
Thomas Patrick Reilly 

16th Dec 1941 - 11th June 2009

I feel privileged to say a few words in tribute to our good friend Tom.  First of all, 
I’m sure Tom would want me to pay tribute to his family for the support they have 
given him over the years.  Tom was viewed by his wife Jill and children Anna 
and Siobhan as an incredibly supportive husband and father, but it is also clear 
that Tom’s amazingly productive career was made possible through the devoted 
and unwavering support from Jill and the girls over the years.

Thomas Patrick Reilly was born in 1941 in Lehinch, near to the village of 
Hollymount on the plains of South Mayo.  He grew up in a close-knit family – 
with sisters Maureen, Bridie, and Evelyn and brother Sean. Tom shared his love 
of sport with Sean and they established the Hollymount Road Race together in 
1966 and it's still going strong to this day. Since 1976, Tom and many of our 
students have enjoyed the annual trip to Mayo for the race.   I trust that Tom’s 
brothers and sisters and their families here today will be comforted by the 
knowledge of just how highly Tom is regarded by his many friends and 
colleagues.

By the time Tom came to Liverpool Polytechnic in 1972, he had a wealth of 
experience: he had been a school teacher in Mayo and in the Republic of 
Cameroun; a clerical officer in Dublin, during summer breaks a welder’s 
assistant in Holland and a forestry worker in Sweden, and latterly a lecturer in 
PE at Southall College.  He had also acquired various qualifications: a 
bachelors degree from University College Dublin, an advanced diploma and a 
PGCE from St Mary’s in Twickenham and an MSc in Ergonomics from the Royal 
Free Hospital School of Medicine

Tom’s first job at the Poly was as a researcher on a sports science project with 
Everton FC – the results of this research formed the basis of Tom’s PhD “An 
ergonomics evaluation of occupational stress in professional football” which he 
completed in 1975.  This gave him a life-long passion not only for Everton but 
for football in general and for the application of science to football.

When I joined the staff in September 1973, my first day at work was spent with 
Tom on the River Mersey learning to water-ski with the aid of the departmental 
speedboat – that’s what staff development was like in those days.  And this was 
before the Mersey was cleaned up…  We did learn to water ski, and for Tom, as 
a non-swimmer, all the more impressive.   Several other colleagues on the 
Mersey that day are here to pay their respects to their great friend Tom.

Although not a swimmer, Tom was an exceptional sportsman, graduating from 
local honours in Gaelic Football and Handball to athletics – he was European 
Colleges 3000m champion in the 1960s and completed his first marathon in 2 



hours 37 minutes in 1980 in San Franscisco.

With the advent of sports science, Tom had found his niche:  His professional 
achievements have been immense, for example, supervising or examining well 
over 100 doctoral students, gaining great pleasure from each and every 
completion.  He has attracted numerous major research grants and has a 
phenomenal publication record - about 900 publications and still counting.  His 
status in the profession is evidenced for example by the numerous visiting 
lecturer posts he has held at home and in other parts of the European Union, in 
Africa, in the Far East and the USA – providing Tom not only enduring 
collaborative research links but also enduring friendships around the world.

After becoming the first professor of sports science in the UK in 1988, he took on 
demanding management roles from the early 90s until recently and yet there 
was no let-up in his prodigious research output.  

Of all the honours and awards bestowed on him, Tom was particularly proud to 
have been the first recipient of an LJMU Higher Doctorate in 1998 – a Doctor of 
Science is the highest academic award that we can make and recognises the 
outstanding calibre of research sustained at the highest levels, both in terms of 
the volume of work completed and its impact on accepted practice. 

A former colleague once asked me in awed tones, “How does Tom do it?”  I’ve 
already mentioned the importance of Tom’s family, but he also had the 
necessary personal qualities.

Tom was the quintessential scholar – possessed of a keen intellect, an 
enquiring mind, a love of knowledge, an aptitude for research, a way with 
words, and not least, a propensity for hard work - characteristics which Tom 
employed to obvious effect.

Tom had an eye for detail, another invaluable quality whether preparing for 
meetings, providing detailed constructive feedback to his grateful students, 
writing and reviewing research papers or examining PhD theses.  

Tom had great powers of concentration: I shared an office with Tom in Byrom 
Street for ten years.   Room 11 was a hive of activity with all manner of 
distractions: phones constantly ringing, students constantly in and out for 
tutorials, colleagues dropping in for a coffee, gossip being exchanged, sweaty 
kit drying on the radiators, and yet somehow Tom was able to produce a steady 
stream of research papers despite the distractions – truly impressive.  

These qualities and his research output generated universal admiration and 
respect, and his other personal qualities generated universal affection.  As more 
than one person has said to me in recent days, “Tom was one of the good guys”. 
People always found that they could depend on Tom – he was Best Man for 
Patricia and myself at our wedding 33 years ago and a great friend to me for 36 
years.  He was great company, patient, good-natured and kind with a keen but 
gentle sense of humour, a humour that was never far away – an example of the 
kind of humour Tom liked was shown a few months ago when I gave him a book 

entitled “Ireland in Quotes”, a portrayal of the history of Ireland in the 20th 



Century through the quotes of poets, politicians, and other public figures.  After a 
couple of weeks, Tom sent me a note which said, “Missing is the quote 
attributed to Tony O’Reilly in the 1970s about the state of Irish Rugby, ‘The state 
of English Rugby is serious - but not desperate, whereas the state of Irish Rugby 
is desperate - but not serious’”.   Irish rugby has improved since those days.

Over a year ago, it was announced that a new building at Byrom Street was to 
be named The Tom Reilly Building.  Last July, I was in a conversation with 
Michael Brown the Vice-Chancellor and a number of colleagues.  The VC 
recalled that a governor had asked whether he was concerned that a precedent 
was being set by naming a building after a member of staff.  Michael’s reply was 
“If anyone in the future makes such an outstanding contribution to the reputation 
of LJMU, I’d happily name a building after them.” As I said to Tom, this was the 
perfect response to anyone who might worry about a precedent.

Vaughan Lancaster-Thomas, the man who recruited Tom to Liverpool 
Polytechnic almost 37 years ago, sent me a note the other day describing Tom 
as “a gentleman, a scholar and an athlete, loved and respected by all who knew 
him” – I’m sure all of us will wholeheartedly endorse those sentiments.  

Tom was a man who counted his blessings, a man who had a kind of serenity 
about him, a serenity which stayed with him even during the last few difficult 
weeks and months.  As Father John has said, “he lived the life of Christ”.  We 
will all sorely miss this gentleman and scholar for his good company and for his 
good example.

May Tom Rest in Peace

Frank Sanderson, 23 June 2009, 
St Agnes, West Kirby 


