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PREFACE

To refer to Montreal’s West End hoodlums as either a “gang” or as the city’s “Irish mafia” is somewhat of a misnomer, since, even if there are several familial ties, few of the subjects you’ll read about here are bound to one another by a down-from-the-top hierarchy, or by any code of omertà.

Nevertheless, all of these characters do have one thing in common. They are a collection of petty thieves, bank and armored-truck robbers, shakedown artists, safecrackers, truck-hijackers, drug importers and distributors, money launderers, fences, loan sharks, protection racketeers, enforcers, hired killers and other assorted thugs who operate mostly in the downtown and southwestern part of the island of Montreal. And, for the most part, they are of Irish descent and are English-speaking in a city that is today 70 percent francophone.

When these Irish gangsters first began their criminal activities in the mid-1950s, they were nicknamed by the French media as Le Gang de l’Ouest. And the name, along with its English translation, has since stuck in newspaper, radio and TV accounts, police reports, crime commission hearings, etc. So, whether the appellation is accurate or not, Montreal does indeed have a “West End Gang,” albeit consisting of a somewhat loosely knit and rather disorganized bunch of fraternal families and individuals. Their exploits, as well as their shady business relationships with the city’s French, Italian, Jewish, and biker-gang fellow mobsters, is a story that has never before been fully explored.

The West End Gang’s heyday was from the 1970s through the early 2000s. Nevertheless, their roots precede that, and their criminal activity is, if to a much lesser extent, ongoing today.

My introduction to some of these characters began quite serendipitously in 1979 when I moved to Montreal from New York where, as a reporter for the Wall Street Journal, I had written a feature article about Montreal being, during the late 1960s, “The bank robbery capital of North America.” One of the first jobs I got on my return to Montreal was as an administrator and teacher in a Dawson College program at the federal Leclerc medium-security penitentiary in Laval, just north of Montreal. And because the program involved Leclerc’s English-speaking inmates, I was soon meeting some of the so-called West End Gang—guys I’d never heard of before. I found some of them and their stories fascinating.

Now, three decades later, I am still intrigued by their exploits, their screw-ups, and the fact that those Irish mobsters (many of them long-since killed, and others now rather long in the tooth) can still generate headlines.

In recent years, there has been much written about Montreal’s Italian mafia families, biker gangs and young ethnic street gangs. Yet relatively little attention has been paid to these “Sons of Erin” who for several decades brought crime and mayhem into the southwest corner of the city. This book is about these men and their exploits.
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CHAPTER 1
The Irish Invasion

During the mid to late 19th century, primarily between 1846 and 1850, an estimated three million Irish immigrants fled The Hunger or, as it was also known, the Great Potato Famine, a fungal infection that ravaged their native soil. Most sailed across the Atlantic in order to take up roots in North America where, they were assured, there was arable land to be tilled, sown and harvested. In addition, they were counting on ample employment in the burgeoning urban areas. For the most part, these desperate people arrived with little more than the clothes on their back, and some with a brood of malnourished children, to establish new roots in cities like New York, Boston and Montreal.

The bulk of these émigrés chose the United States as their landfall, and most were processed through Ellis Island off the southern tip of Manhattan. Once cleared, they either settled into Manhattan’s Lower East and West Side, or else made their way north to Boston, south to New Orleans, or west to Chicago and Kansas City, all of which were growing urban centers of opportunity and blue-collar jobs.
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Irish immigrant children arriving in Canada, 1924

Yet almost half a million of the Irish émigrés opted to make their landfall in the Dominion of Canada. After being crammed for five to six weeks in the holds of the so-called “coffin ships,” in which they were essentially used as human ballast on lumber carriers returning from England, they were initially quarantined and processed at Grosse Île, a rocky windswept island on the St. Lawrence River, some 30 miles downstream from Quebec City. This precaution was taken because those hundreds who hadn’t died at sea of cholera, typhus or malnutrition (and whose bodies had been summarily slipped over the side into the depths of the mid-Atlantic) were considered either contaminated or at risk. And indeed, many of them were. Today Grosse Île contains the unmarked graves of some 3,000 to 5,000 Irish men, women and children who came close to the “Promised Land,” but who unfortunately never realized its promise. Those who did survive, later sailed up to Quebec City and Montreal, and some even as far upriver as Kingston, Ontario (then Upper Canada), where they planted their Diaspora Irish roots.1
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Grosse Île Quarantine Shed

