of it but now that he’s done it, I have to admit in public that I was wrong.
And that’s in the Senate report somewhere, you know. But I was surprised in his case,
because he was very innovative and he was the fellow that set up some of the original
programmes in RTE, you know in agriculture and all the rest, so the new college idea, I
told you that O’Malley kicked the thing across the room to me, and I mean that
physically (I: this was the report from the Commission?) the report from the Commission
yes, now he wasn’t going to admit that in public but he said that doesn’t help me you
know. You see it came out of that culture the people who were on the board and
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everything, but you see we were, the steering committee was selected with fifty per cent
Limerick representation and everything, it was a set up by myself and O’Malley, and so
we’ll get a university but we won’t do it by going out and saying we’ll get what the
University Committee in Limerick wants, they believed that they produced the
University.

I: And you recommended that if a New College was going ahead in Limerick that the
Regional Technical College be built on the same site and that they would collaborate ?

N.M.: But we didn’t want the Commission’s idea of a New College, what we had in mind
all the time was the MIT idea and that’s why Brian Lenihan said in 1967 when O’Malley
died that we’d have an MIT for Limerick, but nobody knew what an MIT meant and we
knew ourselves we couldn’t have an MIT in the way it was, but it was a nice brand name
to lift the idea of a technology up to university, MIT, is someone going to say that an
MIT isn’t a university because it’s the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, so it’s not
a university. So what we want is something with technology, Limerick which is a
university and that’s what we got and then eventually we got the new act which we wrote
ourselves.

I: So this recommendation then was more or less a token gesture to the Report of the
Commission (N.M.: that’s right, that’s right) which really you ignored.

N.M.: And as a matter of fact I wasn’t happy about that part of it, Jerry Sheehan was keen
to adopt the recommendation because for him before that period and before we did that
the gods were the people on the Commission, you know, Cearbhall O’Dálaigh and all the
Deans and Presidents of Universities and everything and Gerry Sheehan (if you read his
article), he almost doffed his cap at the headquarters in Marlborough Street as he walked
down to the little building where the Inspectors used to have their offices you know. So
he felt that I was putting the thing aside too much, or ignoring it or whatever but I didn’t
think it contributed much to the development of third level education in Ireland and it
was a waste of time, I mean we did in three months while they were talking for six years.
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I: You’ve written about the rigidities and obstacles of the traditionals-, can I just ask you
what were the rigidity and obstacles.

N.M.: Well I gave you an example which was Professor Nevin, a Limerick man,
Professor of Physics in UCD, at a meeting in Limerick discussing the idea of a University
for Limerick in 1960 he got up and he said he opposed it entirely because it meant it
would divert resources from the universities into some new colleges that weren’t
necessary and he illustrated it. He said I can’t even get, I don’t know I’ve forgot the
figure he mentioned some amount of money to get a piece of equipment for my
laboratory in Dublin and you’re talking about building a college and university in
Limerick, I oppose it. Now that was a Limerick person in that position and there were
many others that I could see later on in Dublin you know but at that time I was working
in Shannon but I registered his comment.

I: So that might divert resources from the established universities?.

N.M.: Remember we were, just imagine you have no colleges then suddenly within a
couple of years you have nine colleges, the only one that messed up was Cork.
The question about the rigidities, while a good example of that which wasn’t really from
the university side because remember we had John O’Donnell on that board and he was
Professor of Chemical Engineering in UCD and very committed to the university system,
but he was open minded enough to know that something new was happening. So but
there were very few like him, the rest were like Professor Leahy who was a Mechanical
Engineering Professor in UL. I mean he was very much against it at the time but he came
around afterwards too but the real classic example was Cork; when we went to Cork to
talk about the college going up in Cork, we wanted Cork to be the first because it was
going to be the biggest obviously and Parfrey was the Chief Executive Officer of the
VEC in Cork and he saw this as being interfering with the traditional VEC system. And
they had the Crawford College in Cork and they had a couple of things operating to
professional level and he said we don’t need you fellows. So when we went down there
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he had the whole committee of the VEC present in the room, all the politicians, the whole
lot of us and basically they told us to buzz off, that Cork didn’t need this college as it was
being articulated by the Steering Committee and I said, well look, if you don’t take this
now you’ll be ending up at the tail end of the resource allocation instead of being at the
front end. And that’s what happened. They wanted their own architect etc., there was a
whole lot of things like this and this was a very regional local view, understandable,
understandable but that was a huge blockage in the development at the time and what
happened of course was that eventually they were the last up and when they were the last
up there were no resources to put the furniture into the building. So that’s what I meant
by rigidities.

Now the universities gave up at that stage because it was going to happen when the
colleges were going up and that was it and then you had coming on the scene you had the
Ed Walshs, you had the Danny O’Hares, you had all those characters, they were the first
Directors of the RTCs, Danny O’Hare was the Director in Letterkenny and the
Letterkenny college, by the way again, wasn’t envisaged in the beginning, and it was
Blaney who put the pressure on for Letterkenny and he was very close to O’Malley. And
O’Malley said to me, ‘can you fellows adjust your Report?’, so we wrote a separate
recommendation for Letterkenny and we believed in it because I said, given my
republican ideals if you like, that you had Letterkenny and you had Derry at the other
side and Derry had it’s own third level college and it was terrible that we wouldn’t have
something like that in the Republic. So we said let’s put a college into Letterkenny and it
happened. So anyway I’m happy to answer any other questions.

I: You retired as Executive Vice President of the University.

N.M.: Well actually not quite, I was Executive Vice President for a year and a bit and I
was diagnosed possibly having a prostate problem and it looked as if I had a major
problem. I went off to Blackrock for checks and all the rest of it but it turned out
afterwards that I didn’t have a cancer problem thank God. And so as a result then I said to
Ed look if this is happening to me I don’t want the stress of Executive Vice President,
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because I was running everything and he was going around funding. That’s what he was
at, and so I said no, I don’t want to continue on this so I’m happy to revert to being Vice
President of Research and retire next year. So I was at the retirement stage then, that was
’95 so I was 65 – 66, and as a Professor you have to go, and that was the set up, and we
had all the new structures that we brought into the university like Vice Presidents and
others. It was I came up with that, those structures, but none of us were paid more than
Professor level, so we took down these responsibilities which are now remunerated in a
different way. So in fact my retirement pension at the moment is based on my Professor
level rather than Executive Vice President level. That’s the background.

I: Thank you very much for talking to me.

24

