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Introduction





An elusive brutal world called Gangland has existed in Ireland for over a quarter of a century. It is the criminal underworld, a parallel society which thrives on fear, death and dirty money, with its own codes of conduct and behaviour. It is the underbelly of the Celtic Tiger. Here, some of the most successful and respected citizens are killers, robbers, fraudsters, fences, extortionists and drug dealers.


This book pieces together the story of Gangland through the life and crimes of its better-known residents. These are the godfathers and gangs who have influenced the underworld over the past twenty-five years, and whose crimes have both outraged and fascinated. Gangland is the story of the struggle between the forces of law and disorder. Here are the people who have made their mark on underworld history. It is the story of the horrific violence of PJ Judge, the appropriately nicknamed Psycho; the meticulously planned heists associated with Gerry Hutch, The Monk; abhorrent young drug dealers like Thomas Mullen, The Boxer, who brought misery to his own neighbourhood by supplying heroin; the pitiable figure of former armed robber Paddy Shanahan, who was murdered because he wanted to cut his ties with the mob; the colourful and dapper Christy ‘Bronco’ Dunne, who once headed the country’s most notorious crime gang; and the extraordinary real-life cops and robbers drama of the so-called ‘Athy gang’.


The story is also about the appalling experiences of the innocent victims of gangland. The story of a courageous wife and mother called Jennifer Guinness, kidnapped by the Cunningham brothers who wanted to hit the ‘big time’ no matter what it cost anyone else. The gruesome murder of a small-time crook and Walter Mitty character, William Jock Corbally, who was tortured to death before being dumped in an unmarked grave. And the reign of terror wrought by a ruthless one-man crime wave called Mickey Boyle across Wicklow and Dublin.


Gangland did not exist before the late 1960s. Ireland was a sleepy place in the days before the outbreak of war in Northern Ireland and the mayhem which spread south of the border as a result. The economic boom of the 1960s also played its part in the transformation which was to come. In a few short years, petty crime became much more serious. The burglars and the pickpockets of the 1960s became the armed robbers of the 1970s. And, in turn, a lot of the robbers became the drug barons of the 1980s and 1990s. Drugs, in the words of one criminal interviewed for this book, destroyed the old ethics of so-called Ordinary Decent Criminals. As in every other country in the western world, drugs became a source of vast wealth for organised crime. Ironically, the people who have suffered most from the drug epidemic were the gangsters’ old neighbours and friends, the downtrodden and forgotten working classes of the sprawling suburbs and inner-cities, where the Celtic Tiger’s largesse is out of reach.


Drug dealing brought death and devastation to the streets. It also created a new Gangland phenomenon – the contract murder. Since criminals moved into the narcotics trade, dozens have been executed in feuds fed by greed, their names added to Gangland’s roll of dishonour. In practically every Gangland murder case, the victim was a player in what Martin Cahill liked to refer to as ‘the game’ that is crime.


During the 1970s and 1980s, the slow and inadequate response of both the Gardaí and the legislature effectively gave Gangland its independence and the godfathers established its borders. Lack of resources or strategic planning, and a disorganised, plodding criminal justice system helped to facilitate the much more organised crime wave. Gang bosses and their hoods, flush with the millions their rackets had earned, began to think of themselves as untouchable and above the law.


Never was that more brutally illustrated than on 26 June 1996, when a gunman cold-bloodedly shot journalist Veronica Guerin five times, at point-blank range. The outrage was a chilling wake-up call from the gangsters to the establishment. Guerin was shot simply because she had tried to do an interview with the ‘main man’. The gang boss who organised the killing was warning the establishment that anyone who crossed him or his cronies was fair game.


But, when he sent his hitman out to work on that sunny summer afternoon, he also made a devastating miscalculation. It led to a counter-offensive against organised crime, which turned the tables in favour of law and order for the first time in over two decades.


As a crime journalist with the Sunday World for over a decade, I have written about all the shady characters in this book and reported on their exploits. Some of them I have known on first-name terms. Others were not as friendly. One even planned my murder, until an unknown assassin indirectly spared me by taking him out of the picture first.


