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PROLOGUE


The couple and their two children blended seamlessly in the throng of high-spirited passengers disembarking the packed flight from Dublin in César Manrique Airport, Lanzarote on 28 December 2015. They were there as part of the seasonal invasion of Irish folk seeking a sunny post-Christmas respite from the cold and the darkness back home.


The family teamed up with a friend who had arrived on the island the previous day with his girlfriend. Just before Christmas the two men had presented their respective partners with an unexpected gift of an all-expenses paid holiday to ring in the New Year on the Spanish island. As the women looked forward to a week’s fun in the sun, their dangerous partners had a more pressing objective – and it didn’t involve lying by the pool sipping sangria.


The women were blissfully unaware that their seasonal escape had been paid for by the men’s boss, Daniel Kinahan, the leader of one of Europe’s biggest crime cartels, and that this was to be a busman’s holiday.


Kinahan had dispatched the experienced hit men – what Colombians call sicarios – on a high-risk, top-secret mission. The enormity of this decision would be remembered as a seminal event in the history of organized crime back home in Ireland.


The two killers from the north side of Dublin had already proved their ability as cold-blooded, fearless professionals who were prepared to kill anyone just as long as the price was right. And this particular hit held out the promise of a very substantial bounty because it was to be, in gangland terms, a premier league job.


Their target was Gerard ‘Gerry’ Hutch, aka the Monk, one of the most infamous and powerful godfathers in Irish organized crime: in Mafioso parlance, a man of ‘respect’ who no one dared to cross. The relatively few who had foolishly stepped over the line in the past had ended up on mortuary slabs.


Hutch was one of the country’s best-known criminals who had earned celebrity gangster status after masterminding some of the biggest cash heists in Irish history – and getting away scot-free with millions in used, untraceable bank notes.


In the eyes of the law the clever crime boss was not so much untouchable as uncatchable. The people in his old inner-city neighbourhood saw him as a Robin Hood figure while to the wider public, who watched his portrayal in a Hollywood blockbuster and read about his exploits in the media, he was the object of morbid curiosity and fascination.


To Daniel Kinahan, however, Hutch was nothing more than a pre-cancerous spot that required excision before it developed into a terminal tumour. Hutch was a threat to his continued survival and the cartel boss had decided that the Monk was a dead man walking.


By 2015 Ireland’s most successful armed robber had retired from his extensive criminal activities, spending most of the year in Lanzarote where he owned a villa in Puerto del Carmen in the south of the island. After a festive visit back to Dublin Hutch had returned to Lanzarote on 28 December with his wife. The gang boss had a lot on his mind. Dramatic unforeseen events during the year had pulled Hutch reluctantly into the midst of a simmering feud that was not of his making and beyond his ability to control. Unwavering loyalty to family and the transgressions of the younger hot-headed generation had propelled the head of the crime family into the firing line of an increasingly inevitable confrontation with one of Europe’s most powerful gangs.


The seeds of conflict took root over a year earlier when the Monk’s volatile nephew, Gary Hutch, had organized a hit on his one-time close pal and boss Daniel Kinahan in Marbella in August 2014.


The attempt was an unmitigated disaster with the would-be assassin shooting an innocent man by mistake. The finger of suspicion quickly landed on Gary Hutch and he was held prisoner while the crime boss investigated his near miss.


At the insistence of Daniel Kinahan and his father, Christy Senior, the Dapper Don, Gerry Hutch was dragged into the negotiations to save his nephew’s life. A peace deal was hammered out which, in return for Gary’s life, included a payment of compensation and the punishment shooting of the suspected gunman. Pragmatism and reason seemed to have prevailed as both sides withdrew from the brink – or so thought the Monk.


In the end the agreement was nothing more than a ruse to buy time as far as Daniel Kinahan was concerned. He was just waiting for the best moment to take his revenge and it came in September 2015 when Gary Hutch was executed at his apartment complex in Estepona, Spain.


In the months since the murder Kinahan had made a number of approaches to Hutch requesting a parley and further sit downs but the Monk had ignored them. Hutch’s silence had rattled Daniel Kinahan who knew he had awakened a very deadly foe and there was only one way to neutralize the threat – a hit man’s bullet. And that was what brought two of the most effective contract killers in Dublin to Lanzarote on what was supposedly a festive break.


Darkness had fallen on New Year’s Eve when Hutch and his wife arrived in the bar in Puerto del Carmen where he had celebrated his fiftieth birthday two years earlier. The bar was full of revellers partying through the last remaining hours of what had been the Monk’s annus horribilis.


The hit men had already reconnoitred the popular Irish pub, situated just off the main strip on the seafront, where they had the best chance of cornering their wily target when he least expected it. By nature Gerry Hutch was cautious and alert even when at his most relaxed, and the gradual escalation of hostilities between the two sides since the murder had him on his guard. Although he felt relatively safe on the island he knew his enemies had contacts everywhere.


As the Monk scanned the crowd, his eyes locked onto two guys who had just walked in and were ordering a drink at the bar. His body tensed when he recognized the pair. The Monk knew one of them to be a former friend of his nephews and a member of the republican crime gang, the INLA. He had a reputation as a contract killer and a Kinahan loyalist. The pair at the bar pretended not to see their target but a momentary glance in his direction confirmed Hutch’s suspicions – they had come to kill him.


Satisfied that they had their target housed, the hit men promptly left the pub to pick up the murder weapons. They would have plenty to celebrate by the time the clock struck midnight and 2016 arrived.


A few minutes later the killers returned wearing balaclavas and, clutching the automatic weapons under their jackets, made for the spot where Hutch had just been sitting. But the seats were empty and there was no sign of the Monk or his wife. For a moment the killers seemed confused and looked around distractedly, before they fled to the street and vanished.


As the killers left the pub Hutch was already being informed about the drama he had narrowly avoided. His legendary feral street instinct had paid off.


The following day Hutch returned to view the pub’s CCTV footage to get a look at his would-be assassins. It wasn’t difficult to work out who they were – the two men in balaclavas were wearing the same clothing as when they entered the pub looking for their target.


Looking at the CCTV images Hutch realized that a line had been crossed that changed everything and proved beyond all doubt just how perfidious and treacherous the Kinahans were. He knew they would not stop until they had killed him. To get his revenge there was only one law for Gerry Hutch to follow – the gangland law of meeting fire with fire.


The Monk phoned a close confidante to tell him of the events of the previous night and of his next move: ‘Fuck them … if that’s what they want, then that’s what they’re going to get.’










CHAPTER ONE


______


CLASH OF THE CLANS


On New Year’s Day 2016 veteran criminal Gerry Hutch was facing the biggest single crisis of his fifty-two years. The two most powerful family-based gangs in Ireland – led by Irish godfathers Christopher Kinahan Senior and Gerard Hutch – were on a one-way collision course with disaster. The murder of the Monk’s nephew Gary Hutch in September 2015 and the New Year’s Eve attempt against Gerry Hutch himself had ruled out any prospect of reasoning with his one-time close allies. A line had been crossed and they were now deadly enemies.


Hutch, however, had no intention of breaking with his code of omerta to seek help from his old foes, the gardaí, or of instructing his lawyers to threaten legal action. He had no interest in the way disputes are settled in the civilized world beyond gangland’s cultural boundaries. The only law he would invoke was the primal law of vengeance: an eye for an eye. In the immediate aftermath of the failed execution attempt, he disappeared into the shadows to plot the manner and timing of his revenge, beyond the reach of the assassins the Kinahan cartel would surely keep sending until they finally succeeded in closing his eyes – permanently. He knew that when it came to the strike back it would have to be executed with the same meticulous planning and ruthless efficiency of his celebrated heists.


The sensational story of the Monk’s close call in Lanzarote was widely reported in the media back in Ireland. The news was greeted with genuine astonishment by experienced cops, criminals and reporters alike. As crime stories go it could not get any more sensational than that – or so we thought. If someone twelve months earlier had predicted such a confrontation they would, to paraphrase the comedian Billy Connolly, have been sent to the funny farm without getting home for their pyjamas.


Hutch and Kinahan Senior were two of the most devious and intelligent godfathers in Irish organized crime; traits which had helped them to prosper and survive. They had known each other since the early 1980s when they embarked on their respective career paths: Hutch as a street thief turned professional armed robber; Kinahan as a suave petty fraudster turned drug trafficker. Both criminals had been clever enough to learn from the mistakes of their contemporaries who had ended up dead or in prison.


