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Photo of Michael Punch displayed in our Limerick office which 
was taken when he was president of Limerick County Golf & 
Country Club

Michael J Punch or Mike as he was best known 
to his friends and colleagues was born 2nd July 
1931 and reared in Crecora, near Limerick City. 
His parents, Mary and Paddy Punch had five 
boys, David, Stephen, Mike, Pat and Ned. They 
were farmers but also horse mad; his father kept 
and trained hunters and ponies for livery on 
the family farm, buying, selling, breaking and 
making horses. Mike developed his first love 
which was horses, - caring, training, jumping. 
He spent as much time as he could assisting his 
father Paddy in the running of  the farm. They 
had a very close relationship.

It was a time of change. Mike began his formal 
education in September 1936 as part of the first cohort 
in the New Schoolhouse in Crecora where he spent 
6 years. His second level education was traditional 
at St Munchin’s College on Henry Street, Limerick. 
Although Mike’s brothers boarded in Munchin’s he 
cycled the 7 miles daily to the college retaining his 
great love for horse riding, becoming a formidable 
horseman in the process. Amongst his several public 
successes were the Hunter Trials at Monaleen, where he 
won the hugely competitive three-day event. Runner-
up was Captain Harry Freeman-Jackson, later an Irish 
Olympian.

It is possible that Mike’s parents saw him as the farmer 
in the family. However, in summer 1949 Dean Harry 
Murphy of St Munchin’s, subsequently to become 
Bishop of Limerick, visited Mike’s parents to tell them 
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that he considered that their son should certainly go on 
to UCC and study Civil Engineering. Decisions were 
made quickly; Mike went from winning the Hunter 
trials to starting in UCC Faculty of Engineering inside 
a month. It was October 1949.

Munchin’s had valued classics and clerical training as an 
education for young men, not science and mathematics. 
Mike commenced his engineering studies without 
the benefit of any secondary education in Honours 
Maths, Maths Physics, or Physics and Chemistry, all 
vital subjects. Through sheer hard work, ability, and 
application, he overcame those major initial obstacles. 
Mike qualified from UCC in 1952 after completing a 
3 Year Degree. 

Ireland was changing. His first engineering appointment 
was as Contractor Charlie MacDonnell’s Contract 
Manager on the Cloughjordan Sewerage Scheme where 
Mike learned the life skills of site management and the 
hard lives of the building crew, skills and an emotional 
intelligence which never left him. Mike continued on 
the construction of a number of other schemes in the 
Midlands and, in 1954, he was involved in the building 
of Shannon Meat in Rathkeale, Co Limerick. This was 
the conversion of the old workhouse into a modern 
factory and part of the life blood of the town. It was 
through his commute by motorcycle from Crecora 
to this project that he met his wife to be, Geraldine 
Thornton, whose parents owned a shop in Rathkeale.

On the 1st December 1955, with very few employment 

Mike and his wife Geraldine

opportunities in Ireland, Mike emigrated to the 
Gold Coast (soon to become Ghana) to become the 
youngest ever District Engineer; his responsibility was 
hydrology in the Volta river basin. Mike joined a lively 
community of Limerick professionals and nuns in the 
Gold Coast, including Sr Ide Woulfe from Abbeyfeale, 
St Louis nun and friend of his parents, running a 
hospital clinic up country. Geraldine followed him 
out to Accra, flying from Dublin to London and over 
Timbuctoo. They married on the 2nd of April 1956 
in the Little Christ the King church on Switch Back 
Road, Accra. His father died while he was in the Gold 
Coast; it took 6 weeks for the letters to arrive to let 
him know. His understanding of the loss of emigration 
and the need for jobs in Ireland was personal. In May 
of 1957 Edward, their first son, arrived after Mike and 
Geraldine had moved on to Nigeria, where Mike had 
taken up a senior engineering position with Nigerian 
Railways. He continued to display his considerable 
equestrian skills on the Polo fields of Africa.
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Right: Huntington National Bank Columbus 
Ohio (image courtesy of Google street view)

