Dr. Brendan O’Regan Disk 5


BO’R: Well of course in 1950 I went on the Marshall Aid Programme for six weeks, and that had a big effect on my thinking and I came back from that six weeks, and I came back on the SS America and wrote on the way back, a report which I believe led to me becoming Chairman of Bórd Fáilte, because I can’t otherwise explain how I was at a young age, a relatively young age, being made Chairman of Bord Fáilte. That report recommended things like the Hotel School and the Bunratty idea got wrapped up in it and the idea of Shannon Free Airport becoming, since it was the only one in the world, a great centre for selling and marketing all kinds of goods from it, as a free airport for shops all over the world. It was from that example of thinking, that we set up the expansion of the duty-free shop through mail order. That was a very big operation, could still be done again today.
JH: Before we move on, can I just ask is true that on your way back on the ship on the America that you had noticed that duty free cigarettes were been sold? Was that true?

BO’R: No, you are right about that no there was a shop that on the SS America, which was selling a number of items, which were free of duty, because they were selling it on the high seas. It got very little attention really but it was one of the strongest arguments I was able to use when I got home, in regard to Shannon being a free airport and being therefore one that was set up specifically to handle aircraft en route between America and Europe and that it was in competition, actually, with the SS America and therefore made no sense not to compete with it in their shop. It was you know, an argument made easier by the fact cigarettes duty-free, were already being sold at the airport by Tobacco Importers, mainly to crews and that also led onto the industrial zone idea because it was felt that it should be an ideal place to manufacture goods and be very much in harmony which was beginning then, whereby goods manufactured came from various parts of the world to be assembled and re-exported. This would make it possible to set up manufacturing in Shannon, parts of which would come from any part of the world and no red tape coming through, no duties coming into Shannon. So the idea of the free airport was one that really grew out of the negotiations that were going on at an early stage in which the Irish got involved and which the British and Americans were involved agreeing  what were going to be the rulings in regard to International Aviation when the long distance aircraft began to replace the sea planes. 
JH: Was that the Ottowa conference in ‘45?
BO’R: Yes, and I think that was one in which, the Irish would have made the offer at that stage at having Shannon a free port just there were of course already a number of free ports of Hamburg and others for sea but this was the first one for air and of course for several years during which we were tremendously busy, the aircraft were only using Shannon as a landing point to carry extra passengers rather than fuel.
JH: The original idea was to sell liquor and cigarettes, I think?
BO’R: Yes

JH: Have you any recollection of even to visualise, to recall what it looked like, they said it was a very small counter in Shannon at the time?
BO’R:  Yes, the Shannon set up at that time, people got off the aircraft, they were preceded very often by the crew, who seems almost got off first, the crew would come in and then the passengers would come in after them.  I think this was part of… Pan American in particular wanted to create a great feeling that we were bringing people across the Atlantic. The crew would march down the lounge and then passengers would come in after them, the staff in Shannon in those days knew this was a very important moment for these passengers, they were across the Atlantic, they had a habit of getting other passengers to sign a dollar bill for them. ‘Short snorters’ I think they were called and I think they finished up with people with half a dozen they had met, signatures on their document. At Shannon it became the in thing to greet them as they came in through the lounge. The crew were already known by the staff, in other words they were welcomed by management and staff, as they came in, this was part of the strategy that we had of making it a very friendly airport, and as the passengers came into the dining room there would be somebody standing there offering an Irish coffee, a free Irish coffee, and I may have mentioned it to you before that a I overheard two ladies, one sipping it and going, “it’s ghastly coffee” and the other lady said to her “but it’s got Irish whiskey in it!” Then she said “I think I’ll have another sip of it, it’s gorgeous!” (Laughing)
Shannon was a place where very often flights were delayed the weather would delay their flights and of course mechanical problems arose very often. I mentioned to you before that it became necessary to increase the places where people could get a sleep at the airport, so we built 200 hostels and then all the hotels in region would be filled very often during bad weather. Now where was I with you?

JH: We were going to start talking about the passengers coming in and how the first duty free shop was set up?