One of the secrets to the Monk’s successful criminal career lay in his talent for self-preservation which involved strategically manipulating circumstances to ensure that he always maintained total control over events. These skills had been the hallmark of his multiple robberies. Losing control inevitably meant failure and the prospect of a long stint behind bars or worse – losing control was not an option. Another secret to his success was that Hutch adopted a pragmatic, methodical approach to solving problems, commenting: ‘When you are in trouble your first priority is to get out of it. Once you have done that you can worry about other things.’ On 1 January 2016 his priority was to regain control of the febrile situation before it was too late.


The master thief’s adherence to a reasoned, non-confrontational approach in business had successfully shielded him from the endemic volatility and treachery that characterized the psyche of the new breed of criminal on Dublin’s streets. It was a tragic irony that it was these same capricious traits in his hot-headed nephew which had ultimately engulfed the Monk’s peaceful world in flames.


It may seem counter-intuitive in the eyes of law-abiding civilians, but Gerry Hutch was an ethical villain who observed a certain code of honour. He exemplified the qualities of a so-called Ordinary Decent Criminal (ODC) – an all but extinct criminal type these days – who played a straight game and kept his word. The ruthless capacity that lurked behind the benign, conciliatory image burnished his reputation as an ODC and a man of ‘respect’. But it was well-known this brutal reaction was only ever deployed when all other avenues of common sense and reason had failed. As a result, the elusive Monk straddled the razor wire fence between gangland and civilized society; he could walk freely on either side and never have to look over his shoulder.


Gardaí who have been trying to catch Gerard Hutch for decades share that view of his character. One veteran cop remarked: ‘He is undoubtedly a villain and one who is capable of vicious violence. But he is also honest, and I think that he was wise enough never to make the mistake of considering himself as being invincible. He is also very focused. He has always been able to compartmentalize problems, dealing with them separately, one at a time.’


In Hutch’s bible treachery was an unforgivable, mortal sin. It breached his strongly-held moral code, an approach he once explained in an interview with crime journalist Veronica Guerin: ‘My philosophy in life is simple enough. No betrayal. That means you don’t talk about others, you don’t grass and you never let people down.’


As far as the Monk was concerned the Kinahan gang had broken this code. Five months earlier, Christy Senior, the Dapper Don, and his son, Daniel, had made a solemn, inviolate pact with Gerry Hutch that in return for financial compensation and a promise of no further retaliation, his nephew Gary’s safety was guaranteed and there would be peace between the two families. The two godfathers had reportedly agreed that they would each keep control on the younger generation to avoid unnecessary bloodshed. It was easy to see why Gerry Hutch was confident that he had a deal and afterwards, according to a friend, warned Gary to stay out of trouble before his impetuous nephew returned to the Kinahan’s stronghold in Puerto Banus in Spain’s Costa del Sol.


And so, when the Kinahans broke the accord by executing Gary and then turning their hit men on the Monk, it was an unconscionable, devastating act of betrayal from which there was no going back. From Gerry Hutch’s point of view, extreme violence was the only option left open to him, with all the unavoidable bloody consequences that would surely follow.


A close friend of the Monk who spoke to him after the failed execution commented:




Gerard was not a guy to come out all guns blazing like the other hotheads because his instinct was to sort out potentially dangerous situations peacefully, talking the problem through with both sides in a calm collective way, a bit like a real-life Don Corleone. He didn’t want people blowing one another up because he was wise enough to know that one killing just leads to another and then another. That’s why he has only ever been connected to a few killings in his time and they were ones that couldn’t be avoided. Gerard always believed that there’s a way of solving problems other than ending up in a casket. But this situation changed everything.


After that [assassination bid] and Gary’s murder he knew he couldn’t trust the Kinahans and everyone around him all agreed with that. The Kinahans are treacherous vipers, especially Daniel, and he got that from his father Christy. Gary had told Gerard of all the people who had been double-crossed by Daniel and his father. Gerard said Christy was ‘a cheap, fuckin’ fraud man who’d do his own mother… you can’t trust him or any of his clan’. In the weeks after the thing in Spain Daniel and Christy denied that they had anything to do with the attempt on his life and they kept trying to arrange meetings with him to talk peace but he knew they only wanted to set him up. He was the one man they feared most because they knew what he was capable of. For Gerard there was no going back. He was in a corner and to protect himself and his family it was a case of kill or be killed. His old way of doing things wouldn’t help him this time. He had a big crew of very able lads around who were more than willing to back him up.





In the first weeks of the New Year, in the midst of much media speculation about the escalating tensions between the two tribes, an eerie calm descended. The Monk had ordered his gang to maintain a low profile while he plotted the next move. This total silence made Daniel Kinahan and his father nervous. Hutch escaping a bullet in Lanzarote was a disaster. They were well aware that he made for a lethal enemy. The wily gangster would never allow them to come so close to killing him again. The Kinahans continued to make overtures to Hutch but they had more immediate concerns.


In a joint venture with UK boxing promoter Frank Warren, Daniel was involved in organizing the WBO European Lightweight title fight which was scheduled to take place in Dublin in early February. Over the years Daniel had been using his dirty money to pursue an ambition of becoming a legitimate international boxing promoter. He had entered a partnership with British-Irish champion boxer Matthew Macklin and set up the MGM gym – Macklin Gym Marbella – from his base in Puerto Banus. Kinahan also managed a stable of boxers. The last thing Daniel wanted was for the highly lucrative venture to be marred by a member of the Hutch gang taking a pot shot at him. There had been much coverage and speculation in the media that the expected escalation in the feud might coincide with the timing of the big fight when the cartel leadership would be together in one place.


In the weeks before the event Kinahan sent two of his closest associates, who had once been close friends of Gary Hutch, to talk with Eddie, the Monk’s elder brother. Eddie ‘Neddie’ Hutch was six years older than the Monk and had been one of his criminal mentors growing up. He brought his younger brother on his first armed robberies when he was still a teenager. Although long since retired, and no longer involved in organized crime, Neddie was still his infamous brother’s eyes and ears. He was the only line of communication the Kinahans had to Gerry who had gone to ground. The young boxing promoter wanted to convince Gerry Hutch that the cartel had nothing to do with the attempt on his life and that they were seeking a truce. Christy and Daniel Kinahan also spoke to Eddie on the phone in an effort to de-escalate the situation and seek assurances that there would be no trouble at the forthcoming boxing title fight. Eddie Hutch agreed to pass the message on to his younger brother who rebuffed the offer because he said the Kinahans could not be trusted. At the same time, the Monk was secretly preparing for vengeance.


When Gerry Hutch made his move a few weeks later, it was unprecedented and ferocious. Just before 2.30 p.m. on a stormlashed, gloomy Friday afternoon on 5 February 2016 – thirty-six days after the botched hit in Lanzarote – a five-man assassination squad stormed the Regency Hotel in Dublin’s northside. In the ballroom about 200 spectators had gathered to attend the much publicized weigh-in for the big fight, billed as the ‘Clash of the Clans’, which was due to take place the following night in the National Stadium, in Dublin’s south inner city. Kinahan and his top lieutenants, including Liam Byrne who ran the cartel’s Irish operation, were there for the big event. The Monk, however, had orchestrated an alternative clash of the clans which wouldn’t conform to boxing’s Queensberry rules.


Three of the killers were kitted out as members of the Garda Emergency Response Unit (ERU), complete with paramilitary-style fatigues, balaclavas, Kevlar helmets and bullet-proof vests emblazoned with the word ‘Garda’. The only difference was that these guys were brandishing AK-47 military assault rifles, the weapon of choice of the IRA. The other two hit men were armed with handguns and posed as a couple, with one of them dressed as a woman.


The ‘Garda’ squad burst into the front lobby of the busy hotel while the ‘couple’ came through a back door into the ballroom. The plan was to trap Daniel Kinahan and his sidekicks by forcing them to flee from the ballroom straight into the path of the waiting ‘ERU’ team who would riddle them with high velocity bullets. Gerry Hutch intended it to be the Irish equivalent of Al Capone’s infamous St Valentine’s Day massacre. Like the fictional Don Corleone in The Godfather, a movie Daniel Kinahan was obsessed with, Gerry Hutch was determined to sort ‘all family business’ in a single devastating blow.


The attack was designed to cause maximum shock and use brutal, overwhelming force to wipe out the cartel’s top management tier in Ireland. With them out of the way the organization would be left powerless and in complete disarray. The Kinahan cartel would be no more. Equilibrium could be restored and peace would prevail.


The ‘couple’ fired a series of shots in the air, creating pandemonium in the ballroom as panicked men, women and children scrambled for the exit doors. On the other side of them, the sight of the fake ‘ERU’ team added to the confusion, giving the spectators the impression that the gardaí had arrived to restore order. But even the best laid plans by successful criminal brains are susceptible to going awry. Daniel Kinahan and his associates fled through an emergency door and got away as the gunman in drag could be heard shouting: ‘He’s not fuckin’ here…I can’t fuckin’ find him.’