As a study, I have always found crime a fascinating subject. What are the factors which help create a serious criminal and what motivates him to continue committing crime no matter how many times he has been inside? The study of crime gives an insight into a much bigger picture, which a lot of our social leaders through the decades have preferred to ignore. Crime causation tells us as much about the fundamentals of our society and, indeed, ourselves as any other study. It illustrates social dysfunction – in other words the failure of our systems of education, welfare, employment and justice. Crime is about the gulf between the haves and the have nots. The vast majority of our criminal population grew up in deprivation, on the wrong side of a social and economic boundary wall. Behind this wall exists a sub-culture where the norms of the middle class mean little. Here it is survival of the fittest, and gangsters tend to be the more nimble ones. Achievement in the underworld is pulling off the big crime and getting one over on the cops. Why have our socially-minded commentators never questioned why so-called Ordinary Decent Criminals are often the heroes of their local communities? In October 1998 the Garda Commissioner, Patrick Byrne, warned that the intervention of the police in social disorder should be a last resort. He argued that social and economic reforms were vital if crime was to be reduced.


Crime journalists are regularly criticised for glamorising crime. When I wrote The General, I was asked by one individual: ‘Why write about that dirty bastard? He was only a scumbag, and you’re glorifying him.’ The reason that book was written is the same as this one – that Cahill and his underworld cohorts are as much a part of our social history as anyone else. They have had such a profound effect on the national psyche that it would be wrong to ignore them. It is neither glorifying nor glamorising. It is informing the public of what is going on around them. Crime will always be a feature of society, however ‘civilised’ we are supposed to be. In the midst of Ireland’s unprecedented economic boom, we are creating the next generation of criminals, as the socio-economic boundary grows higher and more impregnable.


The psychologist Carl Jung once wrote of the public’s fascination with crime: ‘With what pleasure we read newspaper reports of crime. A true criminal becomes a popular figure because he unburdens in no small degree the consciences of his fellow men, for now they know once more where evil is to be found.’


Welcome to Gangland.




 





Paul Williams


October 1998.



















The Kidnappers





John and Michael Cunningham, like most hoodlums, were ambitious criminals who dreamt of the ‘big one’, the crime which would set them up for the good life. They craved an epicurean existence of long holidays in the sun, big houses, flashy cars, expensive suits, champagne and women. But it was the Cunningham brothers’ pursuit of the great ‘underworld dream’ which would earn them an unenviable place in the history of organised crime.


The brothers came from Ballyfermot in west Dublin and were part of the new breed of criminals who emerged in the 1970s and ushered in an era of organised serious crime. At the time, the police were putting most of their limited resources into tackling the IRA, who were financing their war by robbing banks throughout the country with apparent impunity. Meanwhile, the new young generation of petty thieves was learning from the paramilitaries and exploiting the lack of police attention.


The Cunninghams, along with the other notorious families on the south side of the River Liffey, the Dunnes and the Cahills, quickly learned their trade and became professional armed robbers. By the early 1980s they were among the underworld’s trend-setters – swaggering, cocky crooks, giving the two fingers to the police. Those were the days when a hoodlum could drive a Jaguar and live in a mansion and still be entitled to collect his unemployment benefit down at the Labour Exchange before collecting more money in the bank around the corner with the help of a sawn-off shotgun. Today older criminals reminisce with affection about those halcyon times when organised crime was still a relatively new phenomenon in Ireland.


The Cunningham brothers came from a family of seven children. Their father, Frank, from County Clare, had been a soldier and their mother, Lily, was from County Mayo. When the children were small the Cunninghams, anxious to give their children a decent upbringing, moved from the slums of Blessington Street in the north inner-city to Le Fanu Road in Ballyfermot, one of a number of sprawling suburbs where the Government built thousands of new houses in a bid to give the working-classes better living conditions. But they would become notorious breeding grounds for the new generation of ruthless hoodlums.


Michael Joseph Cunningham, born in 1949, was the older of the two brothers. John was born two years later. Michael qualified as a plasterer but gave it up in 1971 for a more lucrative career in crime. John worked for a short time as a metal worker and gave it up for the same pecuniary reason. John Cunningham was the leader of the criminal enterprise. He received his first custodial sentence in 1966 at the age of fourteen for house breaking and larceny. He was given a two-year sentence and sent to Daingean Industrial School, a notorious institution run by religious brothers. It was in institutions such as Daingean where most of gangland’s future godfathers got their first brutal experiences of incarceration.


Over the next twenty years, John Cunningham would accumulate another twenty-seven criminal convictions, for larceny, receiving stolen goods, assault and malicious damage. Michael Cunningham, on the other hand, was slightly more successful at avoiding the attentions of the police. His first conviction was for larceny, which he received in 1963, on the day of his fourteenth birthday. He was fined £1. Between 1963 and 1986 he received another eight criminal convictions for larceny, receiving stolen goods and malicious damage.


