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MURDER INC.

Paul Williams is Ireland’s most respected crime writer and journalist. Williams has been on the frontline of crime journalism in Ireland for over twenty-five years, exposing the crime lords and their rackets. His courageous and ground-breaking investigative work has won him multiple awards, including Print Journalist of the Year, Campaigning Journalist of the Year, Scoop of the Year, the Humbert Summer School International Media Award, and the Irish Security Industry Association’s Premier Award. His previous true-crime bestsellers include The General, Gangland, Evil Empire, Crime Lords, The Untouchables, Crime Wars and Badfellas. Williams has researched, written and presented a number of major TV crime series, including award-winning Dirty Money (TV3) and Bad Fellas (RTÉ). In 2013 Williams won another string of awards for his ‘Anglo Tapes’ investigation in the Irish Independent, which revealed how Ireland’s most toxic bank contributed to the collapse of the Irish economy. The ground-breaking investigation, based on secret internal recordings at Anglo Irish Bank, exposed the shocking truth of how Ireland came to the brink of bankruptcy, and it made headline news across the world. The Anglo Tapes investigation won Williams the NNI 2013 Scoop of the Year and Digital awards. He also received the UCD Smurfit Business School Journalism award for Breaking Business News Story of the Year. Paul Williams is a member of the internationally respected International Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ) based in Washington DC.
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In memory of Roy Collins. And for his family – Steve, Carmel, Steve Junior, Leanne, Paul and Ryan – who paid a terrifying price for standing up against evil and whose remarkable courage won the heart of a nation.

Also in memory of Murder Inc.’s other innocent victims, including Brian Fitzgerald, Sean Poland, Baiba Saulite and Shane Geoghegan.

And for the men and women of An Garda Síochána in Limerick, whose diligence and determination brought down Murder Inc. after the longest, most intensive investigation in the history of Irish criminal justice.







Prologue

The gang boss was in his cell when his mobile vibrated to announce another illicit incoming call. It was one of his lieutenants back in Limerick. He was worried about one of their twenty-year-old lackeys. The foot soldier had driven the getaway car used to gun a man down in the street a few hours earlier.

The problem, the anxious caller explained, was that the driver had cried. The wannabe gangster had never been involved in a murder before. He’d realized when it was too late that he wasn’t as hard as he tried to make out.

Remorse and regret were emotions alien to the mob members. It was an ominous sign of weakness, and that scared the gang bosses almost as much as the sight of their rivals with Glock automatics. A man weighted down with guilt could easily make a statement of admission in a Garda station. Such feelings were like a cancer that needed to be eradicated.

The lieutenant had a plan to deal with the unexpected crisis, but he needed approval first. There were protocols to observe in these matters. ‘I’ll ask someone and ring you back,’ the imprisoned godfather replied, and went off to talk to another mob member across the prison landing. Ten minutes later the boss rang back. The message was curt and to the point. ‘Don’t trust him … do what you have to do.’ The phone went dead.

The lieutenant took his trusted sidekick aside and gave him his instructions. A short time later the gangster contacted the troubled getaway driver. He wanted help to bury some guns before the cops came to investigate the latest murder. There was nothing unusual in the request – the foot soldiers buried so many guns they could have qualified as grave-diggers.

The pair went to a secluded corner on an area of waste ground. The remorseful young man dug a shallow hole as his ‘friend’ stood guard. When he finished digging the doomed man looked up to find his associate pointing a pistol at him.

He tried to make a run for it but his assassin was too quick. He hit his victim with the shovel, knocking him to his knees. The lackey began crying again and begged for his life. ‘Please don’t; please don’t,’ he pleaded, as he knelt before the hit man.

The ‘friend’ explained that the problem was that he had cried and shown weakness. The mob couldn’t tolerate that. He was a ‘loose end’ that needed tidying up. The wannabe gangster begged him not to shoot.

The killer got tired of the pleas and wanted to go home. He calmly took aim and fired a single shot into the back of his victim’s bowed head. Then he dumped the body into the shallow grave like a dead animal. He threw a few shovels of dirt over the corpse, only partially covering it. The gangster couldn’t be bothered concealing it fully. He hoped that wild animals would do the rest.

When the hit man went back to his boss he proudly announced: ‘That’s done.’ In prison the godfather’s phone vibrated again. He heard the same two words. ‘Good,’ he replied and the phone went dead.

Later the gang members callously laughed as the killer described how he’d got rid of the young man who, only a few hours earlier, had been a trusted friend. He helpfully went down on his knees and mimicked his victim’s last moments, as he cried and begged for his life. There was no hint of remorse or regret or pity. This was how the mob protected itself from destruction.

It was nothing personal, it was just business.
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1. The Arrival of Evil

In the annals of its 1,200-year history there is no precise date for a seemingly unremarkable event that ultimately led to one of the darkest periods in the chronicles of Limerick City and the story of organized crime in Ireland. Exactly when the Dundon brothers – Wayne, John, Dessie and Ger – relocated there is lost in time. The delinquent English-born brothers were gangland nobodies when they drifted back to their parents’ home town where the family’s traveller roots run deep.

Although some of the brothers already had form as violent criminals, no particular notice was paid to their arrival: they were just four more dysfunctional, feral teenagers. But what is well chronicled in Ireland’s recent history is the unprecedented chaos and carnage that was unleashed as soon as they had unpacked their bags and started prowling the streets in one of the city’s already troubled ghettoes. Within months the Dundons had formed an alliance with their cousins, the McCarthys. It would prove to be a toxic mix. The newly formed Dundon/McCarthy gang soon emerged from the shadows to wage a war on the people of Limerick. In the pantheon of psychotic mobsters who have stalked gangland, the Dundon brothers stood out from the rest of the rabble as the worst of the worst.