The hit team did find David Byrne, the younger brother of Liam Byrne, who was a major player in the cartel. One of the ‘Garda’ team shot David Byrne as he ran with the panicked crowd through the reception area in the lobby. He fell to the ground and tried to crawl for cover. Two of Byrne’s associates were also shot and injured. A second fake ‘Garda’ fired more rounds into Byrne as the other gunmen could be seen on CCTV searching the bar, adjoining rooms and the rear exits for their targets amongst the chaos of the terrified crowd. Reviewing the footage afterwards the shooters seemed calm and completely focused on their task – it was clear they knew who they were looking for.


One of the garda imposters was shown jumping onto the reception desk and pointing his rifle at a journalist who had sought refuge behind it. Satisfied that the terrified man wasn’t a member of the cartel, the gunman casually turned and fired again into David Byrne’s prone body. The thirty-three-year-old criminal was shot a total of six times in the face, stomach, hand and legs. He was so badly disfigured that his family were unable to have an open casket at his funeral.


Realizing that the main targets had escaped, and time had run out, the killing squad retreated to a waiting van outside the front entrance and sped away. The blitz attack was over in six minutes.


Gerry Hutch had established a new inauspicious record for the most audacious attack ever seen in Irish gangland history. His terrorist-style offensive elevated him to a higher level of notoriety. The killers had avoided shooting or injuring any innocent people which illustrated their level of focus and discipline. When examined from the cold-blooded perspective of a terrorist or hired assassin, the attack had been a top-notch professional job.


But after the chaos had subsided and the cordite fumes had dissipated from the lobby of the Regency Hotel, the Monk had to face the realization that it had been a spectacular failure. The senior members of the Kinahan cartel had been left untouched and were already gearing up for a merciless backlash. And Gerry Hutch knew that they had the money, weaponry and soldiers to wage war. He had lost the biggest gamble of his life and the world as he knew it was about to implode.


The attack seemed a reckless escapade given the fact that the links between the pre-fight weigh-in and the Kinahan organization had been so widely publicized. The Monk and his crew would have had to factor in the distinct possibility that armed gardaí would be monitoring the patrons at the Regency Hotel, heightening the risk of a shoot-out. Strangely, however, despite being an obvious public security risk, no gardaí were assigned to monitor the event. It was later deemed an embarrassing and inexplicable oversight. Garda chiefs had planned a major security operation around the National Stadium for the big fight but had not considered the weigh-in a likely flashpoint. It was the only bit of luck the Hutch gang had that day.


While garda management had not considered it necessary to keep an eye on the country’s biggest drug trafficking gang at a major public spectacle in the midst of a simmering feud, photographers and reporters from the Irish Independent and the Sunday World certainly did. They had intended snapping pictures of Daniel Kinahan and his henchmen but what they got instead was a sensational – and terrifying – scoop. As they left, the killers pointed their weapons at the journalists but did not open fire.


The shocking and dramatic images captured by the courageous photographers of the ‘Garda’ team storming the entrance with AK-47s at the ready and the ‘couple’ running from the building with automatic pistols clearly in sight flashed around the world. Such pictures were normally associated with narco-terrorism in Mexico or Colombia but not on the streets of a civilized EU democracy.


The publication of the stark iconic images caused a major public outcry. The uproar could not have come at a more inconvenient time for government politicians who were in the middle of a keenly-contested general election campaign. As questions were asked, it became clear that in the eight years since the economic collapse An Garda Síochána had been starved of resources and one of the consequences was that criminal intelligence gathering had fallen between the cracks. The outgoing government got the blame for plunging Ireland into a policing crisis as outrage grew that criminals were prepared to carry out such brazen, violent acts on the streets of Dublin in full public view.


The government’s immediate response was to open the purse strings and give gardaí whatever resources they required to launch a counter-offensive and bring the offenders to justice. The embarrassment over events at the Regency Hotel also stiffened the resolve of the gardaí to regain public confidence by launching a large-scale assault on the feuding mobs. The Kinahan/Hutch feud, as it became known, would be a three-sided conflagration involving the two gangs and the State. Having enjoyed a long absence, Gerry Hutch was now back at the top of Ireland’s ‘Most Wanted’ list.


But the reaction from the State was the least of his worries. The Monk had factored in an inevitable visit from the gardaí after the shooting. That didn’t bother him; he was adept at picking out a spot on the wall and saying nothing for days on end while in custody. It was the expected backlash from the Kinahans and Byrnes that most concerned him and his associates.


The ferocity of the Regency attack had shocked the Kinahans and their associates. They knew Hutch was dangerous but had never dreamt that he would launch such an audacious paramilitary-style strike. It took them 24 hours to regroup and assess their next move. The Byrne gang, made up of close family relations, was traumatized by the murder of David and was baying for blood. The night after the murder a female relative of the dead man, in her quest for someone to blame, settled on the media and demanded that two journalists be shot. But cool heads prevailed after the threat leaked back to gardaí and they reminded the Byrnes of what had happened to the Gilligan gang after they murdered journalist Veronica Guerin twenty years earlier. In any event there were plenty of others to hold accountable.


Apart from his own anger and upset at the murder of his friend, not to mention the attempt to kill him, Daniel Kinahan was also counting the financial cost of the attack. Within hours of the incident senior gardaí ordered the cancellation of the big fight. The young mob boss had lost out on an event which would have given him a big pay day and a lot of prestige in the boxing game. The presence of the hated media had also led to another negative repercussion. The dramatic images of the attack at the pre-fight weigh-in made headlines around the world focusing an uncomfortable spotlight on the contamination of the sport by an organized crime boss.


Daniel Kinahan and Liam Byrne wanted immediate and implacable vengeance. They issued orders to wipe out Gerry Hutch and everyone belonging to him. The cartel was about to unleash a small army of contract killers in an unprecedented cycle of bloodletting and violence that would turn Hutch’s north inner-city home turf into a war zone. Anyone bearing the name Hutch, or those aligned to them, was fair game in the hostilities that were about to erupt – and they wasted no time getting started.


Just three days after the attack, Gerry’s brother Eddie was gunned down at his apartment at Poplar Row in the heart of the Hutch stronghold in Dublin’s north inner city. The killer showed no mercy as the fifty-eight-year-old taxi driver was shot several times in the head. His murder was greeted with shock and revulsion by local people and gardaí. Eddie Hutch was described by those who knew him as a friendly, harmless individual; he was a soft target who bore the Hutch name. It would later transpire that Eddie was not quite as uninvolved as everybody thought.


It wasn’t that surprising the cartel went after Eddie as he had been acting as an intermediary between his younger brother and the Kinahans. Detectives described the killing as ‘very personal’, highlighting the fact that the assassin deliberately tried to inflict similar horrific facial injuries to those suffered by David Byrne. It was intended as a grotesque reciprocal gesture so that the Hutches, like the Byrnes, could not have an open casket at Eddie’s funeral.


The murder was a shattering blow for Gerry Hutch who had been very close to his brother. Eddie and another older brother, Patsy, Gary Hutch’s father, had been role models for the Monk when they were kids. They were well established as local thieves when eight-year-old Gerry came of age and got caught for the first time by the police.


The night after Eddie’s shooting the Monk sat alone in total darkness in the front room of his home in the seaside suburb of Clontarf, in north-east Dublin. He was watching for his enemies as he tried to work out his next move. Although he did not show any emotion, he was in turmoil. A friend who spoke to him that evening said: ‘Gerard didn’t show emotion because he was programmed that way, but you knew he was on fire inside. It was probably the only time in his life that he seemed to be losing control of things.’


The murders of his nephew and brother had swept away the old assumptions – Gerry Hutch was no longer untouchable. He was still a man to be feared and respected but the protective screen that his standing in the criminal hierarchy had provided to his family and friends lay shattered in smithereens. Now every wannabe gangster who could handle a gun would be lining up to have a pop at the gangland legend. To borrow from the observations of W. B. Yeats on the fallout of a more honourable conflict, all had ‘changed, changed utterly’.










CHAPTER TWO


______


CARNIVAL OF CRIME


The streets where Gerry Hutch grew up in north inner-city Dublin were swarming with police as hundreds turned out for the funeral of his brother Eddie on 19 February 2016. It was probably the first time in the Monk’s criminal career that he was glad to see the gardaí.


Before the funeral, garda sniffer dogs had swept Our Lady of Lourdes Church on Seán McDermott Street for explosives. A similar search had been carried out in Glasnevin cemetery. Officers from the real Emergency Response Unit, whom Hutch’s gang had dramatically imitated exactly two weeks earlier, toted machine guns and automatic pistols as they manned checkpoints in an outer protective ring. A public order unit was parked offside on a side street. Dozens of uniformed gardaí and armed detectives were positioned close to the mourners for fear of another attack.