In the meantime, John and Michael’s older brother, Fran, nicknamed the ‘Lamb’, was making a name for himself as a big-time fraudster. Fran the Lamb, a smooth-talking conman, used his charm to rob banks instead of his brothers’ preferred tool, the sawn-off shotgun. He teamed up with two other notorious con artists, John Traynor and Sean Fitzgerald, to organise all kinds of elaborate fraud scams, netting them huge sums of cash which were blown on wine and women.


From an early age, Michael and John Cunningham were close associates of Martin Cahill and some of his brothers. Cahill was the same age as Michael. He was serving two years in Daingean for burglary when John Cunningham was sent there in 1966. The two were to remain close friends. The Cunninghams were also closely associated with the notorious Dunne brothers – Christy, Henry, Larry and Shamie. These three groups of hot-headed young thieves were to become the most prolific robbers in the country.


The Cunninghams began featuring in Garda intelligence reports as suspects for a string of armed robberies around Dublin from the mid-1970s. In 1976 John was jailed for eighteen months for an armed hold-up at his local post-office in Ballyfermot. On another occasion he and Michael were arrested at a party in a house at Scholarstown Road in Rathfarnham after an armed robbery from the Carlton Cinema. The guns and cash from the heist were found in the house. John Cunningham was also questioned about the murder of a security guard during a raid at Clery’s Store in central Dublin in 1982. And that same year both Michael and John were suspected of taking part in a £120,000 robbery from a post-office in Mallow, County Cork, with Martin Cahill.


John Cunningham also participated in the robbery which was to establish Cahill as a major-league criminal godfather – the O’Connors jewellery heist in July 1983. The ‘stroke’ netted the gang £2 million in gold and diamonds and earned Cahill the nickname ‘The General’ for his meticulous militaristic planning. After the heist Cunningham was given the nickname ‘The Colonel’. On the night following the robbery Martin Cahill and Cunningham collected the van they had used to transport the huge haul to a lock-up garage where the loot was split fourteen ways.


The two hoods drove the van to Poddle Park in Crumlin to burn it and whatever forensic evidence it contained. They threw in petrol bombs to start the fire. As Cunningham was about to throw one of the bombs, it ignited prematurely in his hand. He was wearing a rubber glove which melted onto his hand in the flames. The General helped his pal to a waiting car driven by another gang member.


They took Cunningham to his home in Tallaght, where he soaked in a cold bath and had the wound dressed by The General. Two days later Cunningham was treated for the burns at a Dublin hospital. The injuries were consistent with a plastic object melting on his hand. Later, he claimed that he had received the injury when a chip-pan caught fire in his home. A subsequent search of his home by the Gardaí found no evidence that there had ever been a fire of any kind.


The Cunningham brothers loved the high life their criminal activities paid for. Like the Dunnes they wined, dined and partied in all the city’s best restaurants, pubs and clubs. They drove fast cars and enjoyed lavish holidays abroad in places like Barbados, Florida and Spain. Michael and John also shared the same interest in women. In 1978 Michael separated from his wife Anne, with whom he had a son and daughter, and began living with Patricia McCormack in Clondalkin. At the same time, John started a relationship with Patricia’s sister Mary, who was also separated. She had a twelve-year-old daughter, Caroline, whom Cunningham treated as his own child. In 1981 he bought a bungalow for his new family in Tallaght, Dublin.


But the high life was a big drain on money and took a lot of armed robberies to sustain. John Cunningham wanted one big ‘job’ which would earn himself and his brother enough money to sit back for the rest of their days. He decided that the most effective way was kidnapping a member of a family worth millions. By 1986 the IRA had been responsible for a number of high-profile abductions, most notably that of supermarket executive Don Tidey in December 1983, which resulted in the murder of a Garda and a soldier. Earlier that year, Gardaí arrested four members of the IRA in a shoot-out when they tried to kidnap Galen Weston, another supermarket millionaire.


But while the Gardaí had succeeded in rescuing the hostages in the reported cases, Cunningham was interested in the number of kidnappings which were never reported. As in the case of armed robbery, Dublin crime gangs were taking their lead from the Provos and looking at abduction as a means of making easy money. The most notable of these kidnappers was Mickey Boyle from Bray, who was well known to the Cunninghams. (See chapter 6, ‘The Hitman and the Penguin’.) Boyle had been caught following two kidnaps in County Wicklow in 1984. But John Cunningham knew that Mickey Boyle had got away with several other such abductions. The super-confident crook reckoned that he and his sibling could do a better job than the IRA or Boyle.