Limerick’s motto – ‘An ancient city well versed in the arts of war’ – was originally adopted to recognize the many pivotal battles the city at the mouth of the mighty River Shannon had endured in its long history. It was borrowed from an epic poem dedicated to the siege of the ancient city of Troy. As the last redoubt of Catholic rule in Ireland, Limerick was also besieged. When Cromwell’s brutal army surrounded its walls and King John’s Castle in 1651, an estimated 5,000 people died as a result of savage fighting, starvation and plague. Limerick then fell to the army of William of Orange in 1691, after two further sieges and the massacre of over 800 people. It completed England’s conquest of Ireland. The resulting Treaty of Limerick precipitated the departure of the Catholic army in what is known as the Flight of the Wild Geese. Violence again erupted during the War of Independence when the infamous Black and Tans, a band of British Army psychopaths sent to stamp out the revolution, were unleashed on Limerick. During a night of savagery in March 1921, known as the night of the ‘Curfew murders’, the Black and Tans murdered four prominent citizens in their homes.

This spectre of widespread, indiscriminate violence returned eighty years later, bringing with it many more nights of savagery. But this time an undisciplined rabble laid siege to the city from within, plunging it into a decade of unparalleled criminal chaos and bloodshed. This blighted era will live on in infamy as the reign of the Dundon/McCarthys – a horde of primal monsters well versed in the arts of inflicting terror, pain and death. The city’s roll call of its most-hated tormentors – Cromwell, William of Orange, the Black and Tans – now includes the Dundon/McCarthys, aka Murder Incorporated.

In the almost five decades that the phenomenon of organized crime has existed in Ireland the Dundon/McCarthy mob hold the awesome distinction of being the most dangerous and ruthless of all the gangs. Daylight executions of underworld rivals and the merciless high-profile murder of innocent people were central to their crude strategy to gain gangland supremacy. The mob blasted their way to the top of the Garda ‘Most Wanted List’ and were the prime target of the longest, most sustained – and expensive – police investigation in Irish criminal justice history. They also featured in several international police investigations and were classified by the EU policing agency, Europol, as a major criminal organization. The depraved crimes of the Dundon/McCarthy gang threatened to undermine the administration of justice in Limerick and forced the Government to introduce tough anti-gang legislation not seen since the murder of journalist Veronica Guerin in 1996. The names of the Dundons and the McCarthys were etched in the national psyche as the manifestation of what Limerick’s State Solicitor, Michael Murray, once described as ‘pure evil’.

The State Solicitor played a pivotal role in the administration of criminal justice in Limerick City, with responsibility for the prosecution of all serious criminal offences. Through the mountain of gang-related charges he processed over the years Murray gained a unique insight into the people involved. In an interview at the height of the mayhem, the law officer had no doubt about who had ratcheted up the crime levels – the Dundon/McCarthy mob: ‘I think I would put the blame for that on one particular grouping, who have displayed a savagery that I find to this day hard to fathom; they have set the benchmark and the others have followed and it has ratcheted up to the stage now where many killings involve not only murder but the maiming and torturing of somebody in the most horrific of circumstances.’

When asked what he thought drove Murder Inc. he explained: ‘Evil, there is no other word for it. I can’t believe that greed does it; it’s just these people are pure evil and they have no respect for life.’

The virulent gang culture that evolved around the drug trade in Ireland at the turn of the new Millennium produced a much more dangerous breed of cold-blooded killer. The Dundon brothers’ arrival in Ireland coincided with the dawn of a tumultuous era of opportunity for the underworld as the hedonistic Celtic Tiger generation gorged itself on recreational pharmaceuticals, especially cocaine, the ‘Devil’s dandruff’. The excesses of young, middle Ireland fuelled an unprecedented billion-Euro boom for organized crime. The prodigious profits made gangsters greedy – and dangerous. The gun became the corporate weapon of choice for sorting out disputes over territory and money. Gangland executions spiralled to unprecedented levels as brutal mob wars flared up, mainly in the working-class suburbs of Dublin and Limerick. Over time, the violence seeped from within its natural borders and killings began to occur in once peaceful towns and rural idylls. By the second half of the noughties Ireland had an unenvied record for one of the highest per capita murder rates in Western Europe.

The four Dundon brothers quickly emerged as the most dangerous element in the crime clan. Their unrivalled capacity for savagery made the worst excesses of the Finglas and Crumlin mobs in Dublin look almost harmless by comparison. Untroubled by behavioural boundaries they had no moral qualms about killing on a mere whim, either by accident or design. Devoid of any semblance of empathy or remorse, they were textbook psychopaths. Emotions such as pity, shame or guilt were deleted from their human hard drives and they regarded people only as targets and exploitable opportunities. Instead of friends, they had victims and accomplices who ended up as victims. Empowerment and satisfaction were obtained by inflicting cruelty. Their natural aptitude for terror instilled blind loyalty and a code of omertà in their subordinates. The Dundons’ principal motivation in life, like all other criminals, was self-aggrandizement, where the end always justified the means – but their means were more outlandish than most.

The Dundons’ cousins, former associates and ex-lovers – the majority of them dangerous criminals in their own right – would later describe how the Dundon brothers in particular were driven by a visceral, inexplicable hatred of the world around them. The horrified testimonies of the victims and the case files of their crimes lend themselves to the conclusion that the Dundons were natural born killers. Violence was a trait that ran deep in the veins of the extended Dundon/McCarthy clan through the generations; brutality was in their DNA. But it seemed that in the construction of their genetic make-up the Dundon brothers had received a disproportionate helping of the family poison.

Murder Inc. earned its fitting sobriquet for their ability to cross the line and murder and maim innocent civilians who either stood up to them or were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Among the death toll of the innocent was a security manager, a car dealer, a rugby player, a housewife and a young businessman. And they could just as easily turn on their own. The Dundons casually beat their associates and girlfriends with the same energy they expended on their perceived enemies.