A garda helicopter clattered above as the Hutch family, neighbours and friends walked behind the coffin on the short journey to the church from his sister’s home on Portland Place, where Eddie had been waked the night before. The gardaí were determined that there would not be another murderous gangland spectacle at the ceremony.


A similar security operation had been put in place for the funeral of David Byrne – ‘Happy Harry’ as he was known – four days earlier. Garda sniffer dogs had searched the St Nicholas of Myra Church on Frances Street across the River Liffey in Dublin’s south inner city. It was the heartland of the Kinahan operation in Ireland and was where Christy Kinahan’s two sons – Daniel and Christy Junior – had grown up in the Oliver Bond corporation flats. But the heavy police presence and the brutality of the two deaths, along with the intensive media scrutiny, were the only similarities between the two high-profile funerals.


In a tacky, vulgar display of wealth, the Kinahan and Byrne gang members, decked out in expensive matching suits, strode defiantly through the streets behind the €18,000 sky-blue casket. Among them were some of the most dangerous and experienced killers in gangland. They had been well-blooded in a previous Dublin gang war, the Crumlin/Drimnagh feud, which claimed over a dozen lives. Afterwards a convoy of eleven stretch limos had followed the hearse from the church, escorted by a bikers’ club.


The sense of menace and intimidation was palpable at the mafia-style funeral – and it was clearly intentional. Daniel Kinahan and his mob had used the event to demonstrate to the world that they were the top tier of organized crime in Ireland. They saw themselves as the meanest, most glamorous bastards on the streets. It represented a contemptuous two-fingered gesture to the media, the police, the public and, of course, the Hutch gang. The cartel relished the huge police presence and the media attention. It was a prime example of the theatrics to be found in what cultural criminologists describe as the ‘carnival of crime’ – David Byrne’s funeral was a ritualized celebration of the gang’s oppositional value system.


By comparison there was no display of self-indulgent hubris at the second high-profile gangland funeral of the week. Eddie Hutch’s send-off was a traditional north inner-city affair. It was a dignified expression of genuine grief as a close-knit community wrapped its collective arm around his family. The only street theatre was the large police presence. Over the coming months there would be many more such funeral processions through the same streets.


In stark contrast to his enemies, the Monk adopted a low profile at his brother’s funeral. The head of the Hutch family was conspicuously absent from the cortege walking behind Eddie’s remains. He wore a black baseball hat, pulled down tight over his face to avoid being spotted by the media. When photographers found him in the crowd he was walking in the company of an old childhood friend and criminal associate, Noel ‘Duck Egg’ Kirwan. Hutch had allowed his once distinctive mop of raven hair to grow so bushy and unkempt that it looked like he was wearing a wig. His dishevelled appearance added to the sense of his dramatic downfall. During the requiem mass he remained in the background, staying away from his family, as his brothers and nephews carried the coffin into the church. Some of them only realized Gerry had been there when they watched the news later that day.


Many there must have wondered what went through Gerry’s mind as Fr Richard Ebejer told the congregation that murder ‘only degrades the humanity of those who carry it out’ and asked, on behalf of the family, that there be no retribution. The priest had made a similar plea at the funeral of Gary Hutch four months earlier. As Fr Ebejer acknowledged it had fallen on deaf ears: ‘It was a request that unfortunately has not been respected, with the result that now more families are in bereavement. They [Hutch family] now call on everybody for this cycle of violence to stop, and to stop now.’


Perhaps if he had had time, Gerry Hutch would have pointed out to Fr Ebejer that the Kinahans were the ones who had ignored the plea for peace when they sent their murderers to assassinate him in Lanzarote. The Monk might have told the priest and the community present that he had been left with no choice – retaliation was the only way he could protect his family.


The attempted massacre at the Regency Hotel had the full support of members of the clan, some of whom also took part in the audacious attack. Gerry Hutch might have been tempted to get up on the altar and apologize for the spectacular miscalculation that had brought so much grief to his family’s door and the shadow of fear and danger it had cast over his beloved home turf. But Hutch, a man who preferred silence over eloquence, had more pressing matters to hand. After the funeral he slipped back into the shadows and would later go into hiding outside the jurisdiction, moving between bases and safe houses across the UK and Europe.


The image of Gerry Hutch at the funeral became a metaphor for his catastrophic change in fortune. The once feared godfather had the demeanour of a man on the run, a hunted fugitive with a bounty on his head. The young criminals who had once admired him were now queuing up to take the murder contracts being offered by the Kinahan gang to wipe out his family. A close associate or Hutch family member was worth a reported €10,000 and all the cocaine the killer could shove up his nose. But the biggest prize was reserved for the elusive Monk. Liam Byrne and the Kinahans subsequently offered €1 million to any criminal gang in Europe who could catch the fugitive gangster. The conditions for payment were that the Monk be taken alive and delivered to Byrne who wanted to personally give him a long, slow and agonizing death.


Less than a year earlier Gerry Hutch held an impressive record that bucked the trend in the criminal underworld. His rigid self-discipline and innate cleverness had helped him to navigate into the safe harbour of a comfortable retirement. During his life he had lost a lot of friends and associates, people who had been mentors or business partners at various stages in his career. Some of them had been assassinated, either by rivals or shot by the police during botched robberies. Hutch had attended a lot of funerals in his time and reckoned he had learned from others’ mistakes. And now here he was reduced to hiding out, in a nightmare that he could never have dreamt up. As the Monk faced an uncertain, perilous future he must have wondered where it all went wrong.


________


‘As a kid, like I mean, me first conviction was for stealing a bottle of red lemonade. I got a fine and then I was involved in other crime as a kid stealing and breakin’ into shops,’ Gerry Hutch commented in March 2008. He was being interrogated by RTÉ crime correspondent Paul Reynolds in the only interview the gang boss ever gave for TV.


In the interview the Monk was uncharacteristically open about the criminological roots of his life which ultimately saw him steal his way out of the grinding poverty of the Dublin ghetto that was his birthright. He was recalling his inaugural criminal conviction for larceny on 30 November 1971 when he was a mere eight years old. As he stood beside his mother Julia in the Children’s Court, having pleaded guilty, the judge fined him £1 and applied the Probation of Offenders Act which was meant as a caution. It was supposed to encourage young first-time offenders to mend their ways. But the initial warning, and the many others Hutch subsequently received in the same courtroom over the years, did nothing to deflect him from his path. By the time he was eighteen he had amassed another thirty convictions for assault, larceny, car theft, joy riding and malicious damage. He served a total of ten custodial sentences in St Patrick’s Institution for young offenders and Mountjoy Prison.


Having had little formal education, prison became the source of his primary, secondary and third-level education. ‘I taught myself to read and write, firstly by reading comics and then books,’ he once recalled. Prison also completed his criminal education which he passed with flying colours.


The young criminal was born on 12 April 1963, the sixth of eight children – five boys and three girls. Patrick and Julia Hutch and their children, like the majority of their neighbours, were forced to live in squalid poverty. Their home was Corporation Buildings on Foley Street in Dublin’s tightly-knit north inner city. The area was bordered on one side by the once thriving docks and on the other by O’Connell Street, the capital’s premier boulevard. The area had been blighted by poverty, deprivation and neglect since the poor first colonized the zone in the early nineteenth century. Families were crammed into crumbling tenement hovels that had once been the grand homes of the social elite of the British Empire’s second city. By 1936, Dublin was described as having the worst slums in Europe.


A purpose-built flat complex, Corporation Buildings had been constructed in 1900 as part of a slum clearance programme but by the 1960s it had degenerated into a semi-derelict, over-crowded tenement on the brink of being condemned. The eight Hutch children slept in one room in a damp, poky flat that was falling down around them. The electrical supply worked intermittently, and the residents had to share a primitive toilet and water tap in the back yard. Patrick Hutch, who was known as ‘Masher’, worked as a labourer on the docks unloading coal and slack from the ships. The backbreaking work involved shovelling up to 50 tons of slack or coal in a single shift. For hours of hard graft the labourers who were classified as ‘non-button coalies’ were paid a meagre wage that was barely enough to feed and clothe the families of workers. Going without the basic essentials of life was common in the neglected socio-economic wasteland of the north inner city.