In early 1986 the Cunninghams began looking for a target. They had decided to go it alone because Martin Cahill was involved in his own rackets. They did not agree with The General’s methods, which invariably involved large teams. They wanted to divide up the loot among the smallest number possible. At the time the Cunninghams were working with Anthony Kelly from Tallaght. Kelly was born in 1943 in Dublin but moved to live in Leeds in Yorkshire at an early age. He had been in trouble with the police from the age of eleven, accumulating thirteen convictions for larceny, forgery and burglary for which he received a total of over seven years behind bars.


In 1975 Kelly absconded to Dublin while awaiting trial on robbery charges in Leeds. A warrant was issued for his arrest. When he came back to Ireland he got involved with the underworld, and met the Cunninghams. In 1980 his marriage broke up and his wife and children returned to live in England when he began living with a seventeen-year-old street trader called Julie Lyons.


Like the Cunninghams, Kelly liked the high life. He had developed a taste for expensive wines, liked to wear flashy ‘Miami Vice’ suits and holiday in the Bahamas. He also bought a house with cash in Clondalkin. He paid for his lavish lifestyle by taking part in armed robberies in England with Dublin-based criminals, including the Cunninghams. The police in Leeds set up a special team to track down the gang, which commuted between England and Dublin to do ‘jobs’ and were suspected of robbing in the region of £1 million over a three-year period up to 1984. Their targets were mainly banks and security vans. Often the gang would fly from Dublin airport, do a robbery somewhere in the north of England and take a return flight to Dublin the same evening.


In October 1984 the Dublin-based gang were the prime suspects for the murder of police sergeant John Speed who was shot dead during a chase in Leeds. After that the gang discontinued their day trips to England. Early in 1986 the West Yorkshire police informed the Gardaí in Dublin that, among others, they wanted to extradite John and Michael Cunningham and Tony Kelly to face charges. The three crooks were tipped off that the Gardaí were to be asked to arrest them for the purpose of extradition to England and were advised to keep their heads down. They decided to bring their kidnap plans forward. If they were going to face a jail stretch in England, they wanted to ensure that their families had enough money to keep them going. They hastily drew up a shortlist of possible hostages. Among these was Susan, the first wife of Independent Newspapers proprietor Dr Tony O’Reilly. Also on the list was Guinness heiress Miranda Guinness and Norma Smurfit, the former wife of business tycoon Michael. However, neither Miranda Guinness nor Susan O’Reilly were in the country and Norma Smurfit was too well protected by private bodyguards to get near.


Eventually, they decided on the family of John Guinness, the millionaire chairman of the Guinness Mahon bank. The fifty-one-year-old banker, a former officer in the Royal Navy, was married to Jennifer, who also came from a wealthy family background. The couple had three grown-up children – Gillian, Tanya and Ian. The family lived in a splendid period mansion, Censure House, at Baily, near the fishing village of Howth in north County Dublin. John and his forty-eight-year-old wife were a very close, happy couple who shared the same passion for yachting. They were well-known in the sailing world and regularly participated in high-profile races such as the Round Ireland yacht race. Jennifer, a very strong and resilient woman, also did a lot of charity work in her spare time. Cunningham had read a feature about the family in a glossy magazine and decided that they would have little difficulty in raising the ransom money.


In March 1986 the gang started making preparations for the abduction. Because of the extradition threat the crooks all moved off-side and went into hiding at the beginning of the month. They carefully began watching the house and generally building up a pattern of the family’s movements. Cunningham solicited the help of Brian McNichol, a drinking acquaintance of his. The Derry-born forty-nine-year-old former businessman had lived in Dublin since 1965. McNichol was a shady, small-time con artist who Gardaí would later describe as a mystery man. He had worked in the demolition business in Dublin until 1984. McNichol and Cunningham had had some dodgy dealings. He was not known to the Gardaí and had not been in trouble with the law except for a few drink-related minor offences. McNichol, who had lost an eye in a mugging incident, had been married but was now separated. He spent most of his time with a girlfriend who lived at Waterloo Road in Ballsbridge.


The gang agreed that they would abduct either one of the family’s daughters or Jennifer Guinness herself. John Cunningham was confident that if they convinced the family they were the IRA the police would not be alerted and the money would be paid over within a few days. Their plan was to then skip the country for a far-flung hot spot where there were no extradition arrangements with Ireland or England. Because time was against them they decided to do the job on the afternoon of Tuesday 8 April. They would demand a ransom of £2 million for the safe return of the hostage. Tony Kelly took on the job of finding safe houses where they could hold their hostage.


On Good Friday he rented a fisherman’s bungalow near Drumconrath in County Meath. The house was quiet and private. He paid the rent up front in cash, and told the owners he wanted it for two weeks from 1 April. Along with a woman who was never identified, Kelly also rented a flat above a shop in Arbour Hill in Dublin up to 17 April at £20 per week. On 1 April Kelly also hired a green Opel Kadett hatchback car from Liffey Car Rentals in Dublin’s city centre. At the same time John Cunningham collected the gang’s arsenal of weapons.