Many of the Irish who chose to settle in Montreal, which had been incorporated as a city in 1832, were still disease-ridden, and were confined to the “fever sheds” of Goose Village (originally known as Victoriatown) on the river’s edge, where they were cared for by the Catholic order of Grey Nuns. Thousands succumbed to cholera or other diseases in those sheds, and were buried in a mass grave on the banks of the St. Lawrence River. Today there stands a monument, officially named The Irish Commemorative Stone, but colloquially known as “the Black Rock,” honoring their demise. Rather ironically, the monolith bears the shape of a giant potato. It was dredged up from the river and erected in 1859 by Irish laborers who, while constructing the Victoria Bridge, had uncovered the bones of their Irish brethren who’d been interred there in the previous decade. The inscription on the 30-ton, 10-foot-high granite boulder that faces the entrance to the span over the St. Lawrence River reads: “To preserve from desecration the remains of 6,000 immigrants who died of ship fever.”
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Goose Village Black Rock, Montreal

Those fortunate enough to survive the Atlantic crossing and the fever sheds would find housing and raise families in the impoverished working-class ghettos of Griffintown, Goose Village and Point St. Charles. There was plenty of work to be had in that southwestern part of Montreal. The eight-mile-long Lachine Canal, the Victoria Bridge and the Grand Trunk Railway yards were being built during that period, most of it with the brawn of Irish labor. Those projects in turn soon attracted breweries, brickyards, tanneries, soap factories, steel foundries and other industries. The canal, first dug in 1825 and widened twice in 1873 and 1885, provided a hydraulic power source for industries on its banks, as well as a water highway for incoming raw materials and outgoing processed goods between the St. Lawrence River and the Great Lakes. There was no shortage of jobs for those predominantly Irish settlers in Montreal during the late 19th and early 20th century, even if most of them were being paid penury wages and toiled for long hours. In 1880, for example, Grand Trunk employees were on the job 10 hours a day Monday to Friday, plus another four to five hours on Saturday. And in some of the factories along the canal, the work shift consisted of 14 hours a day, six days a week.

Life was not easy for the early émigrés from the Emerald Isle. There were many young men among them who sought an easier path in the New World. This was especially true in the United States, where Irish gangs sprang up within months of their arrival. These youths, driven from an impoverished land of British colonial oppression, had learned from experience that real wealth and power came not from hard work, but from intimidation and control of the neighborhood in which they lived.

So, not surprisingly, thousands of young males formed collectives of like-minded dissidents in the urban centers of America, particularly in New York City and Boston, where most of them had settled in the mid to late 1800s. They were at first a rag-tag leaderless bunch of thugs involved in petty thievery and fighting among themselves. But inevitably there arose individuals with the charisma and balls to become leaders of their group, creating organized Irish gangs that were named either after the leader himself or the urban district that the gang controlled.

The First Fighting Irish

In the United States it was these gangs who, in the 1800s, first constituted what today would be labeled as members of “organized crime”—well before the arrival of the Sicilian or other Italian mafia families. As the low men on the immigrant totem pole, the “Paddies” were regarded as ignorant and impulsive rough-and-tumble yahoos by their American-born (and usually anti-Catholic) employers. For instance, at construction job sites they were often confronted with a posted sign warning that “Irish Need Not Apply.” But many of the fighting Irish, rather than being deterred by the snub, simply chose alternative ways to make a living, albeit illegally.
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Typical late 1800s construction sign, New York City

These cities needed to supply the working stiffs not only with jobs, but also with entertainment, such as unlicensed after-hours saloons, brothels and gambling houses. Some of the newly arrived Irish were quick to provide those diversions, as well as loan-sharking operations that offered money to fools who were already way over their heads. Moreover, none of those enterprises could be carried out without some form of enforcement, and the Irish certainly had plenty of muscle on hand.

In Manhattan alone, particularly in the slums of Hell’s Kitchen on the Lower West Side, more than a dozen Irish gangs flourished, among the earliest being the Whyos, known for their ruthlessness in dealing with opposing gang members and even with their own leaders, several of whom were purged internally during the 1880s and ’90s. They were followed in the early 1900s by other Celtic mobs, often made up of members of the same family, such the Gas House Gang, the Parlor Mob, the Gophers, the Hudson Dusters, and the Westies, all of whom were equally ruthless in staking out Manhattan’s territory while running their operations and keeping competing gangs at bay. Naturally, all of this provided great fodder for the many New York City daily tabloids that eagerly sought to outdo one another with up-to-the-minute salacious details on the latest gangland killing.