Long before Gerry Hutch or his siblings were born a criminal subculture had developed in the area which could be traced back to the first tenements in the previous century. The neighbourhood around Corporation Buildings, encompassing the backstreets of Corporation Place, Foley Street and Railway Street, was once the centre of the infamous Monto area, the biggest red light district in Europe. The new Irish Free State with its rigorous adherence to Roman Catholic doctrine shut it down in 1925, forcing the prostitutes out of the brothels and onto the streets. According to a contemporaneous newspaper report, crime ‘and all manner of evilness’ remained rife in the ghetto. But its geographical location meant it could be kept out of sight of the rest of Dublin society, reinforcing the sense of exclusion felt by its inmates.


The same neighbourhood that was Gerry Hutch’s childhood playground also witnessed the era of the notorious Animal gangs. These mobs of unemployed, bored young men, organized along street lines, earned their fearsome name from the bloody street battles fought against rivals from other neighbourhoods. One of the toughest of the gangs came from Corporation Buildings. Knives, potatoes laced with razor blades, knuckledusters and lead-filled batons were the weapons of choice. They wore peaky caps with blades sewn into the brims which they used with devastating effect to slice up their foes – making them the first ‘peaky blinders’. But despite their horrendous reputation for violence most of the Animal gangs observed a strict ethos whereby they did not victimize their own people and often came to the aid of their neighbours by distributing stolen food or preventing evictions. To the locals they were Robin Hood figures in an imperfect world, and the community reciprocated by tolerating the gangs’ violent behaviour.


In his book Dublin Tenement Life Kevin Kearns observed:




Tenement folk, however, regarded these activities as ‘unfortunate’ rather than ‘evil’ realities of life in the impoverished slums. An examination from within the tenement community reveals that these practices were sociologically understandable and socially tolerated under the circumstances of the time… animal gangs were hailed as heroes for their defense of the downtrodden.





The Animal gangs never established lasting criminal empires because in the hungry, jobless thirties, forties and fifties there wasn’t very much to rob or extort, and anyone who did was quickly caught and jailed. The last of the street gangs had faded away ten years before the birth of Gerry Hutch but their exploits had gained legendary status in the rich folklore of the area. The former ‘Animals’ who were still around were objects of fascination for the young Hutch and his friends. They had grown up on a diet of stories about the gangs’ violent antics. He was no doubt impressed by the tales of the violent young men protecting the community and not targeting their own, as a means of creating a secure home base from which to operate. In time the community would also view Gerry Hutch through a similarly ambiguous lens – as an iconic Robin Hood figure whose criminality was understood and tolerated.


When Hutch was born Corporation Buildings still carried its criminogenic label. It was seen as the epicentre of criminal activity in the area by the officers attached to the local Garda C District at Store Street garda station, which had the busiest beat in Ireland. The gardaí were a regular sight on the balconies of the dreary flats as they visited the homes of young and not so young offenders.


Gerry Hutch’s childhood streets also continued to be the focal point of some of the worst levels of unemployment and poverty in the country. Since the early 1960s the indigenous industries in the inner city, such as brewing, glass works, iron works, textiles and the docks, which traditionally relied on the ready supply of unskilled labour in the area, began closing down. Capital investment in the city centre dropped dramatically as industrial imperatives shifted. In the twenty-year period from 1971 to 1991 when Hutch was growing up the inner city experienced a 50 per cent drop in the availability of industrial jobs which exacerbated an already bleak economic situation. The physical environment turned into a wasteland of dereliction adding to the pervading sense of despair. By the early 1980s the process of disinvestment and urban decay had left Dublin’s inner-city landscape pock-marked and scarred, with over 600 derelict sites and buildings.


Outsiders didn’t venture into Railway Street and Foley Street for fear of being mugged and the police officers, as the only symbol of State authority, were seen as the enemy. The Hutch family was deeply rooted in the community and they never left. The area was all they knew – the neighbourhood was their world. Michael Finn was assigned as a rookie garda to the C District in the early 1960s. Over the next three decades he developed a strong bond with the local community and understood why some kids got swallowed up in a cycle of crime. He once explained to this writer:




People who initially got involved in crime did so out of need, running into shops and stealing bits and pieces, sometimes out of hunger. As they grew up, they became a part of different gangs and some were fortunate enough to be weaned away from it. One of the main factors for young people falling into crime was their family conditions. In a lot of cases circumstances were not good, families were dysfunctional, and they had nobody to show them the way. It is an accepted fact that deprived areas will produce criminals. And it is always those areas that the police will concentrate on because criminals live there. Crime is a consequence of how they were reared, where they were reared and what was available to them during their early times.





Gerry Hutch echoed these sentiments in his interview with RTÉ years later. He rationalized why he and his peers began thieving, his words echoing the motives of the generations who preceded him on the same cobbled streets: ‘There was nothin’ around, I mean, first up best dressed, I had no choice. You had to go into crime to feed yourself, never mind dress yourself.’


In 1971, the same year that the young Gerry recorded his first scrape with the law, Corporation Buildings were demolished. The Hutch family moved to Liberty House on Railway Street which was a slight improvement in their living standards. As the State stepped up its well-meaning efforts to resolve the housing crisis one of the unintended consequences was to uproot the bonds that had defined the inner-city communities. Families were separated from friends and neighbours and scattered to sprawling new estates on the periphery of the city. The overall effect of the great migration was a breakdown in social cohesion. The new working-class suburbs had little to offer apart from improved accommodation and quickly became unemployment black spots. Poverty and crime had made the move with the people.


A few years earlier a television programme, The Flower Pot Society, examined the movement of the slum generation and the commentator had accurately predicted the problems of the future: ‘Dublin Corporation are dealing with people all of whom are the same class. It’s much easier to treat them like an army and to transplant them from A to B. They have very little choice in the matter. If a child is to improve it will be in spite of their environment – and not because of it.’


Patrick ‘Masher’ Hutch and his wife had opted to stay put, which would have a profound influence on the young Monk. Anyone who knows him will say that in order to understand the enigmatic gangster you need to understand his attachment to the neighbourhood. He has always expressed a deep affection for the place where he grew up, commenting: ‘I love this area. It’s my home. My heart is here.’ It was a sentiment shared by Ireland’s most infamous crime boss, Martin Cahill, the General, who grew up in corporation flats on the southside of Dublin. He always counselled his henchmen and friends: ‘Never forget where you come from.’


By the time Gerry Hutch was born in the 1960s, successive generations had developed coping mechanisms to counteract the ingrained misery and constant adversity of life in the slums. They had become a remarkably resilient and cohesive community complete with its own rich and complex customs, traditions, survival strategies and urban folklore. People looked out for one another, sharing their own scarce resources with neighbours when their need was more desperate. The hard-pressed mothers such as Julia Hutch were the real heroes who held it all together and did the best they could for their children. When the boys, Gerry, Eddie, John, Patrick and the youngest Derek, started to get into trouble with the law their mother would go to the garda stations, the holding cells and the court to stand by them. Over the years she spent a lot of time in such places. Her three daughters, Margaret, Tina and Sandra, managed to steer clear of trouble.


Early on Gerry Hutch began hanging out with a gang of tough young tearaways from his neighbourhood – ranging in age from ten up to eighteen – who terrorized businesses in the city centre. The group included his older brothers Patrick, John and Eddie. Of the three, Patrick, who was born in November 1960, was almost as prolific an offender as Gerry. Better known as Patsy, by the time he was twenty-one he had amassed twenty-five criminal convictions with the last one in 1982. After that, as far as his criminal record went, Patsy had gone straight.


In 1972 when Gerry turned nine, he appeared on four separate occasions before the Children’s Court on charges of larceny and burglary. While his mother stood alongside him, he was either bound over to the peace or given the benefit of the Probation Act. The following year he was convicted of another three burglaries and was cautioned in each incidence. The young criminal and his associates were making a name for themselves.


On 14 June 1976 Gerry was back in the Children’s Court. He pleaded guilty to a burglary and was sent home with his mother. Gardaí who dealt with the youngster would later recall how he was never particularly cheeky or abrasive when they arrested him. Even at the age of thirteen they recalled how he demonstrated a level of astuteness and intelligence that distinguished him from the other kids he hung around with.


Two weeks after his court appearance in June a gangster movie for kids called Bugsy Malone was released in Irish and UK cinemas and became an instant hit. Child actors played the adult roles in the spoof about Chicago gangster Al Capone, with the bad guys armed with machine guns that fired cream cakes. The movie release coincided with the increasing notoriety of Hutch and his fellow desperados whose prolific crime rate had made them a regular feature at the Children’s Court. A media report compared them to the gang in the movie and the name stuck. The young offenders had found fame and loved it.