Since the West Yorkshire police had begun their investigation into the Speed murder in Leeds, a special surveillance team attached to the Garda Central Detective Unit had been keeping tabs on the Cunninghams and Kelly. Under the command of Detective Inspector Gerry McCarrick, the squad had been set up in 1982 to target major organised crime figures in Dublin and liaise with other police forces in targeting international crime networks involving Irish hoodlums. McCarrick and his tight-knit team had been hugely successful, as a result of using what were considered at the time to be radically new undercover methods.


The squad tailed one of the city’s underworld gun-hire merchants to a meeting with John Cunningham in the car park of the Submarine pub in Crumlin, Dublin, in late March. They had been watching the illegal gun dealer as part of an operation code-named ‘April’. Cunningham had paged the dealer, asking him to meet ‘Jack’. McCarrick was convinced that Cunningham and his team were getting ready for a major crime, possibly a kidnapping or a robbery. Intelligence sources revealed that the gang planned a major crime during the June bank holiday weekend. A number of potential targets were placed under Garda protection.


Cunningham obtained a hand-grenade, a replica Uzi sub-machinegun and three hand-guns for the kidnapping. He also made up two devices which would look like bombs, complete with ‘remote control’ detonators. Bombs with electronic detonation devices tended to scare people out of their wits and focus the mind on paying up, Cunningham believed. On the afternoon of the kidnapping the gang planned to use a battered old car belonging to an associate of McNichol to abduct their victim. Michael Cunningham and Kelly would conceal themselves in the back seat. The car would then be used to bring the hostage to a pre-arranged spot where the green Opel hire car would be waiting for the change-over. Everything was ready. The Cunninghams were about to etch their names in gangland history.


At 3.30pm on Tuesday, 8 April, Jennifer Guinness took the family’s two dogs for a walk, as she often did in the afternoon. As she returned to the house around 4.15pm, a battered old car pulled into the driveway. She could see that the driver was the only occupant, a respectable-looking man, smartly-dressed and wearing a blue felt trilby hat. There were sheets in the back covering what she would describe as something bulky. One of the dogs began barking wildly and she restrained it, apologising to John Cunningham as she did so.


‘You have come to collect the books?’ Jennifer asked Cunningham, who smiled and replied, ‘Yes.’ A half-hour earlier a bookshop owner, Simon Nelson from Schull in County Cork, had arranged to call and collect some sailing directories and she assumed that he was the man in the car. Jennifer Guinness was the secretary of Irish Cruising Club Publications Ltd., and the club’s headquarters was at the house. Sailing enthusiasts regularly called to collect books from her at Censure House. The gang could not have timed their arrival any better.


Jennifer turned and walked up to the front door. Cunningham followed. She pushed open the door, walked over to a hall table and picked up the stack of books she was holding for the bookshop owner. When she turned to hand them over Cunningham was standing behind her with a .45 pistol in his hand. ‘Don’t be so stupid … you’ve got to be joking,’she exclaimed in surprise at the sight of the weapon. ‘Oh, no, it’s not a joke. Keep your hands on the table,’ Cunningham replied in a sinister tone.


By now Kelly and Michael Cunningham, who were both wearing balaclavas, had jumped out of the car and were running into the front hallway. They rushed past the ‘Colonel’, who also pulled a mask over his face, and into the kitchen. The housekeeper, Patricia Coogan, and Jennifer’s daughter Gillian were sitting at the table. The criminals pointed their guns at the heads of the two women and ordered them not to move. One of the kidnappers grabbed the housekeeper and brought her to fetch her fifteen-year-old daughter, who was watching TV in a flat adjoining the main house. When they returned they marched the four women into a television room adjoining the hallway.


The three kidnappers demanded to know the location of any panic buttons. There were none. They also asked what time John Guinness was expected home and who else was expected to call. The phone lines in the house were ripped out. The men gave their terrified captives the impression that they were paramilitaries by referring to the ‘organisation’. They said they were following orders because the organisation needed money and that if everyone behaved themselves no-one would be shot. Michael Cunningham and Kelly made a point of calling John ‘Colonel’. In turn Michael was called ‘Sergeant’.