In Boston, which housed North America’s second largest influx of Irish émigrés, the lurid tabloid headlines read much the same. In that city, the early Irish gangs were battling one another in Somerville, South Boston and Charlestown over control of the city’s three B’s—broads, betting and booze. And so whorehouses, gambling houses and unlicensed saloons sprang up as quickly as the city developed. The New Englanders might have had deeper puritanical roots than their New York neighbors to the south, but it certainly didn’t show in their appetite for what the Irish gangs had to offer. As well, the Bostonian gangs proved to be as rapacious and dangerous as their New York City kinsmen, and as generous in their under-the-table payoffs to local cops and elected officials who were on the take.

Then, in 1918, came the Women’s Christian Temperance Union—God’s gift to every criminal organization. The Volstead Act, which it spawned, lasted from 1920 to 1933. Cheap jokes aside, any move to prohibit the production, sale or consumption of alcohol was about as anti-Irish as one could get. Moreover, the law was equally despised by Protestant and Jewish alike. Inevitably, the “Noble Experiment” or “Great 13-year Failure,” as it later became known, would, like nothing before, contribute to the escalation of organized crime in America. Bootlegging became the crime du jour, one that attracted everyone in the American and Canadian underworld, no matter what their nationality or gang affiliation. Billions of illicit dollars were reaped during that period, by everyone from the denizens of the Ozark Mountains of Arkansas to the Gucci-shod Sam Bronfman with his mansion in Westmount.

Booze and Corruption

As a result of Prohibition, the Irish gangs attained an even stronger foothold in American society, partly due to the fact that, unlike other European immigrants, they spoke English and had the persuasive “gift of the gab.” By the early 1900s they’d already insinuated themselves into civil servant roles such as firemen and police officers in major cities like New York, Boston and Chicago. And they now had a following among fellow European émigrés, nationality notwithstanding. So it was not surprising that many Irishmen, who had already risen to become political ward bosses, were eventually able to manipulate those in elected positions, such as city aldermen and mayors, whereby, through graft and patronage, these Irish puppeteers eventually controlled many American towns and cities. The biggest example, perhaps, was New York City’s Tammany Hall, which first rose to power under ward czar William “Boss” Tweed in the mid-1800s and which managed to yield influence until 1932 when its last ward-supported mayor, Jimmy Walker (dubbed Beau James), was ousted from office.

In South Boston during Prohibition, no two groups of Irishmen were more feared than the members of the Kileen and Mullin gangs. Killings over turf and the sale of illicit booze were an ongoing occurrence between the two clans. Following the end of the Second World War, other Boston Irish gangs sprang up, viciously competing with one another for control of the city’s three B’s.

Then along came James “Whitey” Bulger, born on September 3, 1929, one of six children in an Irish Catholic family, and whose nickname was derived from his shock of platinum blond hair. After serving nine years in prison between 1956 and 1965 for armed bank robbery, he went on to become a top lieutenant in the notorious Winter Hill Gang (named after Howie Winter, head of an Irish mob operating in the Somerville area of Boston). Bulger later took over control of the mob, which he led with an iron fist from 1970 until 1994. The gang allegedly had ties to Montreal’s West End Gang, and was a known money and arms supplier for the Irish Republican Army back on the Auld Sod. Police investigations revealed that Bulger controlled most of the narcotics, extortion, loan-sharking and bookmaking rackets, not just in Boston but throughout most of New England. He was accused of personally murdering 19 persons and believed to have ordered the killings of dozens more during his 25-year bloody reign, usually employing his psychopathic lieutenant and favorite hit man Stephen “The Rifleman” Flemmi.

However, Bulger led a double life, operating as an informant about his gang’s dealings with Boston’s Italian mafia with John Connolly, a corrupt agent in the city’s FBI organized crime squad. The FBI used this information to bust many prominent members of Boston’s Cosa Nostra families during the 1980s. This reciprocal arrangement managed to keep Bulger out of jail for many years as he continued his criminal activities.

But that came to an end in April 1994 when a joint task force made up of the Drug Enforcement Administration, the Massachusetts State Police, and the Boston Police Department launched a probe into his operations. The FBI was purposely not informed, and a federal case was built against Bulger under the 1970 federal RICO (Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations) Act. The following December, Bulger was tipped off by his compromised FBI agent John Connolly that sealed indictments had been filed by the U.S. Department of Justice, and that the agency would soon be making major arrests.

None too soon, Bulger fled Boston on December 23, 1994, and remained on the lam for 16 years with his mistress Catherine Elizabeth Greig. During that time he ranked second after Osama bin Laden (who rated a $25-million bounty) on the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted” list, with a $2-million price on his head.