Hutch and the other ‘Bugsy Malones’ became prolific burglars and car thieves, before eventually progressing to armed robberies. Hutch dropped out of school as he was busy acquiring a different type of education. The athletic teenagers would rob banks by doing jump overs where they’d race inside, jump over the counter and grab cash from the tills and dart out before anyone could react. They could be in and out of a bank or post office in minutes before vanishing into the warren of inner-city streets that were their natural habitat. In an interview with journalist Veronica Guerin in 1996 Hutch saw nothing abnormal about his teenage exploits: ‘We were kids then, doing jump overs, shoplifting, robberies, burglaries, anything that was going, we did it. That was normal for any inner-city kid then.’


A regular occurrence for the Bugsy Malones was to smash the windows of cars stopped at traffic lights and grab handbags or briefcases from the passenger seats. They were also the first generation of so-called joy riders, dangerously racing stolen cars and jousting with the police during chases. At one stage the joy-riding problem in the north inner city became so acute that officers in the C District were directed not to chase joy riders because of the number of squad cars being rammed and written off. Gardaí were instructed to only give hot pursuit in cases of armed robberies or shootings. Apart from ramming police cars the Bugsy Malones liked to taunt the local officers by sending postcards from sun holidays paid for with stolen money. They would address them to individual officers based in the local garda stations at Store Street and Fitzgibbon Street in central Dublin.


As the Bugsy Malones attracted more media attention a RTÉ radio news programme focused on the gang in a report on the growing problem of juvenile delinquency in Dublin. In a rare display of bravado, the teenage Gerry Hutch bragged about his exploits after leaving the Children’s Court. He bragged: ‘I can’t give up robbin’. If I see money in a car I’m takin’ it. I just can’t leave it there. If I see a handbag on a seat I’ll smash the window and be away before anyone knows what’s goin’ on. I don’t go near people walking along the street… they don’t have any money on them. They’re not worth robbin’.’ And when he was asked what he wanted to be when he grew up, he laughed and replied: ‘I’d like to be serving behind the bank – just fill up the bags and jump over the counter.’


The gang became so notorious that in the mid-1970s it prompted the Department of Justice to open a controversial new prison facility at Loughan House in County Cavan to stem the upsurge of juvenile crime. One of the first inmates to be sent there was Hutch’s best friend Thomas O’Driscoll, who was seven months younger and from St Mary’s Mansions on Railway Street. Another close friend and fellow Bugsy Malone was Eamon Byrne from Sheriff Street.


Gerry Hutch and his compatriots would tell people that they only robbed because living in the north inner-city ghetto they had no job prospects. They weren’t lying. In 1978 the communities within the borders of Sean McDermott Street and Sheriff Street had a youth unemployment rate of 50 per cent, which was the worst in Ireland. It was the same year Hutch turned fifteen – but instead of looking for a job he got his first taste of an adult prison. On 11 May 1978 the Children’s Court sentenced him to twelve months in Mountjoy Prison in the north inner city, for two counts of attempted burglary and possession of house-breaking implements. Established in 1850, Mountjoy has remained Ireland’s biggest committal prison for adult prisoners and it is unclear why the teenage Hutch was sent there.


Two weeks later he got another twelve months for larceny and the unauthorized taking of a car, and four days after that he picked up his third jail term, receiving another year for car theft. The following October the court imposed an additional twelve months on a charge of attempted burglary and malicious damage. Hutch pleaded guilty in each case and the sentences ran concurrently, which meant he spent nine months in Mountjoy.


Even for a cocky youngster the prospect of being locked up with much older criminals was a source of dread. Eddie took steps to protect his little brother while he was inside. Gerry was particularly close to Eddie who mentored him growing up. Eddie organized for a friend of his, a feared gangster serving time for robbery, to protect the fifteen-year-old from bullying or abuse at the hands of the older lags. Eddie’s friend used to walk the recreation yard with the Monk and his other young friends. An associate commented to Magill magazine on the teenage Hutch’s incarceration: ‘He was very quiet, really quiet. He kept very much to himself. He worked in the kitchen and the bake room and used to pick his friends.’ Apart from learning to read and write on the inside, Hutch also made lasting friendships with other young delinquents from the inner city who would later become members of his crime gang.


In modern times the idea of sending a child to an adult prison is unthinkable. Years later the Monk was still clearly angered by the experience: ‘In Mountjoy, fifteen, thrown into it. I have a kid now fifteen and I look at the kid and I say, “My God, when I was fifteen I was in prison.” I mean I was in prison with murderers, with rapists, bank robbers, everything, in a male prison full of all them. I mean that’s not right. It was like going to college for criminals.’


Hutch’s official criminal record shows that the following year, 1979, the sixteen-year-old tearaway received three more sentences, ranging between six and twelve months, which he served in St Patrick’s Institution for young offenders. Shortly after being released from a six-month sentence imposed on 21 June for dangerous driving and car theft, he was jailed for another twelve months on 1 November for assaulting a garda which was out of character for him. Hutch was also prosecuted for larceny. He was released on 28 August 1980 and immediately went back to work.


The young villain was gaining a reputation as a serious player on the streets of the inner city. His quiet personality made him stand out from the crowd. Gerry Hutch kept his counsel when everyone around him was mouthing off. He didn’t drink and didn’t smoke hash which was the main recreational drug of choice in a more innocent time that would soon disappear.


The other members of the Bugsy Malone gang gravitated to him as the natural leader of the pack. The slightly built, small teenager with the head of distinctive raven hair and piercing blue eyes did not swagger or gloat, opting instead to keep a low profile. He was never threatening, and locals remember him as a courteous, respectful kid who made sure he found his victims outside the neighbourhood.


By the time Hutch was sixteen, he was taking part in armed robberies organized by Eddie and his close friend and neighbour Dave ‘Myler’ Brogan. In fact he was gaining a reputation as one of the youngest of the new breed of criminal appearing in gangland. Brogan, who was eleven years older than the Monk, later described how he ‘had serious bottle for a young lad’. The gang’s modus operandi was to stick close to the territory that they knew best in the city centre where there was a multitude of banks, payrolls and security vans to be robbed.


Brogan later described one daring robbery which Hutch carried out before his seventeenth birthday in 1980 from a shop on North Earl Street in the city centre. The job was organized by Eddie Hutch who sent Brogan to act as backup for his kid brother in case anything went wrong. Brogan had a spare motorbike parked up to take the young thief away in the event that there was a problem and a weapon had been hidden under a bin outside Clerys department store on O’Connell Street just in case.


The raiders arrived at the shop around 9.30 a.m. on a motorbike driven by sixteen-year-old Gerry Hutch. He and his friend Thomas O’Driscoll were equipped with handguns – a .38 and .45. Hutch drove the motorbike through the front door of the shop as his accomplice grabbed £3,200 in cash (worth €16,000 today). Brogan watched in amazement as the up-and-coming desperadoes then drove the motorbike through the front window and sped away.


It wasn’t long before the Monk’s unique talents caught the eye of one of the biggest players in Dublin’s organized crime world. The mobster spotted the kid’s potential and decided to take him under his wing. Gerry Hutch was moving into the big league.










CHAPTER THREE


______


LEARNING THE TRADE


Eamon Kelly was one of the pioneers of Ireland’s gangland when the phenomenon of organized crime began to emerge on the coat tails of the outbreak of the Troubles in Northern Ireland in 1969. He was already a hardened criminal by the time Gerry Hutch was caught stealing a bottle of lemonade in 1971. Kelly’s status was acknowledged in a garda background report on his activities in the 1970s which stated: ‘Eamon Kelly has long been suspected of being concerned in the planning and execution of serious crime. He has a reputation for ruthlessness and is a cunning and vicious individual. He has something of “godfather” status among his associates. He controls his interests through intimidation and the element of fear.’


Born in Summerhill, north inner-city Dublin, in 1947 Eamon Kelly and his older brother Matt, his partner-in-crime, were in trouble with the law from their teens and both quickly earned a formidable reputation as hard men. Kelly’s first recorded conviction was at the age of sixteen for burglary. Despite being a habitual thief, he only received another four convictions for burglary, shop breaking and larceny over the following years. He received a few short jail terms but then the convictions stopped, indicating that the career criminal learned from an early age how to avoid getting caught. Matt Kelly, who was three years older, had followed the same predictable route into crime. He was first convicted of larceny in 1956 at the age of twelve. By the time he was nineteen he had accrued another seven convictions for burglary, larceny and assault before he also learned how to stay one step in front of the law. Despite the fact neither brother had a record beyond the incidents in their youth, they were still classified as major criminals.


Like many of his contemporaries who were looking for kicks Eamon Kelly joined the IRA in the 1960s. When the IRA and its political wing Sinn Fein split into two factions, the Official IRA and the Provisional IRA (Provos) in 1970, Kelly remained with the Officials or ‘Stickies’. Matt had also been involved in the terror group which soon morphed into an organized criminal group. Their involvement in the republican movement greatly bolstered their already fearsome reputations, a development which the brothers exploited to the full.