The Dundon/McCarthy gang were obdurately indifferent to the devastation they caused and to the national outcries their callous crimes provoked. Neither were they equipped with the cognitive capacity to realize that their reign of terror would unleash an unprecedented backlash from the forces of law and order. In the warped world they had created, the status of being the country’s undisputed Public Enemy Number One was good branding – they believed notoriety would make Murder Inc. untouchable.

Subtlety and sophistication were as absent from the Dundon/McCarthy mob’s joint psyche as compassion and mercy, which was amply demonstrated in the way they went about their business. Most criminal gangs, well versed in the arts of survival, put huge effort into operating below the radar and avoiding attention, but Murder Inc. took the opposite approach. After they had been convicted of the abduction and execution of rival gang boss Kieran Keane in 2003, five gang members sniggered and laughed in the dock as a senior detective described the gang’s business strategy.

‘The motivation and objective was to murder Kieran Keane and Owen Treacy [his nephew] and to lure two other people into a trap from which I believe two other murders would occur. It [the murders] was to eliminate those who stood in their way and those perceived to be their enemies with the objective of totally dominating Limerick City,’ Superintendent Gerry Mahon told the court, before the five killers were led away to begin life sentences behind bars.

The murder of Kieran Keane in 2003 was the spark that ignited the gangland firestorm that engulfed Limerick. At the height of the conflagration the city became Ireland’s murder capital and had the highest rate of gun crime per capita in Western Europe.

Murder Inc.’s bosses, while intellectually slow, possessed a feral, predatory cunning as they stalked their prey, waiting for the time to pounce with devastating consequences. On the night that they kidnapped Keane and his nephew, the intention was to also lure the Keanes’ lieutenants into the trap. It would have been Ireland’s version of the St Valentine’s Day Massacre; wiping out the rival gang bosses in one decisive act of mass murder. It was the type of strategic savagery that made Corleonesi Mafia boss Toto Riina infamous in the history of Cosa Nostra. The plot failed, however, when Keane and Treacy withstood torture and refused to call their associates.

‘If me or my uncle made that call there was four of us going to be killed. At no time were we going to lure the Collopys out the road – at no time,’ Owen Treacy would later reveal. After putting a bullet in Kieran Keane’s head, the gang made the mistake of leaving the critically injured Owen Treacy for dead. But despite suffering multiple stab wounds, he survived to break with tradition and testify against the killers in court.

Keane’s cold-blooded execution sparked a low-intensity urban war for control of the drug trade between the Dundon/McCarthy gang on one side and the Keane/Collopy mob on the other. Driven by blind tribal hatred, the two groups were responsible for an astonishing catalogue of attacks and counter-attacks – there were drive-by shootings, arson attacks, abductions, stabbings, bombings and executions. The war lords strutted through the streets, openly wearing bullet-proof vests and driving armour-plated jeeps. In full view of the police and judiciary in the precincts of the city’s courts complex, the two sides threatened and intimidated each other. The courts became a flashpoint for violent clashes and the mobs even tried to burn them down. And whenever a rival gang member was whacked the killers made no secret of who was involved, phoning their enemies to gloat about it. There were no concerns about being charged on foot of such admissions as the belligerents shared their contempt for the law. Both sides were devout practitioners of the primeval doctrine of ‘an eye for an eye’ and ‘a life for a life’. Scoreboards of the body count were smeared in graffiti on walls in the strongholds of the clans.

The warring godfathers had no scruples about sending teenagers as young as fifteen out with AK47 assault rifles, machine-guns and grenades to settle scores. Younger children were used to move drugs and guns because if they were caught they could not be locked up – and had been trained never to open their mouths. In a bid to drastically escalate the mindless butchery, the Dundon/McCarthys set up an international arms deal to buy enough rocket launchers and heavy weaponry to equip a modern military unit. The Keane/Collopys had their own munitions factory to make lethal pipe bombs.

Gardaí who were trying to keep a lid on the madness were openly threatened, assaulted and shot at. In a bid to suppress the prosecutorial process, the offices of State Solicitor Michael Murray were burned down by one of the warring drug factions. When the offices were rebuilt the mobs tried to burn them a second time. As a result of death threats the courageous lawyer received police protection to do his job. The necessity of this step was highlighted when the Dundon/McCarthy gang firebombed the home of a prosecuting lawyer in a bid to undermine a pending murder trial.

The gang war in Limerick became a national crisis which warranted urgent discussions in the Government at numerous Cabinet meetings. Such blatant attempts by organized crime to undermine the authority of the State had not been seen since the reign of Mafia boss Riina in Sicily during the early 1990s, when two investigating judges were murdered.

The sheer volume of prosecutions for murder and attempted murder coming from Limerick meant that the Central Criminal Court began sitting there – the first time it had ever moved from its traditional base in the Four Courts in Dublin. The historic initiative was mooted so that dozens of detectives who would otherwise be required to travel to Dublin to attend trials would have more time to participate in ongoing criminal investigations in Limerick. If the court hadn’t moved the backlog of cases would have caused a chronic personnel shortage, hampering the efforts to stop the violence. As the war continued it became extremely difficult to empanel juries to sit in the local Circuit Court for serious crime cases involving the gangs.

The outbreak of violence blighted a positive period in the city’s history, which had done much to shed its grim portrayal in Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes. Limerick had emerged as a vibrant, cosmopolitan hub of culture, arts, education and industry. And, of course, it was the proud home of Munster Rugby. But the outside world mostly viewed the city through the prism of the warring clans, prompting the cringe-inducing comment in an international travel guide that ‘Limerick is best seen through the rear view mirror!’ The corrosive conflict threatened to undermine the commercial and social cohesion of the entire city. The belligerents struck a terror into the citizenry not seen since the English armies descended on its ancient walls.