John Cunningham announced that they intended taking Gillian Guinness as a hostage and that they wanted a ransom of £2 million paid for her safe return. Then he ordered Jennifer out to the hallway where he quizzed her about where her jewellery was kept. He also demanded to know which paintings in the house were valuable. He was abusive and pointed the gun at her head. She took him around the house, explaining the value of each painting. Jennifer showed him the family’s most valuable piece, an Osborne painting of her grandmother-in-law. She explained to the ‘Colonel’ that it was too well-known in the art world, as it had been on exhibition in Dublin, and was therefore worthless to a thief.


As they walked through the house, Cunningham demanded to see the safe. When she opened it and showed him her collection of Victorian jewellery Cunningham demanded to know where the ‘real safe and real jewellery’ were. Jennifer Guinness tried to explain that the gang had targeted the wrong family. ‘Do we look like people who have an enormous amount of money?’ she asked him. Cunningham and his brother took whatever jewellery was there. It was worth just over £50,000. They ransacked every room in the house looking for valuables.


At one stage, the ‘Sergeant’ found Jennifer’s Irish passport and declared, ‘We don’t shoot Irish people,’to substantiate their claims of being paramilitaries on a ‘fund-raising mission’. Jennifer, a strong-willed, courageous woman, was determined to do everything in her power to prevent the gang taking her daughter. She was terrified of what the masked thugs could do to a defenceless young girl. From the beginning of her nightmare ordeal she steadfastly refused to show fear in front of her captors. She pleaded with John Cunningham to take her instead of Gillian. ‘No, you would be better because you would make sure that everybody would stay quiet. I want you to stay and put pressure on John to pay the money quickly,’ Cunningham replied.


About twenty minutes had now passed since the kidnap gang entered the Guinness home. Around 4.30pm Simon Nelson arrived in a white van. The book dealer knocked on the door. Jennifer Guinness answered and invited him in. A masked gunman emerged from behind the door and held a gun to his head. Jennifer explained to Cunningham that this was the man she had been expecting to call for the books. A short while later, the family butcher called to deliver meat, as he did twice a week. The gang waited with their guns cocked as he walked around to the kitchen door, placed the meat in the fridge and left again, totally unaware of the unfolding drama in the house.


Nelson was taken out of the room by the ‘Colonel’ and questioned about his family and where he came from. Cunningham held a grenade in front of the petrified man and told him that he had been unfortunately caught up in something which was not his business. If he talked about what happened to anyone then they, the organisation, would find him no matter where he tried to hide.


Then a woman delivering census forms called to the door. One of the gang members held Jennifer’s arm behind her back and a gun to her head. She opened the door slightly and accepted the form. The census enumerator was nervous about dogs and got the impression that Jennifer was holding one of them behind the door. She promptly left, suspecting nothing.


At 5.30pm John Guinness’s silver-grey Mercedes car drove up the driveway to Censure House. He first tried to use the front door, which he found locked. He walked around to the back of the house and entered through the kitchen door. As he walked from the kitchen into the hall, he was stunned to see his wife standing near the TV room door with a masked man who was pointing a gun in his direction. ‘What’s all this about?’ he gasped in amazement. Jennifer told him that it was all ‘for real’ and that the gang had the rest of the household at gunpoint in the TV room.


John Cunningham, who was also holding the replica Uzi, ordered John Guinness to sit down on the sofa in the hall and face the opposite wall. Jennifer was put back with the rest of the hostages. Cunningham and his brother frisked the banker. They told Guinness that they were kidnapping both Jennifer and Gillian and that they wanted a £2 million ransom. When he was asked if he could raise that sort of cash John Guinness said he did not think so. He was ordered into the dining room, where he was made to sit down.


Michael Cunningham brought in two hold-all bags. He unloaded them, taking out the two fake bombs and transmitters that they had prepared beforehand. He also placed the live hand-grenade on the table. John Guinness was under the impression that the gunmen were going to blow him and his family up. He spotted the Uzi on a sideboard near where he was sitting. While John Cunningham was fiddling with the ‘bombs’, Guinness jumped up and grabbed the weapon. Cunningham immediately pointed his pistol into the banker’s face and ordered him to put down the weapon, which he did. The ‘Colonel’ held the gun to Guinness’s temple and told him that that had been a stupid thing to do and accused him of being unco-operative. He would later tell detectives that he left the gun beside the banker to ‘test him’.


Cunningham punched his victim hard into the ribs with his left fist. Then he punched him in the left eye and pressed the gun against his forehead. Cunningham cocked the revolver and held it to his victim’s ear as he was hunched over in pain from the blows. John Guinness thought that he was about to be either executed or knee-capped. Cunningham squeezed the trigger but the weapon failed to fire. John Guinness heard the click and the barrel revolving. He froze in terror. Cunningham cocked the gun again and fired a shot past the banker’s head. He beat Guinness around the head and face with the gun.