Those two top fugitives were individually tracked down within seven weeks of one another. (Bin Laden was ambushed and shot dead by U.S. Navy SEALs on May 1, 2011, during a raid at his compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan). Eighty-one-year-old Bulger and sixty-year-old Greig, who had been living for almost 14 years in a modest Santa Monica, California, apartment under the names of Charlie and Carol Gasco, were arrested by the FBI on June 22, 2011. During their capture, the Feds found an arsenal of weapons and over $800,000 in cash, mostly in $100 bills, in their apartment. Within days they were flown back to Boston to face charges.

On March 14, 2012, Greig, who had cut a deal with prosecutors that included not having to testify against Bulger, tearfully pleaded guilty to identity fraud and harboring a fugitive. On June 12, 2012, she was sentenced to eight years in federal prison and fined $150,000.

Bulger, meanwhile, was held without bail; his trial on 19 counts of first-degree murder and other charges began on June 3, 2013. Two months later, a Boston jury found him guilty of 11 of those murders, as well as convicting him on other charges—including drug trafficking, racketeering, money laundering and extortion. On November 14, 2013, eighty-four-year-old Bulger was sentenced to two consecutive life sentences for those crimes—amounting to a death sentence for America’s most ruthless Irish gangster.

In Canada, meanwhile, the Irish Diaspora was far smaller in number and strength, and had almost no political influence. Nevertheless, the Irish had gripes and ambitions that were similar to those of their American cousins. And they also shared their poverty and clannishness.

Perhaps the closest Canadian comparison to New York City’s Hell’s Kitchen or Boston’s South Side would be Montreal’s Griffintown and its adjacent Goose Village, which together comprised a few dozen square blocks that harbored the majority of Canada’s urban Irish immigrant families at the turn of the 20th century. And immediately to the south, across the Lachine Canal, lay the sprawling ghetto and rail yards of Point St. Charles, where only slightly better-off Irish tenants could find larger flats and even a green park or two. It was these neighborhoods that would become the spawning grounds for many of the West End Gang.


1 My great-great-grandfather Charles John O’Connor arrived with his family from Limerick and was processed through Grosse Île in 1848, to later take up farming in the Gatineau area of Quebec.







CHAPTER 2
“Most of His Children Turned Out to Be Thieves”

It was only a matter of time before many of the young Irishmen growing up in Griffintown, Goose Village and Point St. Charles began seeking out, as were their American brethren in New York and Boston, an easier way of life than working for “the man” (usually a Brit or a Scot) in his tannery, soap factory, iron foundry, printing plant, brewery, flour or sugar mill, or similar sweat shop down by the Lachine Canal. Their fathers, who toiled for the boss, received only a meager salary with which to support a large Catholic family. And on a Thursday or Friday payday, a big chunk of those wages were often quaffed down that evening by dad in one of the many neighborhood taverns.

Griffintown

Griffintown, known as “the Griff” by its inhabitants, was anything but lace curtain Irish. It was where the poorest of Montreal’s poor lived in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The shantytown was bordered by Notre Dame Street to the north, the Lachine Canal to the south, McGill Street to the east, and Guy Street to the west. It consisted of a few dozen city blocks of factories and two- or three-story brick and wood-frame, cold-water row houses that housed most of the factory employees and their families. Up the hill, particularly in enclaves like Mile End, Outremont and Westmount, the Griff was disdainfully regarded as that place to where their sewage flowed and where their non-live-in servants and coal and ice suppliers lived. In his 1942 book, Montreal: Seaport and City, Montreal author and McGill University economics professor Stephen Leacock snobbishly dismissed the Griff as “a wretched area whose tumbled, shabby houses mock at the wealth of Montreal.”

Given its low-lying area and many wooden sheds, floods and fires were commonplace in the Griff. Perhaps its most dramatic tragedy occurred on the morning of April 25, 1944, when a Royal Air Force Ferry Command Liberator bomber taking off from Dorval airport lost power and crashed into the heart of Griffintown at the intersection of Shannon and Ottawa Streets, killing its five-man crew and 10 Griff residents.