The situation deteriorated so much in 2003 that for the first time in Ireland the Gardaí felt the need to deploy high-profile firepower on the streets as a deterrent against the criminal gangs. The Emergency Response Unit (ERU), the Gardaí’s elite specialist weapons and tactics unit, effectively placed the city under curfew. Backed up by police helicopters, they patrolled the streets after dark in an attempt to quell the raging violence. Dozens more armed detectives were also mobilized from Dublin and Cork to assist the local Gardaí who were struggling to contain the mayhem. The volume of incidents involving improvised explosive devices became so high that an army bomb disposal squad was stationed in Limerick on a semi-permanent basis. In the working-class estates worst hit by the fighting, unarmed police patrols had to be escorted by armed colleagues. The city had the highest concentration of Gardaí, especially armed units, in the country.

All these intensive measures did not stop the feuding. In spite of the unprecedented security operations and mounting convictions, the bitter dispute would continue for several more years, as the body count exceeded twenty and scores more innocent, and not so innocent, were injured and maimed. The death toll in Limerick was the same as a quarter of the total number of gangland killings occurring in Dublin, a city with a population thirteen times larger. There was one factor in the conflict on which all the various participants – the Gardaí, Murder Inc.’s members and their enemies – could agree: the Dundon brothers provided the murderous momentum behind Ireland’s longest-running crime war.

But the reasons for the Dundons’ gangland dominance – terror and extreme violence – would ultimately precipitate the implosion of Murder Inc. The beginning of the end came from within, in the unlikely form of one of their girlfriends, April Collins. She knew where the bodies were buried after spending eight years in the heart of the gang as Ger Dundon’s partner and the mother of his children. Her father and brothers were also key members of the mob. The straw that broke the monster’s back came when the Dundons threatened to kill her and her family. She did the unthinkable and went to the Gardaí to tell them everything she knew.

For the investigators who had laid siege to the mob for years it was the breach in the defences that they had patiently awaited. The petite, foul-mouthed young woman gave the detectives a first-hand description of life inside Murder Inc.

‘The Dundons are unbelievable people … they’re monsters. They’re very violent people. They terrorize everyone into doing things for them; people are frightened to say no in case they’d be killed. It was no life because they were so controlling. They beat me before. They said they will kill me and I know they will. I am terrified,’ she said.

April Collins smashed a sledgehammer-sized hole in the gang’s wall of silence as she began spilling Murder Inc.’s bloodiest secrets. And like Cromwell and William of Orange, the breaking of this siege would have historic significance.

April Collins’s sister Lisa also came forward with her own hammer – to attack Murder Inc.’s once impenetrable code of omertà. ‘Ye have no idea what the Dundons are like; they are vicious and evil. We were just always afraid of them like, they were savages. Ye really have no idea what it was like being around them,’ she told the Gardaí. Then she sat back and pondered aloud: ‘Jesus … when I think back.’

Another person with a first-hand knowledge of the evils of Murder Inc. and who would play a courageous role in their eventual downfall was businessman Steve Collins (no relation to the Collins sisters). In all wars unexpected events occur which turn ordinary anonymous citizens into tragic heroes. Steve Collins was the reluctant hero in the fight to defeat Murder Inc.’s war against their city. His innocent family were subjected to the full force of the gang’s demonic rage for simply refusing to breach the licensing laws and allow a child into their pub late at night. Murder Inc. harbour long grudges and their thirst for vengeance is hard to quench. Steve Collins found this out the hard way when one son was shot and seriously injured and another was murdered. A business was burned down and the Collins family, who lived under armed protection, were driven to the verge of penury and despair. Eventually they were forced to leave Ireland as part of a witness relocation programme. Murder Inc. wanted the world to know that no one would be spared their wrath.

To this day Steve Collins struggles to describe the people who turned his life into a living hell: ‘It is really hard to describe what you’re dealing with here because nobody has ever encountered people like these before. There were already plenty of dangerous psychopaths in Limerick when they arrived but they were a totally different breed of animal altogether. They brought the guns in and the filth in and they brought crime to a new level by showing that they were prepared to slaughter anyone who got in their way.

‘I’ve tried to think of some expression to describe them over the years and pond life is probably the best. Their behaviour is just not normal; words cannot explain what they are like. They infested the area where they lived; they ruined the lives of so many kids and brought the city to its knees. And all the time they seemed to grow stronger on the back of it. They don’t get much worse than the Dundons.’

This is the story of Murder Incorporated.
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2. An Evil Empire is Born

Limerick has always stood out from the rest of the country when it comes to producing hard, violent men. Long before the outbreak of the gang wars in the noughties the city had a reputation for feuding among its under-privileged class. The genesis of the lethal gangland culture can be traced to the sprawling council estates which were built in the 50s, 60s and 70s to clear the squalid, city-centre tenement slums immortalized in Angela’s Ashes. But the new housing schemes, like those in Dublin, caused more sociological problems than they solved: the poverty travelled into the suburban concrete jungles with its victims. Apart from improved accommodation, there was little else on offer for the new residents. Grinding unemployment and a lack of basic amenities and proper schools created an atmosphere of despair and apathy. There were high levels of alcoholism and domestic violence. Within a few years of being opened the new estates had become hubs for anti-social behaviour and vandalism.

Retired Chief Superintendent Gerry Mahon witnessed the deprivation first hand when he was posted to Limerick in 1971: ‘The first thing that struck you when you went into a home in those estates was unemployment, an absent parent and poor conditions; bad clothing, no heating, no food in the fridge. There was no school, no looking for a job. The people lived in another world really without any support from society.’