The Kelly brothers and their gang specialized in protection rackets, hijacking, fraud, supplying firearms and armed robbery. They ran an extensive protection racket that terrorized legitimate business owners across the north side of Dublin city centre for several years. The Garda’s Central Detective Unit (CDU) mounted a long-running, extensive investigation into the racket. However, while business owners across the city had privately admitted that they were paying ‘tribute’ to Matt and Eamon Kelly, the brothers’ reputations as violent hoodlums meant no one would dare testify against them in court. If people didn’t pay up, then the Kellys would send their henchmen around to damage the property and rough up the errant owner. If that didn’t work the premises would be torched.


The gang also dabbled in the cannabis trade, dealt in forged passports and driving licences, and hired out guns and stolen vehicles to the growing number of armed robbery gangs cropping up across the city. The Kelly brothers also made a lot of money from more legitimate business interests. In 1976 they opened a carpet store, Kelly’s Carpetdrome, on the North Circular Road in Dublin which gardaí suspected of being a front for their criminal rackets. By the early 1980s they had opened other carpet and furniture stores on Talbot Street and Mary Street, also in the north inner city. According to one detective at the time, every week business owners would be seen trooping into the Kellys’ carpet shops to drop off their protection payments – what the Mafia call ‘tribute’ – and the police were powerless to do anything about it.


The Kellys commanded a large group of hardened experienced criminals that included a toxic mix of republican sympathizers, IRA members and ordinary villains. By the early 1980s the gang was classified as being in the top three criminal groupings in Dublin, next to the Dunne and Cahill families on the south side of the River Liffey. At the time the capital’s criminal community was relatively small in number and they all knew each other and worked together on various robberies or strokes.


It wasn’t surprising that the local crime boss first spotted the potential in the precocious de-facto leader of the Bugsy Malones. He knew the Hutch family well as John, Eddie and Patsy Hutch were already part of his wider gang. He provided firearms for robberies organized by Eddie while, officially, John worked for him as a carpet salesman. Kelly was fully aware of Gerry’s growing reputation as a prolific robber and liked the way the quiet kid carried himself. He recognized that the teenager was a natural and possessed the ruthless streak necessary to become an accomplished gangster. The godfather had use for a capable young lieutenant and in return found a loyal, able and willing acolyte in Gerry Hutch. It was the beginning of a friendship that would endure for over thirty years.


Hutch had grown up in the shadow of the Kelly brothers, working around the carpet showrooms, running errands and learning the ropes from some of the toughest men in the underworld. When he joined the gang under Eamon Kelly’s aegis, being seen as a member of one of the most feared mobs in the city bolstered the teenager’s reputation. The gang had plenty of firepower and Hutch was shown how to use a range of guns. Other members of the Bugsy Malones, Hutch’s friends Thomas O’Driscoll and Eamon Byrne – the people he trusted most – also began to run in the dodgy circle.


The significance of the alliance between the new kid on the block and the older gangsters wasn’t lost on local gardaí. Gerry Hutch wasn’t just attracting the attention of older villains: the gardaí had classified him as one of the youngest armed criminals in the city. Such was his reputation that all sightings of Gerry Hutch and his mentors were logged by officers in their collator’s intelligence reports as a matter of course. As Kelly’s protégé the Monk was ideally placed to take advantage of the explosion of the new world order in Dublin’s gangland. When Gerry Hutch joined up, the new generation of armed robbers or blaggers were thriving.


________


By the time the Kellys recruited young Hutch, gangland had been firmly established during the turbulent 1970s. It was a decade which saw an unprecedented, sudden surge in serious crime and violence around Ireland. Only three years earlier, in February 1967, a motley collection of criminals and rebels called Saor Eire (Free Ireland) had made their mark on Irish history when they robbed a bank in Drumcondra. It was the first armed bank heist in the country since the 1940s and was carried out by an eclectic mix of dissident republicans, socialists, anarchists and hoodlums – idealists, desperados and chancers – who gathered under a flag of political convenience to justify their ‘cause’ as a struggle on behalf of the downtrodden working classes. Several members of the mob were associates of the Kelly brothers who mixed in the same criminal milieu.


Saor Eire’s grandiose pretence of pursuing a legitimate radical political purpose was nothing more than a smokescreen – their purpose was purely criminal. As the country’s first professional armed robbery gang they set the bar for scores of would-be blaggers like the Kelly brothers, by showing them how easy it was to rob banks and not get caught.


According to the Garda Commissioner’s Annual Crime Report 1966 there were ‘no organized crimes of violence’ recorded in Ireland. Such had been the consistently low levels of crime over the previous several decades that the Government at one time considered closing down some prisons where the daily average population was just 300 inmates – today it is over 4,200. The low crime rates were also reflected in the strength of the garda force which had been allowed to fall to less than 6,400 members. The majority of gardaí on the beat had never dealt with anything more serious than break-ins or bike thefts.


Although hardly a footnote in history today Saor Eire succeeded in exposing how the garda force was ill-equipped to take on serious crime, especially well-organized, heavily-armed robbers in fast getaway cars. The gardaí simply didn’t have the firepower or the vehicles to confront the new breed of criminals.


The inaugural event was the harbinger of the dramatic descent into chaos that was about to unfold in the Republic. It brought to an abrupt end an age of innocence when crime was traditionally petty in nature and largely confined to Dublin, and often to the streets of deprived communities like the one where Gerry Hutch grew up. This new era of criminality would be remembered affectionately by veteran villains as the halcyon days of crime.


Over the next three years the Saor Eire gang pulled off another eighteen robberies and grew increasingly audacious and reckless. Eventually they went too far on 2 April 1970 and shot dead Garda Dick Fallon during a robbery in Dublin. The gang had set yet another historic milestone in their short existence. Garda Fallon was the first member of the gardaí to be murdered in the line of duty since 1942. The incident deeply shocked the Irish public who turned up in their thousands to line the streets of the capital for the garda’s funeral. His murder was the seminal moment that announced the arrival of organized crime in Ireland.


Saor Eire as an organization faded away following the atrocity and was quickly forgotten as its members drifted into other paramilitary and criminal groups, including the Kelly gang. At the same time the conflagration in the North began to spread south of the border with devastating consequences. The dissidents’ old comrades in the Official IRA and the Provos had followed the gang’s lead and began robbing banks, post offices, business payrolls and security vans with impunity. In particular the Provos unleashed mayhem in the Republic as they pursued a dual objective of funding their ‘war’ through armed robberies, while at the same time actively working to undermine and corrupt the socio-economic life of the country. They also carried out murders, kidnappings and bombings which placed an impossible strain on the security forces. And in the shadow of the gunmen, a generation of young criminals, many of whom would become household names, were attracted by the new world of limitless opportunity and saw a clear career path.


Between 1970 and 1971 – the first full year of the crime and terror epidemic – Ireland had the fastest-growing crime rate in Europe. In 1967 there had been one armed robbery but by 1976 that figure had soared to 237. By 1986 there were 600. The number of illegal firearms on the streets increased and so did the gangs’ willingness to use them. In the days before plastic and online banking there was no end of easy targets in every town and city across Ireland. Every Thursday and Friday, when many people were paid and cash was on the move, businesses, banks and post offices braced themselves for another wave of hold-ups by both the IRA and what the gardaí designated ‘crime ordinary’ gangs.


There were so many heists taking place that it became something of a national joke. Popular comedian Niall Tóbín even used it for a sketch on a 1970s TV show when his newsreader character presented a robbery report in the form of the weather forecast: ‘Today there were robberies in Carlow, Athlone, Navan and Dublin. Tomorrow they will be in Kildare, Tipperary, Cork and Monaghan and next week…’


The unfolding security crisis threatened to engulf the State as the police were stretched to almost breaking point as they tried to regain control of the situation. Dessie O’Malley, Minister for Justice in the early 1970s recalled that it was like being in charge of a fire brigade rushing around trying to put out fires.


The gardaí paid a heavy price in the dangerous new world: in the fourteen years following the murder of Dick Fallon another eleven officers and an Irish soldier were gunned down by the IRA and other renegade republican outfits such as the Irish National Liberation Army (INLA) and the Official IRA. Most of the killings took place during armed robberies.


The whole focus of the Irish security apparatus and legislature prioritized the terrorist threat over everything else. Human resources were drained as over 1,000 officers – backed up by 2,000 troops from the Irish Army – were assigned to the Border region alone, depleting police numbers everywhere else. The crisis necessitated a major expansion of the security forces and in the space of a few years an additional 2,000 gardaí and 4,000 troops were recruited. The army were called in to escort cash-in-transit vans and all plainclothes garda detectives were armed as new specialist units were formed.


