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john      lee
Irreverent. Irrepressible. In the corridors of power

Jack Chambers is 
an overnight 

success... that we 
told you about 

three years ago

I
n March 2021, in the gloomy 
depths of the Covid pandemic, 
Fine Gael ministers told me there 
was a tall, dark-haired doctor from 
the Dublin West constituency 
talking a lot of sense at Cabinet. 
But it wasn’t their leader, Leo 

Varadkar, they were praising. The 
grudging eulogies were for the then 
30‑year-old Jack Chambers. 

After those briefings, the Irish Mail on 
Sunday – to some scepticism it must be 
said – predicted (inset) that Chambers 
would be a future leader of Fianna Fáil. 
Chambers is now the youngest Minister 
for Finance since Michael Collins and he 
is deputy leader of his party. His claim 
to succession is well-buttressed. But he 
is far from an overnight success. 

It is only three years ago, but things 
were so different then. Less than a year 
into his term as taoiseach, Micheál 
Martin was struggling. Leo Varadkar 
too, seemed lost in his role as Tánaiste.

The focus of succession debates in the 
two Coalition parties was elsewhere. But 
the MoS calculated that if Fine Gael 
politicians were praising Chambers it 
was not wholly for altruistic reasons – it 
was because they were alarmed. 

Fine Gael felt it could handle Micheál 
Martin and his then-speculated-upon suc-
cessors, Michael McGrath and Darragh 
O’Brien. Martin, before his remarkable 
recent resurgence, was struggling and a 
lot older than FG’s leader, Leo Varadkar. 
McGrath was steady but hardly, they said, 
going to outshine Varadkar for glamour 
and charisma. O’Brien was never really a 
competitor but his seniority in Dublin 
gave the impression to Fine Gael 

neutralised all opposition for the 
moment. The only threat to 
Martin will come if, finally, a 
woman politician is allowed to 
emerge in Fianna Fáil to take on 
the leadership. Clearly, as last 
week’s underwhelming promo-
tions showed, that won’t happen 
under Micheál Martin. 

There was an understandably 
limited perception of Brian 
Cowen because of his central-
ity to the economic crash and 
the focus on his downtime 
excesses. Yet, one of the 

reasons he appointed Mary Cough-
lan as his tánaiste was that he 
understood the importance of 
giving a woman a chance in a senior 
position. Yet she was not the only 
surprise promotion of May 2008: it 
is forgotten now but Brian Lenihan 
was once seen as the nearly man of 
Irish politics. Born with a silver 
ballot paper in his mouth, he was 
nonetheless overlooked by Bertie 
for Cabinet until 2007 – when he 
finally relented and made him jus-
tice minister. A year later, when 
Cowen came to power, he made him 
his minister for finance. That 
appointment has echoes of Cham-
bers’, just as Chambers himself 
has echoes of Lenihan. 

Cowen, though himself an 
educated and intelligent man, was 
aware of his image that came from 
his undisguised enthusiasm for 
socialising with backbenchers. 
Cowen was unfairly known as a 

Biffo. The scenes in Clara that 
accompanied his elevation did 
little to disabuse anyone of this 
stereotype. In contrast, Lenihan 
was a Cambridge-educated 
barrister from Castleknock. And 
in 2008, Fianna Fáil had just lost a 
Dublin taoiseach. 

A 
sizeable portion of 
the Irish electorate 
lives in Dublin. No 
matter how urbane, 
educated and articu-
late Micheál Martin 
is, he is still from 

Cork. And until last week Fianna 
Fáil had a Cork minister for 
finance. Once more, Chambers is 
from Castleknock and represents 
Dublin West. 

Numbers dictate all for a politi-
cal leader and the greatest number 
of seats are in Dublin. And if 
Fianna Fáil is to capitalise on the 
momentum gained at the recent 
elections, it will have to gain 
ground in Dublin. The battle is on 
to be the bigger party in the next 
grand coalition. 

Interest ingly,  Chambers 
frequently plays on his Lenihan 
connections. His father, Frank 
Chambers, was a close ally of the 
Lenihans and a long-time power 
broker on the party’s ruling body, 
the Ard Comhairle. 

Micheál Martin has huge respect 
for Fianna Fáil heritage and this 
tangential connection to the Leni-

han dynasty will have influenced 
him He is also hoping it will help 
endear Chambers to the party 
grass roots. Astute leaders know 
the appearance of change is neces-
sary to maintain the status quo. 

None of this mattered, of course, 
to the unhappy Fianna Fáil parlia-
mentary party members I met in 
Leinster House on Wednesday 
evening. There was dissent over 
the Chambers leap. 

But Martin is in the strongest 
position he has ever been as leader 
of his party and he will simply put 
the grumbling down to broken 
dreams of advancement. 

Some carp that Chambers does 
not show enough attention to detail 
and spends too much time can-
vassing around the country. That 
itself is a strange gripe. Yet those 
close to the new Finance Minister 
assure me he is well prepared for 
the big promotion. And crucially 
he is the man in possession. 