The tense atmosphere nourished fierce inter-family feuds, unique to the Treaty City and which can last for generations. The knife became the tool of choice for sorting out petty squabbles, earning Limerick the hated label of ‘Stab City’ in the early 80s. The sawn-off shotgun was soon added to the arsenal of the men who bore deadly grudges. Then they opted for assault rifles and automatic pistols. Between 1972 and 1991 Limerick had the second highest rate of homicide in the State. It was second only to the Border area, which was a killing field during the Northern Troubles.

Former Limerick TD and Minister Des O’Malley recalled a much more innocent time in the city – a time before the gangs: ‘I practised law in Limerick between 1961 and 1969 and I used to spend at least one day every week on criminal law. But there was really very little crime at all in Limerick. It was petty crime all the time and it was nearly all disposed of in the District Court. I used to appear in the Circuit Court and I can recall at the start of sittings, the County Registrar presenting the judge with a pair of white gloves to signify that there were no indictable crimes in the city or county of Limerick, returned for trial in that term.’

The dangerous young criminals who emerged in the early 70s were the founding fathers of the gangland inherited by Murder Inc. It wasn’t long before they ensured that the judges no longer collected white gloves on their visits to the city. One of the frontrunners was a delinquent called Kenneth Dundon.

A settled traveller, Kenneth Dundon was born in April 1957. His family moved to live in St Mary’s Park in Southill, on the city’s south side, shortly after the sprawling council estate was opened in the late 60s. From an early age he was involved in petty crime but Kenneth also stood out as an extremely violent young thug with a penchant for using knives. His first serious conviction came in 1974, at the age of seventeen, when he was sentenced to two years in a young offenders’ home for wounding with intent.

Before he was sent away for his first stint of incarceration, Dundon had been dating Anne ‘Doll’ McCarthy for three years. Anne, who was a year younger than her vicious boyfriend, was from a large family who lived on Hyde Road in Ballinacurra Weston, also on the city’s south side.

Anne’s father, John ‘The Man’ McCarthy, was a hardened criminal who ran a bric-a-brac stall as a cover for the sale of stolen goods. Ballinacurra Weston, which opened in 1950, was the first of the new housing schemes built to relieve the cramped inner-city tenements. Despite the fact that the area had quickly degenerated into a desolate ghetto, crammed with 1,500 citizens, the city’s planners continued to build huge, soulless estates. Weston, as it was known, became the stronghold of John ‘The Man’ McCarthy. Some years later he passed it on to his grateful grandchildren in Murder Inc.

Following his release from detention Kenneth Dundon moved with Anne McCarthy to live in Hackney, North London. Their first son, Wayne, was born on 18 March 1978. A year later they had a second son, Kenneth Junior, the only brother who grew up to eschew the family business.

Kenneth Dundon Senior was the worst father-figure imaginable. He was a violent criminal on the streets and a monster at home, who regularly dished out beatings to his wife and children. Both parents were alcoholics. In 1982 he was convicted of assault causing bodily harm to another man.

In the same year he married Anne McCarthy and the couple had their third son, John, who was born on 26 August. In July 1984 Dessie Dundon was born and three years later, Gerard, the youngest brother, arrived. In 1990 the couple had their only daughter, Annabel. Her father was lucky to escape with his life that year when he was shot a number of times on a visit to Limerick. A man was later charged with attempted murder but the case was dropped when Dundon failed to return from London to give evidence. The family regularly went back to their native Limerick on holidays and were close to their cousins, the McCarthys. Despite the fact that the Dundon brothers spent their formative years in London, strangely they all had strong Limerick accents.

Wayne, John, Dessie and Ger would soon display their father’s violent traits. School wasn’t a priority in the dysfunctional Dundon household and the kids could barely read and write, opting instead to spend their time on the streets. Wayne and John began getting into trouble with the police from their early teens. Even then they exhibited the behavioural traits that would define their careers as violent criminals. The brothers preyed on the vulnerable elderly who they targeted and robbed.

The teenage thugs feared no one and Wayne was a particularly dangerous individual. While he rarely drank, smoked or took drugs, his passion in life was inflicting pain and fear. When he was still a teenager he once gave his alcoholic mother such a severe beating that she was hospitalized for three weeks. At eighteen years old, the eldest Dundon brother was jailed for four years for a series of robberies. During one burglary, Wayne Dundon savagely beat a wheelchair-bound pensioner, and in another he terrorized a ninety-year-old woman in her home.

By the late 90s Kenneth Dundon and his chaotic family were attracting extensive police attention. In 1997 he was convicted for another assault and considered moving his family back to Limerick.

When twenty-two-year-old Wayne Dundon was released from prison in June 2000 the British Home Office considered him to be so dangerous that it issued a deportation order against him. The Dundons made the fateful decision to return to live in Limerick; the havoc began soon afterwards.

The Dundon family moved to a local authority house on Hyde Road in Ballinacurra Weston where their mother had grown up. The immigrants were surrounded by a large extended family. The four young brothers, aged between twenty-two and thirteen, were soon making their presence felt. The volatile grandchildren of John ‘The Man’ McCarthy formed the nucleus of what would soon be one of the most dangerous gangs in the country.

On his deathbed in 1998, McCarthy had passed over his son Larry to anoint his twenty-year-old grandson, Larry McCarthy Junior, as head of the family business. It had expanded to include robbery, extortion and low-level drug dealing. The new leader of the McCarthy family was already well known to Gardaí as a dangerous thug. A year after his grandfather’s death he received a suspended six-year jail sentence when he was convicted on a charge of violent disorder. During a fracas McCarthy Junior used a pitchfork to stab another criminal, Johnny McNamara. The McCarthys and McNamaras were involved in a feud that had begun when McCarthy’s aunt was badly assaulted by a McNamara, losing an eye in the attack. Johnny McNamara earned the nickname ‘Pitchfork’ after the stabbing. Several cousins in the extended McCarthy clan were members of the mob, including brothers Christopher and Anthony ‘Noddy’ McCarthy.