Bottom left: MPP Staff picture take at  
5 Upper Hartstonge Street 

Bottom right: Official opening of MPP 6 Pery 
Square

Structural engineering was calling. In 1959 they 
returned from Africa to London where Mike first 
entered Consultancy work with Ove Arup and 
Partners and their second child, Pattie, was born. 
During his time with Ove Arup he worked with the 
well-known and well-respected Irish engineer, Peter 
Rice, on Sydney Opera House. Ove Arup and Peter 
Rice used immersive designing techniques long before 
team working became a popular management term. 
Mike brought the “talking paper” concept into all his 
engineering practice…reflective learning techniques! 
He completed his IStructE exams in London.

In May 1960 they moved to New York to the major 
consultancy firm of Weiskopf & Pickworth. Very 
rapidly Mike made a profound impression in the 
firm as a structural designer of great flair, ability and 
pragmatism. Before long he was promoted as a Senior 
Designer. Very few engineers could ever claim to have 
their work featured in Time Magazine, but Mike 
worked closely with the renowned Gordon Bunshaft of 
Skidmore Owings and Merrill on the Emhart building 
in Connecticut and the unique building merited a 
centre-page spread. Mike was also very proud of his 
work on Huntington National Bank, Columbus, Ohio. 
There is a blueprint of a plate girder transfer beam for 
this very structure framed in the PUNCH Limerick 
office which shows the connection Mike had with this 
building and how it shaped his career path. Mike made 
such an impression at Weiskopf & Pickworth that Mr 
Pickworth, founder of the firm, travelled to Ireland 



A tribute to Michael Punch

6 7

in 1962, a mere two years after Mike had entered 
the practice, to meet Mike’s uncle, the well-known 
Dean Punch and Mike’s mother and considering 
international expansion.

In January 1964 David, Mike’s third child, was born 
so with their family getting larger and with kids from 
three different continents they left New York on the 
SS America to return home to Ireland. Shortly after 
his return, he took up the position of Senior Structural 
Engineer with Consultants JB Barry in Ballsbridge, 
where he again made a major impact, over the next 
three and a half years.

In May 1967 they returned to Limerick and Jeffrey, their 
fourth child, was born in September 1968 to complete 
their family unit. On their return to Limerick, Mike 
worked with Patrick J Sheahan & Partners, Consulting 
Architects and Engineers, and with Shannon Foundry, 
Structural Steel Designers and Fabricators for 6 years. 
Mike, Joe Murphy and Kevin Clancy, colleagues from 
the Shannon Foundry Design office established the 
firm of Michael Punch & Partners now PUNCH 
Consulting Engineers in 5 Upper Hartstonge Street 
on the 1st November 1973, to be joined 9 months later 
by Pat Hanley.

The practice initially consisted of in the order of 7 
staff but continued to grow over the years. Initially 
PUNCH built a strong client base of repeat business 
and established effective working relationships with 
architectural practices and design teams for works 

such as churches, schools, colleges, warehouses, offices, 
supermarkets and bridges. They also developed an 
expertise in the meat processing industry starting with 
Shannon Meat Ltd Rathkeale which had featured 
very early in Mike’s career and continuing with a life-
long friendship with Michael O’Mara and the Bacon 
Company of Ireland. International work followed 
and professional collaboration with UK firms 
included work on Nissan Sunderland and for Murphy 
International in London. A project for Kingspan in 
Vancouver gave rise to the need for purchase of the 
first fax machine in 1985. 

In January 1980 additional space requirements for 
the expanding firm had seen a move from Hartstonge 
Street to Pery Square. The opening of the Dublin in 
1983 led to further growth and established a national 
profile for the firm. PUNCH grew to become one 
of Ireland’s most successful Consulting Engineering 

Michael Punch, Des Greene, 
Mícheál Ó Muircheartaigh at UL 
April 2002
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firms employing as many as 160 staff prior to the 
2008 recession with offices in Cork, Dublin, Limerick 
and Sligo. The practice portfolio expanded to include 
Schools, Colleges, Churches, Factories, Apartments and 
housing developments, Office Blocks, Shopping and 
Commercial Centres, Hotels, Bridges, Road Schemes, 
Major Marine Works, Main Drainage Projects, as well 
as Sports facilities in the codes of GAA, Rugby, Golf 
and Racing.

