
THE Opinion CHRISTMAS ANNUAL 2019    |    Page 22

Since 2011 John Fleming has 
constructed seven buildings taller 
than the Elysian in Cork, which 
boasts 17 floors and is the tallest 
in Ireland. John’s tallest in the UK 
is at 101 George Street, Croydon, a 
44-storey building with a slightly 
smaller 38-storey tower alongside. 
The 44-storey development is the 
tallest modular building in the 
world and three times the height 
of County Hall in Cork. But that’s 
not all. He has built three hotels 
in the past 8 years –  The Four 
Seasons, Premier Inn and Novotel, 
providing 600 bedrooms in total. 
Vision/Tide have also constructed 
student accommodation totalling 
4,800 beds and 2,000 apartments 
providing 3,300 beds. To put it 
another way, since John Fleming set 
up business in the UK 8 years ago, 
he has created in all his projects, 
8,700 beds – enough to sleep the 
population of both Bandon and 
Clonakilty towns.

Vision Modular Systems UK Ltd has two Manufacturing plants. A 170,000 
sq ft  factory based in Bedford  just outside London and another of simi-
lar size and scale in Merthyr Tydfil in Wales. The Modules, two of which 
make up an entire 1 bedroom apartment take just two working weeks 
from start to finish. They are completed on a moving production line that 
isn’t far from what Henry Ford envisaged. The Modules are built with a 
steel frame forming the structure and a concrete floor, and as they move 
along the production line walls are installed, sanded and plastered, and 
internal finishes along with mechanical and electrical installations are 
completed. They go to site ready for move in! This is then where Tide 
Construction takes over. Tide Construction is the developing arm which 
acquires sites, gains planning and ultimately completes the installation 
of the modules and the building on site. Tide Construction completes the 
site works, piling and all ground works. It then builds the concrete stair 
and elevator core around which the modules are installed.

5 
store

ys 

  3 
storey

s  

5 
store

ys 

  

5 
store

ys 

  

7 
store

ys 

  

8 
store

ys 

  

8 
store

ys 

  

2 
storey

s  

Vision/Tide – buildings constructed since 2011, listing the storeys 

Since 2011, Vision/Tide have 
constructed seven buildings 
higher than Ireland’s Tallest 
Building, the Elysian in Cork

John Fleming becomes a world leader in modular 
construction

Little did John Fleming think, when he 
left school in Butlerstown at the age of 14, 
that one day he would become the world 
leader in modular construction. To say that 
his meteoric rise to the top as Chairman of 
both Vision Modular Systems UK Limited and 
Tide Construction Limited borders on the 
incredible, is not overstating the situation. 

Vision & Tide leading the way

Sajid Javid, Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, UK Government 
at Vision Modular Systems’ 
Manufacturing Facility in Bedford, 
with John Fleming, Chairman.   
Photos Richard Southall

The impressive Four Seasons Hotel in Trinity Square, London, the site of the 
old port of London, one of John Fleming’s first major projects in the UK

Mr Paul Chan, Minister of Finance, Hong Kong Government visits 
101 George Street, Croydon the tallest modular building in the 
world, with Christy Hayes, Director and John Fleming Chairman

101 George Street, Croydon –the 
highest modular building in the world 
and it was built by a West Cork man. 

Hong Kong seeking his 
expertise
Is John Fleming the answer to our 
housing problems in this country? 
Well he has received no phone 
call as yet from Eoghan Murphy, 
our Housing Minister. However, 
he hasn’t just received calls, but 
has enjoyed visits from none other 
than Mr Paul Chan, the Hong Kong 
Finance Minister, Mr Sajid Javid, the 
British Chancellor of the Exchequer 
and Mr Richard Harrington, former 
Minister for Business & Industry.
The unassuming builder from Seven 
Heads is very much in demand all 
over the world, as he has invented 
the secret to providing quality 
accommodation using a modern 
and safe method of construction, 
all undertaken at ground level in 
a factory environment as against 
working 30 or 40 storeys high on 
site.
There is also certainty of timescale 
and cost. What’s more, inclement 
weather is never a factor, as all 
work is carried out indoors and 
the plant is powered by 100% 
renewable energy. An independent 
survey undertaken by Heriot-