As soon as the Dundons arrived they teamed up with their relations under the leadership of Larry McCarthy Junior. This was the origin of the Dundon/McCarthy mob. The gang soon emerged as a new threat on the streets of the city. The Dundons and the McCarthys shared a tribal, siege mentality and were implacable enemies. They had long, unforgiving memories; grudges were never allowed to be forgotten.

One Limerick detective commented: ‘They are so dangerous that they would be shaking your hand one minute and then shoot you in the back, as soon as you turn away from them. They hold grudges for years. In one case the Dundon/McCarthy gang shot a man who had assaulted one of their aunts ten years earlier. They don’t care about doing time or being shot and injured, although they would prefer to avoid both if they could. They accept the danger as part of everyday life, like it is an occupational hazard. It is fair to say that they brought a level of savagery not seen anywhere else in this country or indeed a lot of other countries.’

Behind their backs, and safely out of earshot, associates nicknamed the Dundon/McCarthy gang the ‘Piranhas’ because of their propensity for treachery. The following is a graphic description of the young gangsters from an experienced local detective who watched their development: ‘They are the most devious and dangerous bastards that we ever encountered in Limerick, which is saying something. They were called the Piranhas because they would eat each other if they were hungry enough. They run with the hares and hunt with the hounds. Killing or maiming comes like second nature to all of them and they have absolutely no fear of the law.’

The Dundon/McCarthy mob had big ambitions and began plotting a path to gangland domination. Larry McCarthy Junior started building a criminal network, establishing links with crime gangs in Ireland and the UK. Operating from a base in west Dublin, settled traveller Stephen ‘Dougie’ Moran, a second cousin of McCarthy’s, became a key member of the organization. Regarded as a violent and clever criminal, he was involved with dissident Republican groups, the INLA and the Continuity IRA. Moran used a security company as a front for his criminal rackets, which included drug dealing and the supply of firearms to criminals and terrorists.

Larry Junior’s strategy in Limerick was to conceal the gang’s avaricious designs until they were ready to strike. He continued to buy his drugs from the Keane/Collopy gang, steering clear of a confrontation with the mob that controlled the trade in the Midwest region. The Piranhas focused instead on building a powerbase in Ballinacurra Weston. The first people to suffer were those living in the south side ghetto, which was already run-down and overwhelmed by anti-social behaviour. Over a few short years the Dundon/McCarthys turned the area into a smouldering wasteland which they ruled with an iron fist. The gang created a safe enclave for Murder Inc. with all their family and gang members living around them. As they came of age the Young Turks moved into their own houses in the tight geographical area, marking out their territory by painting the houses in garish pinks, reds and yellows.

To gain effective control of the area they employed their own crude version of social engineering by driving the terrified people out of their homes. Businessman Steve Collins recalled how they did it. ‘They offered people about €10,000 for a house that was worth about €80,000, and when the people wouldn’t take it the gang burned them out. They took over whole blocks of houses, marking their territory, so they’d all be living in a square in what they called their stronghold. The area was already neglected but they finished off the destruction.’

As the Dundon/McCarthys made their malevolent presence felt in Weston the new mob inevitably came to the attention of the Gardaí based at the nearby Roxboro Road station. On 5 September 2000, Gardaí from Roxboro Station, who were investigating the theft of circus horses, called to the home of the Dundons at Hyde Road to arrest Dessie Dundon – who was then aged sixteen. Trying to free his brother, Wayne Dundon launched a savage attack on Detective Garda Pat Cox and his partner, Detective Garda Brian Lynch. During the incident, Dessie shouted to Wayne to get him his knife so he could stab one of the arresting officers.

Wayne Dundon dumped a concrete pillar cap and a bag of rocks on Detective Garda Pat Cox. The officer suffered serious injuries to his arm and shoulder, as he tried to protect himself. His injuries were so acute he never worked in active service again. The brothers, who had only been in Limerick for three months, were arrested when reinforcements were called and later charged with assault. It would be the first of many altercations with the police – and the Gardaí were not the only ones to suffer.

The experience of residents in one small cul-de-sac provides an example of what families throughout the area were going through. When the Dundons returned to live in Hyde Road there were nine houses at Weston Gardens around the corner from their new house. Within eighteen months three were burned out. The new gang offered the remaining occupants €20,000 cash for their homes – which was little more than half their true market value. When the residents refused to sell, a campaign of intimidation and violence ensued.

Groups of youths began drinking outside the home of one man who refused to sell, regularly breaking his windows. When he was mugged in his front garden, the man put the house on the market for €40,000. The day the ‘For Sale’ sign went up, the house was burned down. The youths even set fire to the sign to reinforce Murder Inc.’s point – no one else would be buying the property. When the owner fled the area, the shell of his home became a magnet for drug addicts and drunken teenage tearaways. They tore the copper piping out of the house before burning it again.

The gang then shifted their malign attention to the terrified pensioner who lived next door. His house was vandalized, horses were put in his garden and there were nightly drug parties in the derelict house next door. After a fire was set under his stairs the elderly man packed his belongings and abandoned his home. The family living in the next house then found themselves in the full glare of the unruly mob. They returned from holidays to find their house boarded up, following a failed arson attack. The house had also been ransacked. The family left in a taxi with whatever possessions they could carry, never to return. Another neighbour also fled, after enduring two years of relentless abuse, threats at knifepoint and several attacks on her property, including the demolition of the front garden wall by a stolen car. The residents were often too scared to call the police, and if they did the harassment got even worse. When the Gardaí did go into the enclave to investigate crimes and anti-social behaviour they had to do so in force or be attacked.