During the 1950s and ’60s, factories were shutting down and families began deserting Griffintown, moving south to Point St. Charles and Verdun where there were bigger flats to be rented and even green spaces where their children could play. By 1970, following the 1959 opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway and closure of the Lachine Canal to commercial traffic, most of the tenements and abandoned factories were razed to make way for the Bonaventure Expressway and an industrial park. Griffintown was gradually reduced to a ghost of its original self, inhabited mostly by some 2,000 working-class French Canadians, Italians and Ukrainians, which was only a tenth of its mostly Irish population a hundred years earlier. And the six streets that had once made up tiny Goose Village were wiped off the map.

Indeed, the Irish influence in Montreal has diminished greatly since the arrival of those first émigrés. According to the Statistics Canada census figures, in 1860 there were 14,179 people of Irish origin living in Montreal, making up 15.7 percent of the city’s population of 90,323 inhabitants. But in the latest 2011 census, a century and a half later, Montreal and its on-island suburbs held only 159,000 people with claims to Irish lineage, a mere 8.4 percent of the city’s 1.9 million total population. Most of this decline was a result of the flight of an estimated 240,000 anglophones to Toronto and points west in the 20 years following the election of the separatist Parti Québécois in 1976 and the adoption of Bill 101 in 1977, which legislated French as the only official language of Quebec.

Perhaps the final nail in the Irish coffin was driven in 1990 when Montreal renamed Griffintown Faubourg-des-Récollets, after the order of nuns who’d first held property there in the late 18th century. This has not sat well with the city’s United Irish Society and others who seek to preserve the Griff’s Celtic heritage. In the past few years there have been several proposals to tear down what’s left of the area, including a $1.3-billion megaproject that would create almost 4,000 low-income subsidized housing units, major box stores and other retail outlets, as well as hotels and even a concert hall. But due to the economic recession, all of those plans remain on the drawing board, are being scaled down, and in 2013 were still being hotly debated among Montreal city councilors and by several Irish associations that are desperately seeking to retain and even to revive some of Griffintown’s historic past.

Those who grew up in the Griff have mixed feelings about what it was like to live there during the early to mid-1900s when it was a vibrant Irish neighborhood. There was an open friendliness among its inhabitants, who often got together to share gossip and beer on their balconies and sidewalk stoops. Yet there was also the shared poverty that often led to juvenile crime. Whether it was stealing apples off horse-drawn wagons or pick-pocketing drunks who were staggering home from the bars, petty theft was something almost every Griff kid did, or else knew that his friends did. And it would form the beginning of a criminal career for many of those young Irish lads.

John Phillips, a former West End Gang hang-around whose specialty later became passing rubber cheques and robbing jewelry stores and banks, was the product of a typical Griffintown family. He was born on September 6, 1938, the fourth of seven brothers and five sisters who were raised in a two-floor cold-water flat on Murray Street near the corner of Wellington Avenue. “With my mum and my dad there was 15 in the house in the ’40s and ’50s,” he recalls today, “although by the time the eldest turned sixteen, they would move out. But there was always a crowd of us.”

The children slept in one large dormitory upstairs, which had originally been four small bedrooms. “My father took all the walls down one cold winter because we needed to burn the wood in the kitchen’s cast-iron cooking stove to heat the house,” explains Phillips. And “downstairs there was one room that Dad slept in with my mother, a living room, kitchen, and bathroom with no bathtub or sink, just a toilet.”

Baths were therefore scarce and far between in the Phillips household, particularly in the winter when the community’s public baths were often closed. “We had a big tub in the kitchen where Mum would boil the water on the stove, and three or four of us would use the same water. We might have got two or three [baths] a winter.”

These were Spartan times, notes Phillips. “My dad was kind of an alcoholic and usually out of work, so it was financially difficult for us … and more often than not there was no food in the fucking house.” But, he adds, “Whatever we were experiencing, we just accepted it as that’s the way life is, since most of our neighbors lived under much the same conditions.”

Inevitably, almost all of the siblings eventually turned to crime. “My father was pretty straight, but most of his children turned out to be thieves,” says Phillips, who quips that of the 13 kids, there was “only one white sheep in the family.” Among the black sheep, John’s brother David, a fraud artist, was shot to death in the early 1960s in a love triangle over a woman, and his brother Eddie was murdered in broad daylight on March 25, 1985, in retaliation for his role in the assassination of West End Gang kingpin Dunie Ryan. As for John, he would eventually become a bank robber and would end up serving a quarter of his life in various provincial and federal institutions.