Watt University and unknown to 
the company found their plant 
to be super efficient from an 
environmental point of view, a 
fact that is most significant these 
days with so much controversy 
over climate change. Furthermore, 
Estates Gazette, one of the most 
prestigious property magazines in 
the world, which leads the market 
with independent and authoritative 
news, was lavish in its praise for 
the modular system which boasts 
80% less construction waste, 97% 
of waste recycled and 50% less CO2. 
A leading property commentator 
who visited the factory remarked, 
“It’s what Henry Ford envisaged 
a manufacturing plant should be 
like.” It’s surely ironic that two West 
Cork men should be mentioned 
in the same sentence about their 
respective construction plants.

Still employing local
Never forgetting his Cork roots, 
a considerable segment of the 
workforce today hails from West 
Cork and many commute to London. 
Most of the design work continues 
to be done in Bandon, where up 
to 40 people are employed. OBR 

“Shoot for the moon, 
even if you miss it, 

you will land among the stars.”
  Les Brown
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“John Fleming - an amazing man 
with an amazing mind” – Tim Carroll

Holloway Road in Islington – a 
most challenging student 
accommodation project, 
sandwiched in between three 
railway lines with one underneath.

Bollo Lane, Ealing - Residential.
Mapleton Crescent, 
Wandsworth - Residential.

Apex House, Wembley, Student 
Accommodation, 29 Storeys.

Mr Richard Harrington, Former Minister for Business and Industry, UK 
Government, (second left) who visited the plant with (from left) Mark 
Hand, John Fleming, Christy Hayes and Krzysztof Wylezek

Construction in Waterfall does all 
Tides concrete work in London 
and John derives great satisfaction 
in the fact that many of his old 
workforce returned to work with 
him in Vision and Tide. He says it 
wasn’t easy for anyone – family, 
staff and sub-contractors when 
Fleming Construction collapsed 
in 2010, but he will be forever 
grateful for the huge support he 
received from so many people 
especially in his native West Cork. 
In early 2010 he had to leave his 
family and head to the UK where 
he went bankrupt, from which 
he was subsequently discharged 
in 2011. In late 2011 he secured 
one of his earliest developments 
when he was awarded an €80 
million contract to convert the 
former offices of the Port of London 
in Trinity Square into a hotel. As 
part of that project one of the 
rooms which he had to restore 
with great care was where the 
United Nations first ever meeting 
was held. Today the impressive 
Four Seasons Hotel stands on the 
site. His Holloway Road project 
in Islington, which provides 257 
bed student accommodation, 
was a most challenging job as the 
building is adjacent to Holloway 
Road Tube Station, with railway 
tracks on all sides and underneath. 

There was no way a conventional 
building could have been erected 
there. Apex House in Wembley 
is another impressive building 
boasting 29 storeys of student 
accommodation. Both Mapleton 
Crescent in Wandsworth and Bollo 
Lane in Ealing are two attractive 
residential developments and as the 
accompanying images show, there 
are many, many more.

UK more attractive to build at 
present
Listening and seeing photos of 
these spectacular skyscrapers, one 
can’t but wonder if the UK’s gain is 
Ireland’s loss. Surely this country 
could do with John Fleming to 
solve our housing problems, with 
his ability to construct apartments 
in 60% of normal time and in any 

shape you require. But John thinks 
hard and becomes serious when 
he says, “I will never again borrow 
money to build homes in Ireland.” 
He is adamant that he won’t, but he 
adds, “Never say never.” Certainly 
the Market risk factors are greatly 
reduced in the UK. Did he find it 
hard to start all over again in the 
UK? “I didn’t really, as back in 1973 
I set up the business with very little, 
so I was only returning to where 
I began. In 2011 I had far more 
experience and some incredibly 
capable people like our current CEO 
Christy Hayes and many others,” he 
remarks.