The social depredation spread like a cancer. Gaping, burned-out skeletons of houses gave the ghetto the image of a war zone. Menacing gangs of riotous youths wandered the streets where drugs were openly sold. The growing number of derelict houses provided accommodation for parties and for hiding drugs and guns. Horses used for sulky racing – popular among criminals and travellers – roamed the overgrown, debris-strewn gardens. Greens became dumping grounds for household waste and burned-out stolen cars used for joyriding or armed robberies.

One former resident recalled: ‘We were being targeted one by one, with kids as young as five throwing stones and bottles, battering the houses. It was like living in a war zone. There was one bizarre incident where young children collected bottles into bags in the green, as if they were going to recycle them. Then they came to my house and smashed them off the front. It was surreal.’

The people who were determined to remain, or simply had no alternative but to stay, were prisoners in their homes. The chairman of one local Residents’ Association, who tried to stop the drug dealing and anti-social behaviour in his estate, was stabbed and seriously injured. A number of youths were convicted for the incident but it did nothing to stop the rot.

The local authorities seemed powerless to do anything about the situation either. Another local resident commented: ‘It was like a domino effect. One by one houses got boarded up and the parties started. Gangs stripped the houses of copper pipes and burned them down. People started dumping rubbish. Then the people in the next house can’t take it any more, and the council buys that, boards it up. People were terrorized and beaten in their own homes and there seemed nothing that the police could do about it. They turned the area into a burned-out smouldering wreck.’

From the beginning the members of the extended family gang displayed an implacable hatred for the police and all authority. In their sub-cultural world there was only one law to be observed – mob law. The Dundons regularly set up ambushes for passing patrols and attacked officers. They erected a powerful spotlight on the front of the family home on Hyde Road, built on an embankment overlooking the road, to blind Gardaí when they arrived to investigate crimes. Fusillades of stones and bottles would rain down on the officers from above.

In late 2001 and early 2002, the Dundon/McCarthy crew also began a terrifying campaign of intimidation targeting Gardaí and prison officers based in Limerick Prison. The young gang members developed an intense dislike for the prison officers during their regular stints behind bars. Wayne Dundon was charged with threatening a prison officer, and in August 2001 John Dundon swore he’d burn down the home of another guard. In January 2002 an officer’s car was petrol-bombed and two weeks later shots were fired at his home and his car. In the same week, paint was thrown over the car of another prison guard living on the other side of the city. Hoax bombs were planted at the homes of two other officers. John Dundon was later charged with over twenty offences, including assaults on three prison officers and threatening to kill a fourth in September and December 2001. On another occasion Wayne Dundon attacked two detectives who were questioning him, breaking one officer’s jaw in the process.

The Piranhas didn’t confine their hatred of authority to the Gardaí or the prison service. When they were in the dock it was normal for Murder Inc. members to shout abuse and threats at the presiding judges who were sending the thugs for well-earned sojourns behind bars. During one court appearance Wayne Dundon expressed the family’s attitude to the criminal justice system when he sprang from the bench and dropped his tracksuit bottoms.

The Dundon/McCarthys fed like parasites on the innate despair and apathy that pervaded the bleak council estates they held in their grip. There was a rich supply of vulnerable young kids with little prospects in life. For these children a lucky break meant not being caught breaking into someone’s house or car. Like paedophiles, the gangsters groomed impressionable boys as young as twelve, transforming them into killers and drug dealers. They flattered the children, playing on their low self-esteem, and gave the kids money and drugs, seducing them with the bling lifestyle of the family’s gangster paradise. While the kids’ parents drove around in bangers, the Dundon/McCarthy gang had top-of-the-range cars and jeeps. Their houses were decked out with the finest fixtures and fittings, including large, flat-screen TVs and sound systems that the youngsters’ parents could not afford.

Defenceless children were lured into a dark world from which there were only two exits: death or a prison sentence. The young protégés of evil were then sent out to murder and shoot on Murder Inc.’s behalf and they were too terrified to refuse orders. These foot soldiers often found themselves in an impossible situation where they had only two stark choices: to obey orders and kill or else be killed themselves. And when they were caught the same kids opted for prison sentences, sometimes for life, rather than turning on their bosses. On the streets where they grew up, in the mob’s menacing dark shadow, there was an existential threat that loved ones would pay dearly for any infringement of the code of silence. Four young men who became embroiled in the gang resorted to suicide as their only means of escape from the torment and fear. Others were executed by the Dundon/McCarthys because they were seen as disloyal or potential State witnesses.

After a few years the Dundon/McCarthys had a stranglehold on Weston. The Dundons were particularly loud, coarse individuals with strong, flat Limerick accents. They spoke fast, like verbal machine-guns, in a vernacular used by travellers that was hard for the untrained ear to understand. They were prone to terrifying outbursts of unpredictable maniacal rage which often left family and friends requiring a visit to the local accident and emergency department. Their associates described how the brothers shared a similar frightening trait where they would froth at the mouth as they screamed obscenities and threats at the objects of their tirades. Their cousin, Anthony ‘Noddy’ McCarthy, once described how Wayne Dundon became incoherent when he flew into an ‘excitable’ rage. He said everyone in the gang was afraid of the brothers’ casual propensity for bloodshed.

Domestic violence was endemic in the households occupied by the gangland hard men and their partners. April Collins in particular seemed to fare worst out of the mob’s girlfriends. She suffered regular vicious beatings at the hands of her boyfriend, Ger Dundon, with whom she’d had a relationship since the age of fifteen. On numerous occasions she was hospitalized as a result of her injuries. She was also beaten by his brothers. At the same time her father, Jimmy, and brother Gareth were key members of the gang’s inner-circle. The father and son shared the same appetite for terror and violence as their friends. They never lifted a finger to protect April. Jimmy Collins was a wife beater himself and his wife, Alice, had obtained protection orders against him in the courts. In the world of the Dundon/McCarthy mob spousal abuse was an accepted norm, but Jimmy Collins was not completely devoid of compassion; he would visit his daughter in hospital. When Gardaí asked him why he tolerated Ger Dundon’s abuse of his daughter, the loving father would tell them to fuck off and mind their own business. For their part the women seemed to accept their lot and remained loyal to their depraved lovers and husbands.