Chambers has already success-
fully guided Fianna Fáil to a local 
and European election result that 
nobody in the party predicted. If 
he shores up votes in the capital 
and helps Martin to fresh electoral 
success after nearly five years of 
electoral doom and gloom, the 
question will not be if Jack 
Chambers will be Fianna Fáil 
leader, it will be when. And 
remember that is a feat that Brian 
Lenihan (senior or junior) never 
managed to achieve. 

that he was.

C
hambers – young, 
educated, urbane and 
self-confident – scared 
Fine Gael. And if we 
noticed it, you can be 
sure Micheál Martin 
did too.

Suddenly, the entire Irish polit-
ical scene has changed. I was 
speaking to former taoiseach 
Bertie Ahern last week. He 
believes Sinn Féin will do better 
than their recent election disas-
ter at the general election but 
says they will not be in the discus-
sion to form the next government. 
It’s all about Fine Gael and Fianna 
Fáil, according to Bertie – the ‘It’ll 
be Grand’ coalition, as some wags 
have dubbed it. 

Fine Gael has a new leader, and 
the Green Party will soon follow 
suit. Meanwhile, quietly, Micheál 
Martin has reinforced his place as 
the true heir of Bertie Ahern’s 
political acumen. Behind the 
apparent audacity and progres-
siveness of Martin’s anointment of 
Chambers as his successor, there 
lies skill and deviousness. 

For many, Michael McGrath was 
the future of Fianna Fáil and 
Martin has watched him nibble at 
his authority both in their shared 
Cork South Central constituency 
and at a national level for too long. 
With a deft sweep of the dagger, 
McGrath effectively sees his 
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Looking for a 
dark horse as 

next FF leader? 
Read it here first: 

Jack Chambers 

W
HILE Fianna 
Fáil was mar-
shall ing the 
most precipi-
tous economic 
crash in West-
ern civilisation’s 

history, the late PJ Mara called 

me and excitedly summoned me 

to lunch.  
The next day, in the Pearl 

Brasserie (even in a crash life goes 

on), like a child released from a 

long Playstation ban, he said with 

undisguised elation: ‘I’m back in.’ 

Though a key adviser to Charlie 

Haughey, PJ had been dumped by 

Albert Reynolds. He returned to 

the centre of power under Bertie 

Ahern but Brian Cowen, a Reynolds 

protégé, had again banished PJ. 

Without significant explanation I 

knew what ‘I’m back in’ meant. He 

wanted a few ideas on what to say 

to Cowen at a meeting. Rome was 

burning and the Taoiseach had 

finally bidden Mara from his 

plough to rescue the empire.  

Cowen wanted his advice on his 

PR and image deficiencies. My 

assessment was blunt. PJ went to 

the meeting and was similarly 

uncompromising. We rejoined for 

lunch the following week and there 

was a significant contrast in PJ’s 

demeanour. I meekly asked, ‘how 

did that go?’ 
‘Not well,’ said PJ, ‘not well at all.’ 

The Taoiseach had not appreciated 

the overly candid advice. PJ was 

crestfallen, but fear not, reader, by 

the end of lunch spirits were 

restored. 
Still, Brian Cowen had asked. Less 

the bruiser of lore, Cowen is an 

ego-free zone, and that he had 

asked a man so palpably from 

another wing of Fianna Fail for that 

advice spoke to a disarming open-

mindedness and willingness to 

improve. There were other exam-

ples of Cowen going outside his 

tight circle, seeking and accepting 

advice on many matters.  

D
uRINg Cowen’s time 

there was a twin-track 

approach to averting 

disaster. Many in the 

party sought to help 

the Taoiseach. In tan-

dem there were others 

in Fianna Fáil, Micheál Martin 

among them, who believed that a 

change of leader was the solution. 

Now Taoiseach, Micheál Martin 

has many splendid virtues, but an 

ability to seek independent advice 

on what is going wrong with his 

leadership and his party is not, to 

my knowledge, something we 

should expect of him.   

Ten years after what many of us 

thought was its nadir, despite hold-

ing the office of Taoiseach and 

commanding seats at Cabinet, 

Fianna Fáil is once again suffering 

an existential crisis. Yet it is differ-

ent this time. There’s a one-track 

path to disaster aversion. Fianna 

Fáil Ministers and TDs say the only 

route out of this mess is new lead-

ership. At 13%, it is understandable 

that conversations about Martin’s 

leadership have reached fever 

pitch. But what is more revealing is 

that the virtually uniform mantra 

from those desiring a change of 

leader is that person has to be 

somebody who can ‘take on Leo’. 

The purest test of political insecu-

rity is when a party defines itself 

by looking enviously at its greatest 

historic rival. So never mind that 

Leo Varadkar’s ascent to the lead-

ership of Fine gael has, in fact, 

damaged Fine gael’s electoral per-

formance. Forget that Fianna Fáil 

(barely) outperformed Fine gael in 

Election 2020. groupthink says that 

a Leo clone is the solution.  