BO’R:  As I told you the example that came about through coming back  on the SS America and seeing it being done on a liner and realising that the liners are really competing with the air and realising how important it would be if we could start selling liquor duty free as well as… We had not, in Sales and Catering which I was running at that time, had not the sale of cigarettes. that was looked after by Tobacco Importers and they were mainly selling to crew. They hadn’t a shop.  The crew went to a particular office location in the airport where they could get it. The principle had been made anyway and that helped and after quite a good deal of discussions naturally with the Civil Service that we could if we had a space to do it, we could begin and I said we’ll begin with Irish whiskey and a space became available from the main lounge to the outer courtyard through which the passengers were expected to be able to walk out of the lounge and walk around outside. Then it became too dangerous to continue that freedom because they might not get back on the aircraft after that, they might not get back on time so that was closed. I asked for that, since I was running the lounge and that was the entrance to use, that entrance which was about the size of the area that we are here in! That became the first shop and the decision we made was to put bulk whiskey which I think we sold for about a dollar fifty a bottle. Am I right on that? Could it be as little as that?
JH:  Could have been!
BO’R:  So, people came into the lounge and one of the earliest things they saw passing through the lounge was this area which had hundreds of bottles of Irish Whiskey for sale. So that was the beginning of that end of things. We then set up, expanded, we had a small shop before that which was really a repetition of what we had taken over but had no duty free in it, in Foynes. We had taken over from the British in the pier building. We expanded the smaller shop so to get from the lounge into the dining room you had to pass through the second shop. That became a tactic of the shop that people had to pass through a selling area. Very rapidly we began to solve a huge problem that we had. The problem was we were open 24 hours and during the night we had to have staff on and eventually we had just two lots of staff then we had three lots and eventually we had four, smaller and greater numbers depending on how… but that was a very tricky operation because it meant that we would have very experienced, very good staff on at one time and we would have to change them around. So, I would pick an international centre of food, good food and good purchasing and a very friendly place and that was during when 90% of the traffic, no 95% percent of it would have been transit.

JH:  Gradually then you added to the liquor and cigarette sales and other products were then added to the duty free? 

BO’R: The difference between the shops at Shannon and the shops that are now all over the world at airports is that it’s a shop run by one management.  Whereas the shops that are international tend to have a dozen different shops within them.
JH: Concessions?
BO’R: Yes, and I think that has made it also a special kind of shop as distinct from the international shopping set up.  The shops throughout the world now are very big operations, but I think the Shannon one probably has been the biggest single one, run in association with the restaurant, as well. During that period that I have mentioned when  the flights were coming in around the clock, there would have been just 900 people working in Sales and Catering between the shops and the hostels and the duty-free and the flight kitchen and the mail order, which was a big operation. (We will come back to this I believe in the future)

JH: It has to be stressed that were very few industries of 900 in Ireland in those days, that was a very huge operation. 
BO’R:  It was. Of course the numbers were created by the 24-hour operation flights. Somehow or other, those things that were created at Shannon at that time are going to be, have to rejuvenated now. Things like the mail order, which is a vast world organisation. That has to be rejuvenated because that has to do with the name of the first free airport in the world.  The idea that you are writing to a free airport to get goods and writing to the first free airport in the world, which sold duty-free goods. There is a selling operation there, which could be multi-million.
JH: Well I suppose the internet now makes it all now more instantaneous!
BO’R: Yes, the Internet is a total breakthrough. Well those who had been running and developing Sales and Catering and who had 15 years of experience of how to deal with Americans, mainly crossing the Atlantic, they had begun to see that money could be made out of the duty-free concept. Any money-making a had to be backed by first-class service, a first-class restaurant and a first-class laid-out shopping centre and backing the shopping centre a first-class mail order service which was the first international mail-order service to be established, certainly in Ireland. They consisted of people like Jack Ryan, who was my right-hand man from the beginning and who was an outstanding accountant and not only an outstanding accountant but an outstandingly brainy person who was able to  give me evaluation of my ideas and I seemed to have a lot of ideas. Most of my ideas came from talking to members of the staff and I found that involving the working staff, these are the waiters  and waitresses and chefs and the porters, in conversations about what we were trying to do was leading to  a very dynamic attitude by staff as to what they were trying to do. We became, Sales and Catering, a very active friendship group at the airport, making it very enjoyable generally speaking, for those who were passing through for an hour, an hour and a half or two hours. We employed very first-class consultants in the layout of the shop and in the layout of the mail order so we were an up to date Irish management group, but with the additional strong human attitude towards the customer, which is basic for success.
JH: So that providing provisional quality service to customers, that was a very important aspect of what was going on at the time?