If relatives stepped out of line they could even find themselves at risk of losing their lives. Twenty-seven-year-old John Creamer was a cousin of the Dundons. From Southill, he had a long history of violent crime and in 1995 had been left on a life support machine after a vicious assault. But he survived to fight another day and a year later was charged with the murder of another criminal. The charges were dropped when the prosecuting Garda was killed in an accident. Creamer was involved in a number of armed robberies with his Dundon cousins after they returned to Limerick. On 11 October 2001, he went to see John Dundon at the family home on Hyde Road to collect his share of the loot from an earlier heist at a city jeweller. On 25 September the gang had got away with over €100,000 in cash and diamonds. Creamer got more than he bargained for when his nineteen-year-old cousin produced a Mac 10 machine-gun and opened fire at close range. John Creamer was shot fourteen times, leaving twenty-eight entry and exit wounds in his body. He was hit in the head, neck, chest, left arm and leg. One of the bullets hit him in the jaw and travelled through his mouth, taking a piece of his tongue and smashing his teeth in the process.

Doctors battled to save his life during twelve hours of surgery and he was in intensive care for several weeks. It took him almost two months to regain consciousness; his eventual recovery defied science and astounded doctors. But despite his near-death experience, and the fact that he could clearly identify his attacker, Creamer refused to co-operate with investigating Gardaí. He had been visited in hospital by his relations and left in no doubt that if he ever opened his mouth he would not survive the next machine-gun attack. Murder Inc. had laid down an important marker. When it came to killing it wasn’t personal, it was just business – of the most primal kind.
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3. Tribal Feuds

As the new Millennium advanced, the Dundon/McCarthy mob was at war on four fronts. They were waging a campaign of intimidation against Gardaí, prison officers and their neighbours, while also becoming embroiled in a bitter and complex inter-family feud. At the centre of the tangled web of hatred were five families – the Dundons, McCarthys, Caseys, Kellys and McNamaras. They in turn dragged in distant relatives and friends as the contagion spread. It typified the dynamic of family rows that are unique to the Treaty City. The exact origins of the feud are almost impossible to trace but locals claim it stemmed from the assault on the McCarthys’ aunt by a McNamara in the early 80s. In Limerick long, bitter, murderous feuds can be sparked by ostensibly innocuous incidents such as damage to a car. Another distinctive trait common to the feuds are the involvement of women, who often goad their menfolk into battle. Enmities fester for years, with each side provoking and taunting the other, leading to eruptions of sporadic bouts of tit-for-tat attacks.

To the outsider the family feuds are labyrinthine. The hatred is driven by a siege mentality and a predisposition for extreme violence among the fighting clans. Local historians have claimed these are traits genetically inherited from the city’s warlike ancestry. The bloodlines of some of the participants in the ongoing violence can be traced directly to the British Army and the most violent elements of the traveller community. The poison is passed like a cherished heirloom from generation to generation, with children reared on a diet of unconditional hatred for the other side. When the Dundon/McCarthys got involved in the south side feuds the violence escalated to a new level. It would serve as a foretaste of the nightmare just over the horizon. The outcome of this particular spate of blood-letting would contribute in no small way to a much bloodier conflagration the following year.

All the other criminal families involved in the feuding were also from the south side. The longest-running dispute was between the Caseys and the McNamaras. A bar room assault had led to intense bad feeling that had simmered for years before finally boiling over early in 2000, when members of the two families attacked each other in a night-club. Within twenty-four hours a seventeen-year-old was shot in the leg and, in retaliation, a man from the other side was shot at while sitting in his car, narrowly escaping injury.

The Dundon/McCarthys waded in on the side of the Caseys, a large extended traveller family living on a halting site at Clonlong in Southill. They went after the McNamaras who lived in nearby O’Malley Park in the Southill Estate. In turn the Caseys were feuding with the Kellys who also lived in Southill. The number of arson attacks, shootings, stabbings and assaults spiralled. Several people, including a teenage girl, were injured in drive-by and horseback shootings, but there were no fatalities. On 15 October 2000, a group of seven thugs, including John Dundon and three members of the Casey clan, gave Johnny ‘Pitchfork’ McNamara a severe beating in a take-away restaurant in the city centre. Then they took his car away and burned it. McNamara, who had convictions for drug dealing and firearms offences, was an equally violent gangster.

After the attack McNamara made a statement to the Gardaí and John Dundon and his associates were arrested and charged. The seven assailants were remanded in custody but were released on bail on 6 November, despite strenuous objections from the Gardaí and State Solicitor Michael Murray.

In the meantime the shootings and assaults continued. Even during the festive season there was no respite from the violence. On Christmas Day one of the Dundon/McCarthy gang walked into the front garden at the home of ‘Pitchfork’ McNamara’s uncle, Eugene McNamara, in O’Malley Park where children were playing with their toys. He produced a shotgun and fired two shots through the front sitting-room window. It was the fourth gun attack on Eugene McNamara’s home in as many months. His daughter Natalie had been injured when shots were fired into the house in November, and her father suffered a serious head wound when he was attacked by the McCarthys. A petrol bomb had also been thrown at the house. In another feud-related incident the previous May, two gunmen on horseback shot a youth close to McNamara’s house. One of the ‘cowboys’ was the Dundons’ cousin Anthony ‘Noddy’ McCarthy, who was living
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