Support from family and friends
John looks forward each weekend 
to returning home to be with his 
wife Noreen and meet up with his 

five daughters – Michelle, Tracy, 
Claire, Elaine and Linda and 12 
grandchildren – 11 girls and 1 boy. 
He finds the support of his family 
so precious and he speaks highly of 
them and his senior management 
and staff who are so much part of 
the Vision/Tide success. He states 
“Without their continuous loyalty, 
hard work and support there is no 
way we would be where we are 
today.” Weekends aren’t complete if 
the sports-loving developer doesn’t 
have a game of golf, watch a match 
or attend a score. Reflecting on 
the early days in Barryroe and his 
first tractor, he confides that only 
recently he bought another Fordson 
as a nostalgic reminder of where he 
started. Where John Fleming will 
finish is anyone’s guess! When one 
sees the second highest government 
minister in Hong Kong, a state 
that possesses some of the tallest 
buildings in the world – coming 
over to the UK enquiring about 
his modular systems - it does look 
as if the sky is the limit for John. 
Whatever height he reaches - and 
he has already hit the 44-storey 
mark – there is one sure thing, the 
Seven Heads man will keep his feet 
on the ground. 

 “Having worked for 40 years with him, the day it ended 
was very emotional”

Tim Carroll from Barryscove, Lislevane 
knows John Fleming better than 
most, having spent 40 years working 
with him. Tim, at the age of 22, with 
John (21) and William Fleming (20) 
undertook their first project together 
in 1973, John having purchased a 
Fordson Super Major tractor and 
a mixer to get “the show on the 
road”. Their first job was for Richard 
Fleming, Ahafore, building a silage 
slab, followed by a milking parlour for 
Vincent Sexton in Lislevane. 
“I was to stay with John right through 
the decades, for 40 years, as we 
progressively took on bigger jobs for 
co-ops and other companies. He’s an 
amazing man with an amazing mind. 
I witnessed him winning arguments 
hands down with engineers over how 
a project should proceed. He had his 
own ideas and he would always win 
you over to his way of thinking.” Tim 
continued, “John always showed great 
vision. His building of the West Cork 
Technology Park in Shannonvale and 
Inchydoney and Fota hotels are just 
three examples of  facilities that are 
known nationally and globally. John 
was always incredibly honest and 
we were never left without our pay 
cheque on a Friday, and when in the 
1980s work ran out, he brought us 
down to his own house, building walls 
and sheds, rather than let us go.”

John’s love of Barryroe
Tim was loud in his praise for John’s 
contribution to his native place: 
“Whether it was extending the 
GAA pitch, a church project or any 
community development, John was 

always there to lend financial support. 
He has been a huge asset to Barryroe 
and very few students were without a 
summer job if they wanted it, including 
my own two sons.” John never lost sight 
of his roots and is still an avid follower of 
Barryroe GAA and local road bowling.

An emotional day
Tim remembers well the day in March 
2010 when all the staff were called into 
the office in Bandon with the High Court-
appointed examiner, George Maloney 
present, to break the bad news that 
Fleming Group had collapsed.
“It was one of the most emotional 
days in my life, everyone was crying, 
including John and myself – after 40 
years building major projects, it was all 
over. It had happened to nearly every 
other developer, so it was foolhardy to 
think it couldn’t happen to us. It was 
devastating that day, but there was no 
bitterness. Everyone knew that John 
hadn’t set out to bring this about. To the 
day I die, I will rate John Fleming very 
highly and it is a source of great joy for 
me to hear he has become such a success 
story in the UK,” Tim concluded.

The Fordson Super Major that 
John bought recently – a 
nostalgic reminder of where it 
all started in Barryroe, with Tim 
Carroll and William Fleming
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