Mike would have said himself that he had 3 gifts: a 
sense of balance, a capacity to diagnose and a slipstick 
- his metaphor for a capacity with engineering maths 
and formulae. The preliminary exploration of an 
engineering problem was often on the back of a napkin. 
The slipstick (or slide rule) was second nature to him; 
however, the calculator opened up new possibilities. 
Computers, he left to others! PUNCH was always a 
progressive company and in 1979 purchased its first 
computer, probably the first engineering consultancy 
in Limerick to have one. Mike was a huge supporter 
of this initiative and recognised the need to invest in 
technology, to set PUNCH apart from its competitors 
and entice new staff to join and grow the company. 
That being said, it was well known that his own desk 
top computer was rarely used. 

He wanted always to be remembered through his 
buildings. Among the early milestones were Janesboro 
Church modernisation and extension where he utilised 
innovative post-tensioning engineering solutions to 

Crescent College 
Comprehensive: central area 
roof under construction in the 
early 1970s
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Crescent College 
Comprehensive: 
complete external view; 
central area roof 

Adare Manor – footbridge at 
18th hole

Annacotty Bridge MPP’s first 
bridge structure constructed in 
1976 (image courtesy of Google 
Street view) 

Mike Punch & Tom Hayes 
(builder) on site during 
construction of the altar for 
Pope John Paul’s visit to Ireland 
in 1979 
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allow for the addition of side aisles to the existing 
concrete structure. Mike also designed an innovative 
roof structure for the central building of Crescent 
College Comprehensive using only a slide rule and 
7-figure log tables. The steel frame was constructed on 
a square measuring 70 feet max (21.34 m). In those days 
structural engineers were still paid in accordance with 
agreed fee scales. The scale fee payable for design of 
that structural steelwork was IR£105. What a modest 
fee for such an innovative structure designed without 
the benefit of modern software! Shortly afterwards the 
firm bought its first calculator; engineers had to wait 
their turn to get access to it. Mike also designed the 
elegant arched foot bridge at the 18th hole of Adare 
Manor. When the Ryder Cup comes to Adare this 
bridge will feature prominently as players approach 
the final hole. PUNCH also had the great honour to 
design the structure of the altar for the visit of Pope 
John Paul 2 to Limerick in 1979, a huge occasion in 
Ireland’s history. 

One of Mike’s primary motivations in business 
was employment generation, giving people a start in 
employment when there was little opportunity in 
Ireland at that time. Mike was not afraid of taking 
risks or hard work if it was going to result in a few extra 
jobs. Throughout most of the first quarter century of 
the firm Mike worked extremely hard, driving up to 
50,000 miles per annum. In the early days Saturday 
morning work was the norm and some of the longer 
standing members of staff can verify that Sundays and Article extracted from the Engineers Journal - 

Papal Visit to Limerick 1979
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Michael Punch at the opening of 
the Guinness Bridge (1997)

The board of Directors of MPP 
on the 30th Anniversary of the 
Company in 2003

bank holidays were also worked if that was what was 
needed to get the job done. In the early 80s PUNCH 
were appointed engineers on a Visitor Centre in 
Glenveagh National Park, Co Donegal; Mike would 
regularly leave Limerick at the crack of dawn, drive 
to Dublin to collect colleagues and Tony and Barbara 
O’Neill, the architects and lifelong friends, continue 
on to Donegal for site meeting and back again on the 
same day. Geraldine and his family made huge personal 
sacrifices in encouraging and supporting him in all this 
work. They often saw him weary after an arduous week 
on the road and yet, even in the struggle for survival, 
he never forgot people or lost touch with his friends. 
He pursued his charitable and community work and 
his leisure time activities with the same frenetic energy 
as his engineering, whether in Golf, Tennis or Squash 
or in attending his sporting engagements, especially 
Rugby and Hurling. Saturday squash with the partners 
was a regular event after the morning’s work.