To take on Varadkar, it is per-

ceived that the next Fianna Fáil 

leader should be in Cabinet; have 

professional qualifications (Leo’s a 

doctor); be in a Dublin constitu-

ency; be polished; physically allur-

ing, articulate and a star media 

performer. I call them the ‘Take on 

Leo Criteria’ (TLC)  
Many of the names that have been 

discussed in the recent past, Jim 

O’Callaghan, Michael Mcgrath, 

Norma Foley, Darragh O’Brien, 

Niall Collins and Thomas Byrne 

fail to meet all of the TLC.  

However, in recent weeks, clever 

people in the Fianna Fáil parlia-

mentary party have started to 

speak quietly about a minister who 

is based not far from Leo Varadkar. 

The Fianna Fáil ‘Messiah’ is to be 

found in Leo’s Dublin West constit-

uency in the corporeal form of 

government Chief Whip Jack 

Chambers.  
What first confirmed to me the 

legitimacy of Mr Chambers’ lead-

ership material was found not in 

Fianna Fáil but in the residual polit-

ical insecurity of Fine gael. A few 

weeks after Mr Chambers appeared 

at the Cabinet table, Fine gael min-

isters began to report back with 

grudging positivity on Jack Cham-

bers. Variations on ‘that Chambers 

fella is very impressive’ have been 

bitterly repeated. There was a Fine 

gael realisation that if Martin was 

to be replaced there is actually a 

viable alternative in Dublin. 

Y
ET perhaps because 

Chambers isn’t reck-

less enough to allow 

himself or his support-

ers to speak of his 

potential during a 

pandemic, there has 

been little talk in the media of his 

leadership capacity. 
And yet, he fulfils so many of 

the TLC. 
The Chief Whip sits at Cabinet 

and has a unique access to the par-

liamentary party. Jack Chambers 

is as popular with the rugger bug-

gers and yummy mummies of 

Castleknock as Leo Varadkar. He is 

also a doctor. But unlike Leo is he is 

easy company and an entertaining 

mimic. One reckons, in the surgery, 

when the dreaded words, ‘Mick, 

there’s only one thing for it….

you’re going to have to cut back on 

the pints’ are delivered, it is with 

far more empathy and understand-

ing than Leo would muster. 

Third-level education and profes-

sional qualifications are these days 

a must for the top, and he has them.  

Chambers is polished, articulate 

and though not yet a star media 

performer, he will get there. 

Tellingly, after some early criti-

cism, those who listen to Raidio na 

gaeltachta will tell you that Cham-

bers has honed his native language 

to a very high standard. The last 

time I heard Leo Varadkar speak-

ing Irish it had deteriorated to the 

pidgin standard.   
In the Covid Zoom alternate uni-

verse there are other little ways of 

gauging seriousness of image 

management. At a recent remotely 

held parliamentary party meeting 

one TD, who had his camera turned 

off, could be heard panting while 

delivering a sycophantic address to 

the Taoiseach. It is universally 

hoped he was taking an evening 

constitutional. Others zoom in from 

scruffy, folder-laden constituency 

offices or grotty kitchens. 

Chambers invariably speaks from 

his brightly lit office at the 

Department of the Taoiseach, 

where he is flanked by the Irish 

and European flags. 
When I started as a political cor-

respondent, the party that suffered 

a perpetual identity crisis was Fine 

gael, and then their TDs were uni-

formly desirous of somebody who 

‘could take on Bertie’. What Fianna 

Fáil’s current craving fails to rec-

ognise is that Varadar’s ascent to 

leadership has not brought any-

thing near the electoral success 

that Bertie Ahern brought their 

party. The more logical aim would 

be to aim for what the modern 

political success story, Sinn Féin, 

has – a woman leader. 

But logic is alien to those in a 

state of political fantasy. usually 

personal ambition, ancient griev-

ances and unattainable broad sunlit 

uplands dictate desires.  

Mr Martin told me during a recent 

interview that the massive votes of 

the Ahern, Haughey and Lynch 

eras are gone forever. All those 

who write off Mr Martin lack his 

deep, cerebral understanding of 

how the political world has 

changed. 
A new general, no matter how 

skilful, can’t lead a decimated army 

that still thinks it can muster old 

glories on memories alone. 

Chief Whip meets all the 
criteria to take on Leo – 

but what about Mary Lou?
domestic political career and his 
pretensions to become leader of 
Fianna Fáil – the most evocative 
position for people of his back-
ground – disappear. History tells 
us once you go to Europe as com-
missioner, you never really come 
back. Yes, €443,000 a year will help 
McGrath adjust, but from the 
Tánaiste’s viewpoint, he has got 
the main threat off the pitch, on 
the EU’s dime. O’Brien was once 
part of the leadership conversation, 
and now he isn’t. As for Jim 
O’Callaghan – his time appears to 
have passed like a summer shower.

Micheál Martin has installed a 
young man who will credit his 
entire career to the Tánaiste. There 
will be no trouble out of him. Should 
Martin decide to stand for Presi-
dent next year, he will have left his 
mark on any leadership race. If he 
decides to stay on as leader, he has 
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