If John Phillips’ upbringing in the Griff was tough, James Holt’s was even tougher. At the age of five he was abandoned by his alcoholic parents and spent his early years in various orphanages and foster homes, where he reports being both physically and sexually abused. He too eventually turned to a life of crime within the West End Gang, including B&E’s, truck hijackings, bank heists, escape from custody and attempted murder in Montreal and Ottawa. Today, at the age of sixty-eight and having spent more than half of those years in juvenile detention homes or prison, Holt describes himself as someone who has “finally turned [his] life around.” He currently lives in Ottawa and spends much of his time addressing college and police-academy students about what he now acknowledges is “the stupidity of hanging out with the wrong people.”
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John Phillips, retired West End Gang bank robber, summer 2008

Another early 20th century Griffintown kid was Charles Burke, the product of an absentee second-generation Irish father, Belfield Burke, and a Caribbean mother, Marie Terese, from the island of St. Lucia. He too dabbled in petty crime while growing up, and was a pre-teen amateur boxer in the Griffintown Block Boys Club. He later went on to be a Canadian National Railway porter, a Montreal bar owner, and then a videographer and movie extra, which is how he now, at the age of seventy-seven, makes his living in New York City and Vancouver.
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Charles Burke, circa 2008

While he personally knew a lot of the West Gang types in the mid-1900s, Burke was never a member; not because he was black, but because, as he says today, “I had sense enough to stay away from them … Most of the Irish guys I met there grew up into the gangster world.” And “almost all of them,” he notes, have since been killed or are now in jail.

As an only child, Burke was raised during the 1940s by his strict Catholic mother, known as Hetty, on Lusignan Street just south of Notre Dame Street “in a little one-room house where the bathroom and everything was in the one room.” He adds that by the time he was ten or eleven, “I got into shoplifting and hustling … And later I’m hanging out big time. I’m picking pockets, and I was one of the best in the area.” But Hetty frowned on her son’s delinquency, and she was a strict disciplinarian. “It was a regular thing with her; so [getting] a beating was part of [life], like having dinner,” he says.

He recalls the time when, at the age of thirteen, he’d made a major score by picking a wallet containing “two or three hundred dollars” from the pocket of some drunken seaman on the street in the Griff. “I ran home and fell asleep on my bed with the money all around me.” The next morning, “my mother sees the money and takes every cent. So I wake up and say, ‘Ma, where’s my money?’ She said, ‘I took dat money and I’ll be buying some groceries and you’ll get some new clothes.’ I said, ‘But Ma, that’s my money!’ And then, BADAM, I’m down on the floor as she hits me and says, ‘That money is going into the house.’”

Young Charles was now in a pickle because two older teenagers, Lionel Deare and his brother, were the muscle and shakedown artists who controlled that part of Griffintown, and it was understood that a percentage of any robberies in the hood was to come to them. The brothers knew about Burke’s lucrative score, and approached him the next day for their cut. “I told Lionel that my mother took it, and he said he’ll get it back from her. I said, ‘Lionel, you don’t want to do that.’ But he comes to our house that evening. Now, Lionel is a tough guy; nobody would fight him. But my mother, a large woman, just grabbed the goon by the throat and said [in her West Indian accent] ‘You come in dis house, mon, and I break your neck. ’” Deare quickly fled with his tail between his legs. “My mother was crazy! She could kick butt like Muhammad Ali; she would beat any man, woman or child,” says Burke. As for Deare, he later went on to become a strong-arm enforcer in the mid-1950s for Montreal’s Italian Pretula-Greco mob, where perhaps he never had to face an opponent as fearsome as the late Hetty Burke.

The Point

Point St. Charles, which some historians refer to as Canada’s first industrialized slum, lay just to the south of Griffintown, between the Lachine Canal and the St. Lawrence River. Here the living conditions were marginally better, even if its inhabitants were just a rung or two up the social ladder. Yet they were still shanty Irish and living in an area that also spawned its fair share of potential criminals.

“The Point,” as it was known, was originally inhabited by ethnic Irish, Scottish, Polish and French Canadian industrial workers in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the majority of whom were employed by local factories and the Grand Trunk Railway. As in Griffintown, most of those jobs have long since disappeared, and in the past three decades the neighborhood has been largely gentrified by yuppies buying and renovating its old houses, and its canal-facing factories have been turned into pricey condominiums.

But in the mid-1900s, the Point was the place to go in order to escape the squalor of Griffintown and Goose Village. The Irish families who relocated there had similar Celtic roots and, importantly, shared the camaraderie that existed north of the canal. Nevertheless, life there was almost as poverty-stricken as it was back in the Griff.