Over the years Mike built lots of very strong 
professional and personal relationships resulting in 
much repeat business. He had a particular history of 
repeat commissions in Limerick, Mayo, Waterford 
and Kildare in the early days to mention just a few 
locations. He was also involved in numerous churches, 
Mercy Schools and De La Salle Colleges nationwide. 
Oranmore Church is one of the early projects which 
is now within close proximity of our Galway office. 
The redevelopment of the old Johnston Mooney and 
O’Brien site at Herbert Park marked a significant 
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milestone in our expansion into the Dublin market. 
Jury’s Inn at Christ Church was another significant 
project establishing the practice in our capital city.

Mike semi-retired in March 2005 and finally in 
September 2009. In the intervening period he 
continued to grace the Limerick office with his presence 
and humour. He passed away at the end of April 2011 
following a short illness. His passing marked the end of 
an era of an engineering innovator. He was extremely 
well thought of by all who were privileged to know and 
work with him . He was known for his lively intellect, 
generosity of spirit and good nature. He touched many 
lives and his legacy in engineering will last long into 
the future. 

Mike was a firm believer in trust, changing a culture 
through treating colleagues, clients and contractors 
with respect. He treasured his PUNCH colleagues as 
friends and family. Sincere, good natured and a caring 
person, he was also heavily involved in charitable 
and community work. He was instrumental in the 
founding and early development of Milford Hospice in 
Limerick and subsequently as part of the team which 
set up the Harvest Fair, the annual fundraiser for this 
much-loved Limerick institution. Mike served a period 
as Chairman of the Board of Shannon Development; 
he was also Chairman of the board of management 
of Laurel Hill Secondary school, a board member of 
Combat Poverty Agency and a Visitor of Limerick 
Prison to mention but a few of the many organisations 

Mike Punch pictured with some 
of our colleagues at a Limerick 
City Hall ceremony in Feb 
2011 at which he was honoured 
by Mayor Maria Byrne for his 
contribution to Limerick.

to which he devoted his time. He was committed to 
the engineering profession throughout his life and 
having served as Chairman of the Thomond Region of 
The Institution of Engineers of Ireland he encouraged 
many PUNCH staff to follow in his footsteps. He was 
a Fellow of IEI, ICE, IStructE and a member of the 
American Society of Civil Engineers. 

Mike was a man who built one of the premier 
engineering consultancies in Ireland; he had a universal 
circle of friends, a man of enormous kindness, good 
humour and personal generosity. Mike always believed 
that humour is the shortest distance between two 
people and that a day without laughter was a day 
lost. Like so many, in a world before the expansion of 
higher education, his portfolio and life’s work mark 
his achievement. He lived in a time of great change 
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and development in Ireland and in common with many 
from that UCC civil engineering class of 1952 helped 
engineer that change tangibly in terms of the buildings 
and developments and intangibly in terms of the people 
and communities with whom they worked.

On the occasion of what would have been his 90th 

Birthday and on the 10th anniversary of his death we 
respectfully acknowledge and thank Mike Punch, our 
founder, the man and the Engineer.

The man who was Michael Punch
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The following are some images which were prepared 
to mark Mike’s retirement. They give a flavour of 
the character, humour and quick wit of the founding 
member of what we know today as PUNCH Consulting 
Engineers: 

Letter from John Power Director General of Engineers Ireland to 
Pat Hanley following the passing of Mike. What a lovely tribute to 
receive from the professional body which he served so well. 
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Hunger for work!

Mike-mail!

Weekend break!

Get off the pot!
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Replanting!

Feeding the troops!

The power of positive thinking!

The high ball!



Dublin | Limerick | Cork | Galway | Glasgow
www.punchconsulting.com


