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Tadhg Joseph O’Neill was born on February 23, 1964, in County Cork, Ireland, the day after the death, in Turkey, of his maternal grandfather, Joseph Dakad. O’Neill carries this grandfather’s name, as well as the name of his paternal great-uncle, Tadhg Lynch.  This in all likelihood, contributed to O’Neill’s great curiosity about his family heritage.  This curiosity culminated in the publication of an extensive family history, Blood-Dark Track, which tells the story of the internment of his two grandfathers during the Second World War, and provides significant insight into the author’s life. 
I have drawn a great deal from this family history, and highly recommend the book as a fascinating story about the struggles of both sides of his family, those in Ireland and in Turkey, in addition to the global conflicts of the IRA in Ireland, German espionage in Turkey, and the overall political climates in these two neutral countries during World War II.  My other sources include many interviews conducted in conjunction with the publication of his novel, Netherland. 
O’Neill’s parents were from opposite corners of the world.  His father, Kevin O’Neill, was one of ten children of Irish parents, who rarely left their home county, Cork.  His mother, Lina Dakad, was the daughter of a widely travelled, Christian Turk, and was educated in France and England.  O’Neill writes of the unlikely chance that his mother and father would meet in the 1960s.  That they did, and married, was surprising to both families, and required a written recommendation from the groom’s home parish priest.  The young couple then settled temporarily in Ireland.  
O’Neill writes “As soon after my birth as they were able to, my parents removed me from Cork and set off on a global journey that took the family to Africa and Asia and finally, when I was six years old, continental Europe.  When my father’s project in Rotterdam came to an end in 1975, the family stayed put while he worked in the fjords of Norway, the Borneo jungles and the Arabian deserts, flying back as often as he was able.”
 
When the family moved to The Hague, O’Neill went to boarding school at the French Lycée and The British School in The Netherlands.  As a result of his international family life, O’Neill became fluent in three languages: English, French and Dutch and spoke Turkish, Persian and Portuguese, when he was a young child, but now confesses that he “grew up speaking lots of languages and forgetting all of them.”
  
Summers, the family would take their annual holiday in Mersin, the Mediterranean port city in south-east Turkey where his mother’s family lived.  It was during such a summer holiday in the late eighties, when O’Neill and his cousin first discovered documentation of their grandfather’s arrest and subsequent imprisonment in 1942.  When he returned the documents to their original hiding place and approached his mother and grandmother with this discovery, he was told not to speak about it.  I believe that this discovery and an earlier discovery of documents pertaining to his paternal grandfather’s internment during the War sowed the seeds for his family history, which he eventually started in 1996.

As a young adult, O’Neill read law at Girton College, in Cambridge, England, a field of study which he said he preferred over English literature because "literature was too precious"
 and he wanted it to remain a hobby.  During this time period his need to express himself in writing was fulfilled through the writing of poems.  O’Neill said, “I love poetry. I started off writing poetry. My first published works were poems. But then I stopped. I retired very prudently at the age of about 24.”  When once asked if he continues to write poetry today, O’Neill laughingly said “I haven’t written a proper poem since.”

O’Neill went on to become a barrister and was called to the bar in London in 1987.  While working as a barrister, he published two novels, This Is the Life and The Breezes, in 1992 and 1996, respectively.  Years later, when asked how he balanced his professional and writing careers, O’Neill responded “I was a barrister in London, which means you are self-employed. And so you are more or less able to determine the amount of work that you do. Of course, it’s much more complicated than that, because to practice as a barrister you have to be invited to join a set of chambers. Those invitations are rare and precious, because should you accept the invitation, you are tenured, (and) you are essentially set for life. And your chambers will have certain expectations, the main one being that you turn up for work. So you have a professional responsibility that weighs on you, happily in my case. I concentrated mainly on business law. From time to time, I would clear four months off, and ask for and get the indulgence of my colleagues, for which I’m still very grateful.”
 

O’Neill married advantageously when he met and married Vogue editor, Sally Singer in 1995.  She had previously rejected his second novel, when she was working as an editor at the American firm, Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.  After a honeymoon in India, they returned to London, where O’Neill continued to work as both writer and barrister.   

In 1998, Ms Singer was offered a position at American Elle, and the family moved to New York and settled in the Chelsea Hotel, never intending to stay more than a year or two.  O’Neill was working on his family history at the time, as well as writing restaurant reviews for the New Yorker Magazine.  After the publication of the family history he started on his third novel, Netherland, and also became a writer for The Atlantic, primarily reviewing new fiction and writing essays.

The writing of his first two novels took considerably longer than the four months mentioned by O’Neill previously. He actually estimated two years for each, and then six years to research and create his family history, and seven years for his third novel, Netherland.  As O’Neill stated in an interview with Mark Thwaite, it appears as if his writing had become “harder and harder”.  
When asked about the writing process for Netherland, O’Neill said, “In the case of Netherland, I was very concerned with voice. I wanted to create this very intimate relationship between the reader and the voice of the book. Almost a romance. That’s risky, of course.  Not everybody likes to be hit on.  But you want to take risks.  And then there’s (the) question of what sort of character would be amenable to serving such an obscure, murky, poetic purpose. And, meanwhile, you are thinking ‘Cricket’ and various other things. And you are just hoping that they will fuse. And you sort of wait until they fuse. That’s partly why it takes me years to write stuff. I have to wait until sentences have life to me, and I try to make use of them.”

O’Neill currently lives in The Chelsea Hotel in New York, with his wife and three sons and as he told Steve Inskeep last year, “I had no grand intention to becoming an American citizen. But then I stayed…it was in fact my plan to go back after a couple of years.  But then I stayed and stayed.  And I had no real desire to go back to some other place and I realized I had become an American.”  He became a citizen in 2007.
In 2009, O’Neill received the PEN Faulkner Award for Fiction for his third novel, Netherland.
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