Brendan Deegan was a typical child growing up in the Point. He was born in 1933 on Grand Trunk Street, the fourth of ten brothers and sisters. Their father, Frank “Lefty” Deegan, worked for the railway, and was also a minor league baseball player, which meant that he was often out of town. And, like many fathers in the Point, he was not the most reliable provider. “My father was a good man, but he had the Irish curse,” says Deegan today. “He drank and he gambled. So my mother, like a lot of mothers in the Point, had to wait ‘til he got home on pay day.”
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Frank “Lefty” Deegan Sr., 1931

Deegan acknowledges that times were tough growing up with a large family in a three-bedroom house with no hot running water. “But,” he adds, “you never knew that you were poor, ‘cause all your neighbors grew up the same way … When we were kids, you got up to a cold [kitchen stove] fire” until Mom or Dad lit it, and “then you all hung around the fire, put your toast on the stove and waited your turn.” And often there was little or no food in the house. “If my father drank that weekend and didn’t bring home the pay, we didn’t know if we were going to eat the next day. So you’d steal. You’d rob a chocolate bar at the store or something like Mae Wests, Black Beauties, or whatever.”

He recalls one time as a kid when he and one of his brothers were going to the store with a few coins their mother had given them to buy some groceries, and they’d dropped a quarter in the snow. “We were on our hands and knees looking for that quarter because at that time you could buy a loaf of bread, sugar and a quart of milk for about 28 cents or something. That quarter was our supper!”

Unlike some of his neighborhood friends and his older brother Frankie, Brendan eventually followed a straight-and-narrow path, becoming a (now-retired) school teacher for some 35 years. Which is not to say that his juvenile days were innocent. “My criminal career started very young … The trains would come in with fruit [inside boxcars] and park in the rail yards. We’d get up early in the morning, open the car doors and take the bananas and fruit and sell it … And we were only ten or eleven years old then.”
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The Deegan children in Little Burgundy, 1941

In their early teens, the Deegan brothers were altar boys at St. Gabriel’s Catholic Church on Center Street where they would occasionally steal nickels and dimes from the collection plate after mass. “But,” he recalls, “the biggest heist we ever did in my church was in the bingo games.” Some of the Deegan boys were the ones appointed to turn the basket tumbler with its lettered and numbered balls, and they would occasionally rig the game with a player whose card they’d copied. “We had this old man we knew who was part of the deal … We’d fix it so that he’d win a major jackpot, maybe five or six hundred dollars.” The brothers and their bingo-player shill would then later split the winnings. “Everybody had a scam” in the Point, shrugs Deegan, “because that’s the way things worked.”

Unlike many Irish families in the Point, the Deegan clan managed to stay out of any serious trouble—except for the oldest brother, Frankie, who was the hustler in the bunch. Frankie had two nicknames: “Fingers” for his ability to smoothly lift wallets, and “the Machine” for his mathematical skill at figuring out the percentages in various illegal gambling games. In the mid-1960s he served almost two years in prison for embezzling funds from the CBC. But apart from being a conman, Frankie also enjoyed a sporadic career as an amateur boxer and salesman, and later as a hockey scout for the NHL. He died of cancer at the age of seventy-five on January 18, 2006.
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Billy Johnston of the West End Gang Johnston brothers

According to Brendan, both Frankie and their father were on close terms with many of the West End Gang families, such as the MacAllisters, the Mattickses, the McSweens and the Johnstons. In fact, Kathleen, the youngest of Brendan’s sisters, still retains the memory of the time when, as a five-year-old in 1958, she and her father drove up to the family’s cottage in St. Sauveur in the Laurentian Mountains. “We walked in and my father said, ‘Oops, looks like the Johnston brothers have been here again.’” The evidence was bottles of liquor on the shelves, a fridge full of beer and the freezer stocked with steaks. She says, “It was only years later that I figured out that the Johnstons were using my father’s place as a hideout,” no doubt while on the lam from the cops between bank robberies.

By the time he turned twenty, Brendan Deegan decided to go straight, and had even briefly considered joining the priesthood. “I was the best Catholic ever; I always went to mass on Sunday. But still, I was a thief. It’s not that I’m bragging about it; I’m ashamed of it now. But that was the way things happened in the Point in those days.”

He attributes his conversion to a particular incident in the early 1950s. “What stopped me from crime was my friend Bobby Hansen … One day, we’re all standing around and Bobby pulls out a gun and wants to shoot this gay guy. Luckily the gun didn’t fire … And that’s when I realized: ‘I don’t want to do this anymore.’” Shortly after that incident, Hansen used the gun to rob a store and ended up in jail.