Cunningham then told his victim that he would not allow him to see the ‘bombs’ being assembled. He said the two devices were to be strapped to Jennifer and Gillian and could be detonated by remote control from a quarter-mile away. He repeated his demand for £2 million, which he said he wanted in sterling and US dollars. He warned several times of the dire consequences which would result from calling in the Gardaí. Cunningham asked John Guinness how long he thought it would take for him to gather up the ransom money. He said about a week. Cunningham said that was OK and that he would ring him in a week at his home, but then changed his mind and said he would call on the following Friday, 11 April, using the code-word ‘Jackal’.


Across the hall in the TV room everyone had heard the shot and the commotion. Jennifer Guinness was terrified that her husband had been hurt or even murdered. She heard the gang members shouting and hurling abuse. A few minutes later, to her relief, John was led back into the room by the Cunninghams. He was bleeding heavily from cuts to his nose and a gash under his eye. One of the gunmen walked in with a bundle of ties which they used to tie up everyone except Jennifer and her daughter.


John Cunningham ordered Jennifer and Gillian to get ready to be taken away. Gillian was suddenly overcome by the brutal ordeal of the past ninety minutes which had turned her family’s life into a nightmare. She broke down and sobbed uncontrollably. For her mother, whose courage and strength would astonish even her captors, it was a blessing in disguise. She could now convince her abductors that it would be more logical just to take her and not Gillian. Two hostages would be much more trouble to a kidnap gang, she reasoned with the gang leader, especially if one of them was so scared and distressed.


John and Michael Cunningham discussed it momentarily and agreed with Jennifer. They sent Gillian back into the room and tied her up with the others. Michael Cunningham went upstairs with Jennifer, who picked out some heavy clothes and washing materials. John Guinness asked one of the gunmen if he could see his wife before she was taken away. Jennifer was brought back into the room. She was wearing heavy clothes for the outdoors. She gave her husband a hug and reassured him that she would be fine. Her husband said that he would do everything he could to see that she was rescued.


At this stage, John Cunningham’s demeanour changed from being aggressive to appearing considerate. He asked if anyone wanted a drink before the gang left and if they were comfortable enough. He also assured John Guinness that his wife would be looked after and that they would arrange for her to phone him when they reached their destination. This appeared odd as the gang had ripped out the phone lines. Jennifer Guinness looked around the room, gave them a reassuring smile and said goodbye to her family. Then she bravely walked out of her home with three armed and masked men on a dreadful journey into the unknown.


Outside she was bundled into the back seat of the car and covered over with a rug and a sheet. She had a loose pillow-case on her head but could still see out. Michael and John Cunningham sat in the front and Kelly sat on her legs in the back. The gang drove down to Sutton Cross and out across north County Dublin, towards the bungalow Kelly had rented at Drumconrath. They were driving for over an hour-and-a-half. On the way one of the men got out of the car, leaving two gang members with the hostage. They stopped a second time on a rough lane with trees and hedges on either side. Here they changed transport and got into the hired Opel Kadett. Jennifer was placed in the compartment behind the back seat of the hatchback car. She was given a pillow and covered with a rug. A third person again joined them and they drove for another hour. The kidnappers stopped a number of times to make phone calls along the way.


Back at Censure House, Gillian Guinness freed herself within ten minutes. She then released the rest of the captives. Everyone in the house was extremely distressed. When they discovered the phone lines were ripped out, John and Gillian Guinness drove off to the home of a neighbour, Liam McGonigle. When they arrived at the house, they were agitated and upset. John Guinness very quickly explained what had happened and wondered what they were to do. John and Gillian returned to their home ten minutes later. McGonigle, a solicitor by profession, decided to call the Gardaí.


When the neighbour called, Detective Garda John O’Mahony answered the telephone in the offices of the Central Detective Unit in Harcourt Square. Forty minutes later detectives met with John Guinness and a huge police hunt got underway. From an incident centre set up at Raheny Garda station in north Dublin, scores of detectives from throughout the city were alerted, along with specialist squads from the Serious Crime Squad and the Special Detective Unit. A pre-arranged plan called the ‘National Cordon’, to set up security checks throughout the country, was put into operation. It had been devised after previous kidnappings. The media agreed to a total news blackout for the next forty-eight hours to convince the gang that the Guinness family were complying with their wishes. Senior officers also needed time to consult with various detective units and intelligence sources to compile a list of possible suspects.


