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The Murder of Dominique Dunne

Destined for stardom

In November 1959, film producer Dominick Dunne and actress Ellen (Lenny) Dunne welcomed a new baby to their growing family. Dominique Dunne was the couple’s youngest of three children, and their only daughter. Dunne and her older brothers grew up surrounded by the arts – in addition to the influence of their parents, who were active in the California film industry, the children were frequently surrounded by celebrities of the 50s and 60s – close family friends who were often guests at the family home.

Dunne and her siblings grew up in a large house in Beverly Hills, but moved around fairly frequently as Dunne attended schools across the country – in Los Angeles, Connecticut, and Colorado. However, Dunne’s childhood wasn’t entirely carefree – when she was just eleven years old, Dunne’s parents divorced. A few years later, in 1975, her mother was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis.

Still, Dunne pursued her education. After her graduation in 1977, Dunne studied art and Italian in Florence, at the Michelangelo School and at the British Institute. When she returned to California, she worked briefly as a receptionist and translator for Los Angeles’ Italian Trade Commission before venturing back to Ft. Collins to study acting at the Colorado State University.

Her studies in Colorado were short-lived, however, and Dunne left after only one year to start auditioning back in California. Just a few weeks later, she was offered her very first film role. Dunne’s acting career took off quite quickly – in her first three years, Dunne appeared as a guest on many well-known television shows, including Family, CHiPs, and Fame. And after taking on roles in four made-for-TV movies, Dunne made her cinematic debut as Dana Freeling in the movie “Poltergeist.”

“One day, she decided to become an actress and the next week she was on a back lot making a movie, and that from then on she never stopped,” said Dunne’s father Dominick in a piece he wrote for Vanity Fair in March 1984. “She loved being an actress and was passionate about her career.”

“At ease in a sophisticated world.”

To her friends and family, Dunne was known as a friendly, kind person. Despite having grown up with wealth and fame, Dunne’s father described her as “totally at ease in a sophisticated world without being sophisticated herself.” Indeed, Dunne dressed in casual clothes, preferring jeans and t-shirts to the upscale fashions her peers sported – and drove a blue Volkswagen Bug convertible.

Dunne loved cooking, traveling, baseball, and languages – particularly Italian, which she continued to speak quite fluently. She also loved animals, and had a soft spot for unwanted strays. Dunne adopted a cat with a lobotomy, a large dog with stunted legs, a snake, and a rabbit, among many other cats and dogs.

Even before her role in “Poltergeist,” Dunne was a firm believer in supernatural phenomena, and friends say she was strictly superstitious. 

Instant attraction

Dunne met John Thomas Sweeney in 1981, when she was twenty-two and he was twenty-five. Sweeney worked as a chef at Los Angeles’ trendy “Ma Maison” restaurant, and Dunne was immediately drawn to him. After their initial introduction at a party that autumn, the pair quickly fell into a romantic relationship – and moved in together only a few weeks later, into a rental house in West-Hollywood.

However, their passion soon resulted in the first of many quarrels between the couple. Dunne was, by that point, well-known in Hollywood – a popular girl with many friends. Sweeney, on the other hand, had grown up poor in Pennsylvania, the product of a troubled family life. Despite Dunne’s attempts to include him in her world, Sweeney felt like an outsider and was ashamed of his uncultured family history.

While Dunne had grown up with a loving family that respected and addressed emotional issues, Sweeney was raised in a coal town with an alcoholic father who, his mother claimed, often dealt with his frustrations by beating her – often in front of their children. By the time he was fourteen years old, his parents had divorced, and his father had developed epilepsy.

“Bitterly ashamed of his family and filled with a sense of worthlessness because he was a member of it, (Sweeney) longed to escape into a larger and more exciting life,” read an article published in People magazine in 1983.

Sweeney’s desire for a better life led him to pursue a culinary arts diploma from a local community college. At the age of twenty, he crossed the country to California, where he landed a job working at a restaurant called “Picolo’s.” Only one year later, he started as a chef’s apprentice at “Ma Maison.”

He was a talented, ambitious chef – and was willing to put in the work to achieve his career goals. After two years of double shifts, Sweeney was given a leave of absence to spend a year working on the French Riviera before returning to “Ma Maison” – where he worked as chef Wolfgang Puck’s chief assistant.