By February 1981, just two months before Gerry Hutch’s eighteenth birthday, a group of experienced armed criminals decided that the youngster was good enough to invite on a ‘job’. His rite of passage to the big time was to be a baptism of fire – and the closest he ever came to earning a long stretch behind bars. On the morning of the 9 February 1981 the seventeen-year-old was part of a heavily-armed, four-man gang that mounted an audacious raid at the Allied Irish Bank branch on Mary Street in Dublin’s city centre. The gang were equipped with two machine guns, two handguns and military grenades. A stolen car rammed through the front of the bank shortly after 9 a.m. as staff were extracting bags of cash from the night safe. The two occupants of the car, armed with handguns, threatened the staff before grabbing the cash. At the same time, a third raider, brandishing a machine gun, stood in the street keeping lookout, while the fourth member of the gang drove the getaway van.


The blaggers ran from the bank with the money bags and the gang piled into the van. As they made their escape in the direction of Dorset Street, a squad car spotted the van and gave chase. The armed gang sped into a side street to discover that it was blocked at one end by bollards. As they abandoned the van, dragging the wallets of cash with them, one of them opened fire with a machine gun, targeting the pursuing squad car. Neither of the officers was injured as they reversed out of the line of fire. The raiders then ran towards Phibsboro Road in north Dublin, where they attempted to hijack a minibus.


The raider with the machine gun stood in the road pointing the weapon at the minibus driver, George Keating, as he was dragged out onto the road. Keating later recalled he heard one of the gang say, ‘kill the bastard’, and when he looked up there was a handgun pointing at his head. Then he heard a second voice shout, ‘Get into the fuckin’ van,’ and the gang drove off


As armed gardaí began to arrive, the gang only got a short distance before they abandoned the minibus and scattered into the back streets. The leader of the gang, thirty-year-old George Royle, who lived near Gerry Hutch, was arrested at the scene. He was subsequently charged with the armed robbery of £79,000 (worth €314,000 today), the amount which was recovered at the scene.


The fact that detectives quickly nominated the small skinny seventeen-year-old as one of the suspects was recognition of his growing stature in the underworld under the mentorship of the Kelly brothers. Hutch hadn’t been seen around his usual haunts that day and later that night gardaí arrested him and brought him in for questioning. The Monk displayed the traits of a hardened, experienced criminal during his detention. He remained silent for over 24 hours and, as gardaí had insufficient evidence to charge him with the robbery, Hutch was released.


The experience had taught him the biggest lesson of his life. Hutch analysed everything that happened that day and realized how the sloppy planning could have had disastrous results. The gang had taken huge risks and hadn’t a cent to show for it. It was an operation riddled with mistakes: the stolen getaway van wasn’t powerful enough to get away from the cops; the escape route had not been fully checked out; and the gang didn’t have an alternative getaway planned either. If it had been more carefully organized, he reasoned, there would not have been a need to fire shots. Shooting at gardaí, especially unarmed members, was something to be avoided at all costs in Hutch’s book. The courts and the police were cracking down hard on cop killers as armed confrontations had become commonplace.


The previous year, 1980, had been the bloodiest in the history of An Garda Síochána when three officers were shot dead in the line of duty. Two of the gardaí, John Morley and Henry Byrne, were murdered by an INLA gang in Roscommon after an armed hold-up in Ballaghaderreen, and in Wexford Detective Garda James Quaid was shot dead by an IRA man who was moving a cache of illegal explosives. Two months before the botched robbery in Mary Street, two detectives from Cabinteely garda station, a suburb in south Dublin, were seriously injured when an armed robbery gang led by former Saor Eire member Frank Ward had opened fire with machine guns peppering their squad car with bullets. As Hutch knew in all four incidents the killers and shooters were caught and facing prison sentences of up to forty years. Shooting cops was a dangerous pursuit.


The botched robbery represented a steep learning curve for the Monk who realized the need for planning everything down to the tiniest detail so that the ‘job’ was mistake-proof and prison-proof. He wouldn’t leave it to anyone else either; he’d be in control at all times.


As he fine-tuned his trade, Gerry Hutch took part in several more successful robberies with his brother Eddie, Dave ‘Myler’ Brogan, Thomas O’Driscoll and other trusted accomplices. In one robbery a month later, on 4 March 1981, a motorbike pulled up outside the Boyers department store on North Earl Street in central Dublin as security men were about to collect the day’s takings. Hutch remained on the bike while O’Driscoll, who was armed with a handgun and wearing a hood, ran inside the store and ordered the security men to hand over the bag of money. They got away with £11,500, a small fortune when the average industrial wage was under £8,000 a year at the time.


Hitting banks and stores in the city centre was part of the gang’s modus operandi. Hutch and his compatriots possessed an intimate knowledge of the network of streets and alleyways in the area to make quick getaways. They were often back in their neighbourhood, with the money and guns hidden, within ten minutes of a job.


Another reason why Hutch needed to get his act together and to get money was that his girlfriend and childhood sweetheart, Patricia Fowler, was pregnant with their first child. Hutch would be no use to his new family if he was locked up in Mountjoy Prison. He needed to be on the outside earning a living, however illegally, so that his children would not grow up with the same level of poverty he had experienced. Just two months after the daring raid of Boyers, Gerry Hutch had plenty of time on his hands to contemplate his future when on 8 May 1981 he was jailed for nine months and sent back to St Patrick’s Institution for young offenders for larceny of a car.


Hutch’s incarceration coincided with the arrival of heroin on the streets of his neighbourhood. The devastating consequences of the availability of the new drug would have a profound influence on his view of the world.


________


Heroin first appeared on the streets of the south inner city in the late autumn of 1979 when the Dunne crime family switched from robbing banks to selling narcotics. Larry and Shamie Dunne were the first criminals to realize the value of the nascent drug trade. They already controlled a large slice of the hash trade but when the supply was interrupted for a time they got their hands on heroin as an alternative. It was flooding the European market and the glut of the drug coincided with two major international events: the toppling of the Shah of Iran and the Russian invasion of Afghanistan.


Before they fled the country, the ousted Iranian power class converted their gold into cheap heroin. It was coming across the border from Afghanistan, the world’s biggest producer of the drug. The Iranians turned drugs into Western currency by selling it to gangs across Europe and North America. At the same time heroin production in Afghanistan soared as the Islamic mujahideen, with the support of the CIA, sold it to raise money to fight the Red Army as part of an amoral geopolitical proxy war. Within a few weeks of first distributing the drug in the south inner city, often free of charge, the Dunnes had established a steady demand. A generation of kids from disadvantaged backgrounds, who knew nothing of its potency, became instantly addicted. As one observer commented at the time: ‘The Dunnes did for smack what Henry Ford did for the motor car: made it available to the working man and woman, even the kids on the dole, even the kids at school.’


Just over a year later, in the summer of 1981, the heroin scourge arrived in the streets of Gerry Hutch’s neighbourhood where it spread like a bush fire through the desolate landscape, feasting on the ingrained misery of widespread social dysfunction. In a report on the unfolding crisis a local priest summed up the despair that was being felt: ‘This community has managed to cope with drink problems, with crime, with unemployment and so on, but I don’t think it is going to be able to cope with this one.’


It was hardly surprising that given its long history of deprivation and neglect that Hutch’s neighbourhood became the epicentre for the misery. Drug pushers openly plied their trade in the pubs on Talbot Street, with one notorious boozer, just around the corner from Store Street garda station, being dubbed the ‘Chemist Shop’. A small park beside Railway Street in the heart of the old Monto where the Hutch children once played became known as ‘Needle Park’. The scourge heaped more misery on the community as strung-out addicts broke the old bonds of solidarity and began stealing from their neighbours and loved ones to buy ‘gear’. The new scourge led to a massive upsurge in street crime and robberies as desperate junkies tried to get cash to feed their habits.


It also caused problems for criminals like Hutch because associates who had become heroin addicts could not be trusted. Their all-consuming need for a fix transcended the moral code of never ratting on your friends. The ravages of the drug rendered users veritable zombies who would sell out anyone to feed a habit that could cost the equivalent of a week’s wages in a single day.


A survey conducted on behalf of the Department of Health in 1982 made the alarming discovery that the rates of heroin addiction in Dublin’s north inner city were worse than those among New York’s African-American community in 1970 when the epidemic was at its height during the Vietnam War. Twelve per cent of youngsters in Hutch’s age range, between fifteen and nineteen, were heroin abusers. Of the addicts surveyed the majority came from a background of severe deprivation and had a dysfunctional home life. They also all had poor levels of education with almost ten per cent unable to read and write and 73 per cent of them involuntarily unemployed.
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