In the 1960s the Deegan family moved a few miles west to Verdun, which was one more step up the Irish social ladder. Yet it was still an area that lay between the Lachine Canal and the St. Lawrence River. The next rung up was Notre-Dame-de-Grâce, known as NDG, which was immediately to the north. And that is where the West End Gang would establish its base in the decades to come.





CHAPTER 3
Calabrians and Sicilians

Well before the Irish would become a force to be reckoned with, organized crime in Montreal was in the hands of émigré Italians, notably the Cotroni and Violi families with their Calabrian roots, and the Rizzuto Family with its Sicilian roots. All had had ties to the established Bonanno and Caruana-Cuntrera Cosa Nostra mobs in New York, and they controlled most of Montreal’s illegal gambling, loan-sharking, and the importation and distribution of heroin and cocaine during the early and mid-1900s.

One of the first to arrive was Nicodemo Cotroni, a thirty-three-year-old carpenter from the town of Mammola, near the southern coastal city of Calabria. He came to Montreal in 1924 with his wife Maria-Rosa and their two sons, fourteen-year-old Vincenzo, nicknamed “Vic,” and four-year-old Giuseppe, nicknamed “Pep.” They moved into a three-story row house on the corner of Ontario and St. Timothée streets in Montreal’s southeast district. In the next seven years they would have four more children, the youngest being Francesco “Frank,” who was born in 1931 and who’d eventually become head of the Cotroni criminal empire in the mid-1900s.

In the 1920s Nicodemo and his son Vincenzo legitimately worked as Montreal carpenters and cabinetmakers. But as a sideline, they became involved in the lucrative Prohibition-era liquor smuggling business. Following the repeal of the Volstead Act in 1933, they moved into illegal gambling and the drug trade, especially heroin, which proved far more profitable than selling bootleg booze. By the 1950s, the Cotroni Family had become the major conduit for high-grade “white” heroin processed in clandestine labs in Marseilles, France, and then shipped, usually by sea, to Montreal for local sale and, more importantly, for redistribution to New York and other North American cities. In 1956, RCMP and FBI authorities estimated that close to two-thirds of all heroin in North America that year had arrived through Montreal.

So important was the Montreal conduit that in 1952 Joseph Bonanno, godfather of one of New York’s five major crime families, dispatched his chief lieutenant, Carmine “Lillo” Galante, north to work with the Cotronis in their gambling and heroin-import operations. After spending a busy 10 years in Montreal, Galante was extradited to the United States in July 1962, where he was sentenced by a New York court to 20 years in prison for drug trafficking.

“Vic the Egg”

Vincenzo, known as “Vic the Egg” due to his rotund Humpty-Dumpty stature, was a professional wrestler for a brief time under the name of Vic Vincent. In the late 1940s he opened several downtown after-hours bars (locally known as “blind pigs”), brothels and gambling dens, sometimes with his kid brother Pep. Vic was arrested a few times on charges of theft, illegal sale of alcohol, and assault and battery, but usually got off with a fine or a short stint in jail. His major establishment was Vic’s Café at 97 St. Catherine Street East, a club that was doing a booming business until the vice squad shut it down and revoked its liquor license in April 1955. Cotroni fought all the way to the Supreme Court of Canada to have the permit reinstated, but eventually lost his appeal.

Vic was probably the most influential and successful Montreal mafioso from the 1950s through the 1970s, aided by the fact that he had a few politicians and law enforcement officials in his pocket. He also proved to be a shrewd and respected power broker who managed to form an uneasy alliance with some of his mafia drug-importing competitors and other Montreal gangs during that period.

In 1976 he was subpoenaed to testify before the CECO (la Commission d’enquête sur le crime organisé) tribunal. The Quebec government commission, headed by Judge Jean Dutil, was established in 1972 to examine the extent of organized crime in the province, specifically Montreal’s Italian mafia families, the French-Canadian Dubois Clan, and the Irish West End Gang. Between September 27, 1972 and March 31, 1977, some 115 persons were subpoenaed to testify under oath. Those who failed to appear or else showed up but refused to answer questions, were cited for contempt, and automatically sentenced to anywhere from 2 to 12 months in jail.

Cotroni, whom the commission described as the “Godfather of Montreal,” was one of those who refused to testify, and spent the next year in prison. He died of prostate cancer at the age of seventy-three on September 19, 1984. But he left behind an illegitimate son, Nick Cotroni, Jr., born on April 25, 1964 and named after his grandfather, Nicodemo. He was to become a small-time mafia underboss in the late 1900s.
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