His position at the glamorous restaurant gave him an opportunity to get a first-hand look at the elegant world he so desperately wanted to be a part of. And, after meeting Dunne, he finally felt like he would be able to access it. However, along with his excitement at being with a talented Hollywood actress, there was fear and insecurity – and the lasting sense of worthlessness he felt as a result of his troubled family life.

His jealousy started to take hold of the relationship. His interactions with Dunne grew more patronizing and dominating, and he began showing up on sets where Dunne was working to intimidate her male colleagues. Eventually, even that wasn’t enough – Sweeney started to come to Dunne’s rehearsals and even her acting classes. 

It seemed Dunne couldn’t do anything on her own without having to first discuss it with her boyfriend, which usually resulted in an argument that Dunne would never win. The more Dunne resisted Sweeney’s possessiveness and jealousy, the more frightened he would be that she would ultimately reject him. Often, this fear would become anger.

“Alex said he was scary.”

Dunne had introduced Sweeney to her family during the summer of 1982, flying the two of them out to New York where most of her family lived. According Dominick’s article in Vanity Fair, Dunne’s brother Alex was the only one who had “voiced his dislike” of her new boyfriend.

“Although I could see that Sweeney was excessively devoted to her, there was something off-putting about him,” Dominick said.

The first night, Alex told his father about an incident that had happened after Dominick had left the restaurant. Dunne had been recognized by a man in the bar, who called out her iconic line from the film “Poltergeist.” According to Alex, “there was no flirtation,” just an excited, if slightly tipsy, fan.

“When Sweeney returned to the table and saw the man talking to (Dunne), he became enraged. He picked up the man and shook him,” stated Dominick. “Alex said that Sweeney’s reaction was out of all proportion to the incident going on. Alex said he was scary.”

The next day, Dominick was to meet Dunne and Sweeney for lunch. Although he said he arrived at the restaurant late, the couple still wasn’t there – and Dominick was already on his second bottle of Perrier by the time his daughter showed up with her boyfriend.

“I was immediately aware that she had been crying, and that there was tension between them,” Dominick said. “The lunch was not a success. I found Sweeney ill at ease, nervous, difficult to talk to. It occurred to me that (Dunne) might have difficulty extricating herself from such a person, but I did not pursue the thought.”

Getting physical

As the couple began fighting more and more, Sweeney’s reactions frequently turned violent. On August 27, 1982, Sweeney reportedly tore out handfuls of Dunne’s hair after grabbing it and using it to knock her head repeatedly against the floor. Dunne managed to get away from Sweeney and fled to her mother Lenny’s house, with Sweeney following close behind. While Dunne’s mother refused him entry and even threatened to call the police, it was only a few days before Dunne forgave her boyfriend and returned to their home.

Despite Dunne’s forgiveness, Sweeney attacked her again not even a month later. On September 26, during another argument, Sweeney grabbed Dunne by the neck and pushed her to the floor before he started to choke her. Luckily, a friend heard the loud gagging noises coming from the next room – “it was the worst sound I had ever heard” – and came in to break up the fight.

“He tried to kill me!” Dunne cried out. Sweeney denied her accusation, insisting that Dunne come back to bed. Instead, she went into the bathroom, where she escaped out a window to spend the night with a friend.

The next day, Dunne showed up at the set of Hill Street Blues, where she was to guest star as an abuse victim for an episode of the show. According to accounts from cast and crew on the set, the bruises on Dunne’s face and neck were “realistic” enough that she hardly needed any make-up for her role.

Dunne spent the following days in hiding, trying to avoid the abusive, angry boyfriend who was searching for her. Eventually, she contacted him to end the relationship – and to demand he leave the home they rented together so she could live there alone. Still, knowing how unpredictably angry and violent Sweeney could be, Dunne changed the locks of the house before moving back in without him.

The final battle

That autumn, Dunne had taken on a new role – playing Robin Maxwell for the three-episode science fiction miniseries V. She’d completed filming the scenes for the first episode and was nearly finished with the second episode on October 30, when she invited her co-star David Packer to rehearse scenes together at her home.

The pair were hard at work when Sweeney called Dunne at around 8:30 p.m. – and then showed up at the house only ten minutes later. Dunne answered the door with the chain fastened, but Sweeney demanded she come out and speak with him. Packer asked if he should leave, sensing Dunne’s discomfort with the situation, but she said she wanted him to stay while she stepped outside to deal with her ex-boyfriend.
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