BO’R: And compared… it was about fifteen years before other airports caught up on the idea. I think Holland, the Dutch were the first after us and I think they tended to have separate shops, they tended to invite people in to run sections relating to jewellery, sections relating to clothes and so on. We were different in that we were one shop being run by the same situation and it was possible for us to have a common relationship with the customers. So we were from the beginning I think, as far as I know, the only duty- free shop that was totally under one management and that was linked up with mail order so that if people forgot to order something, they could take a mail-order booklet with them  and order it afterwards. The mail order became a strong promotional arm.  There was also the beginning of a mail coming from the small shop overseas which wanted to probe out what this world’s first free airport shop could offer them. So the mail order began to have a small section which was dealing with small shops overseas but I don’t think we ever fully examined that potential. That potential would be very great I believe, if we needed it, we didn’t need it at that time so we didn’t give it the attention it needed, but it could be something now a  free airport that has established itself as the world’s first and foremost and the one that has given life to many others 
JH: You said you learned from all your experience, in Germany and I think you were in Switzerland?

BO’R: Switzerland, well I was in Switzerland really studying rather than working. It was Switzerland I got the idea of hotel school and Shannon because there were two famous hotel schools in Switzerland. Indeed I went there in the beginning to get a man Wickenhagan who would help to set up the hotel school in Shannon. And after the while I got another Swiss and laterally it was a Swiss who ran it and ran it very well. He made it such a famous school that it’s at a high level now worldwide and there are a thousand hoteliers who are running hotels all over the world, who have come through the Shannon School. They have recently Gareth Fitzgerald and DeValera’sdaughter and the top people from Galway University came there and declared it an University course. So it’s a very important part of Shannon now it’s the only airport in the world that has not just hotel school but one that is recognized by the Universities as having being first class.  They have now agreed to add onto it a course in world peace which I asked them to do because it would make it possible for wherever there was a hotel with a manager who had done this extra degree he could help to establish a peace operation in whatever town he was in. That’s the only way it will be done I believe so that Shannon now is not just the world’s first free airport but it is also the world’s first airport to have an university recognized hotel school/hotel college in it. One that recognizes that tourism is only going to survive if tourism get rid of war because weapons are not unheard of. Dreadful stuff. That’s one of things the drove me to the hotel school. I had been in America in 1950 as one sixteen Europeans who were studying on the Marshall plan and that was a wonderful six weeks. I came back on the SS America it was there I saw the, in 1950, I saw the shop that was selling duty free goods and my brain said to me if they can do it when you are crossing the sea in a boat. You surely can be able to do when you land for the first time. That’s how we got the Shannon duty free fifteen years ahead of any other country the Dutch were the second. The Dutch were the Jews of Europe, they say,  because they are so talented. 
The above highlighted passage has been crossed out by CO’C as being material that is repeated.
BO’R: The British were nearly the last to get it. I know once they, Edward who was married to the Queen, what’s his name? Married to the present Queen?
JH: Is It Philip? 

BO’R: Philip came and had lunch in Shannon when I was there and I walked across, his plane was at the other side of the airport, so I had a chat walking with him as far as that. He came to congratulate the British aviators who were being trained in Shannon. He was in Shannon as a trainee operator. That was a big operation in Shannon for a period. He said we have trying to get the civil servants to agree to your duty free idea. Eventually they probably will. It was an interesting kind of thing to say to me.
JH: This would have been back in the fifties, back that far?

BO’R: It would, yeah.

*********************************************
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