As the Gardaí were beginning their investigation, the kidnappers arrived at the bungalow with Jennifer, who was still hooded. The gang members removed the pictures on the walls in each room and anything else which might have given her a clue as to the location of the house. The gang were wary of their hostage because she had been so calm and in control since her ordeal began. She was also very agile and they were scared that she might try to escape. That night she was handcuffed to Tony Kelly, who lay on a single bed beside her and snored. At one stage Michael Cunningham came into the room and pushed a second single bed over to the one Jennifer was lying on. She now had a bed to herself although she remained handcuffed to Kelly. She was unable to sleep.


The following morning, Wednesday 9 April, Raheny Garda station was the venue for the first major conference of the investigation. The station was filled to capacity with detectives gathered for the mammoth enquiry. Officers from all the force’s main units and district detective squads were present. Squads involved in armed response, surveillance, organised crime and anti-terrorist operations had been called in overnight. Many of them had experience in kidnap operations in the previous few years, including the rescue of Don Tidey and the attempted abduction of Galen Weston.


The officers in overall charge of the operation were local superintendent Tom McDermot and Detective Superintendent Hubert Reynolds of the Investigation Section in Garda HQ. Chief Superintendent Edward O’Dea of the Special Detective Unit at Harcourt Square and Detective Superintendent Michael Maguire of the CDU, both of whose units were deeply involved in the case, also liaised with the Guinness family and would meet them at their home every day. The three objectives of the investigation were outlined to the assembled team. They were the safe return of the hostage, the identification and capture of the gang members and the prevention of a ransom payment. Officers from various districts were asked to nominate suspects and a plan of action was drawn up to place them under immediate surveillance.


A kidnap investigation is one of the most difficult any police force has to deal with. Investigators must move quickly but carefully, because the life of a hostage is in the balance. In the case of a major robbery or murder detectives can take more time to accumulate evidence and clues. It is also accepted that kidnappers are extremely dangerous, volatile individuals. They know the consequences of such a serious crime and are prepared to take drastic action to prevent capture. Ransom demand deadlines are invariably short. The abductors just want to take the money – a lot of money – and run, which places an extraordinary strain on the police charged with their capture and the safe return of the hostage.


In the initial stages the investigation chiefs discounted the involvement of a terrorist organisation, because the intelligence services had no indication that the Provos or INLA were planning such a crime. Also, the initial abduction was not characterised by the kind of professionalism associated with subversive crime, although they could not rule out the involvement of individual members of these groups.


The main suspect was a criminal figure from Santry, also in north Dublin, who had links with a gang of north-side hoodlums involved in major armed robberies over the past year. An informant with paramilitary links was already feeding information to the investigation squad about this team. The other obvious choice was Martin Cahill, The General, who by now was the country’s most wanted criminal. He had the capacity, the personnel and the resources to pull such a crime. But not everyone was convinced of his involvement.


One of the officers at the conference was Detective Inspector Gerry McCarrick. He immediately nominated The General’s close associates, the Cunningham brothers and their sidekick Tony Kelly, as the prime suspects. He told the conference of his belief that they had been planning a kidnapping and may have recently hired weapons. Other officers, however, felt that they should first eliminate the local north-side suspects. Throughout the country, hundreds of searches were carried out in vacant farm buildings and rented accommodation. Across the border in Northern Ireland the RUC were also on alert.


While the massive security operation to find her was getting underway, Jennifer Guinness was offered breakfast, papers and magazines by her captors. She had been refusing to co-operate with them and wanted concessions in return for her silence. They asked what she wanted. She said a radio and some books. A short time later one of the gang handed her a radio and a bunch of cheap paperbacks. Michael Cunningham was doing the cooking and tried to make her eat. He cooked steak for her supper that evening and eventually she managed to eat something.


That night the gang chained Jennifer to the bed. The chain was two feet long and held by a padlock, which she would later recall was a lot better than being handcuffed to a snoring ruffian. She slept through the night. The following day, Thursday 10 April, Michael Cunningham gave her breakfast, including grapefruit and apples, which she managed to eat. At one stage his hostage even praised his cooking.


But her fear and apprehension were never far away. Up to now there had been no mention of her abduction on the news. Her abductors seemed relaxed and were friendlier towards her. She was able to have a bath and relax somewhat. But she feared that her husband was going to pay the ransom. She would later recall how appalled she would have been had the thugs been paid. ‘It wasn’t the amount of money but the thuggery – that this could happen in Ireland. It would have encouraged other such crimes,’ she later said.


Jennifer Guinness did not have long to wait to find out what was going on in the world outside her prison. At 10.45am that morning the Gay Byrne radio show was interrupted by a news flash about the kidnapping. That morning the Gardaí had agreed to lift the news blackout, much to the annoyance of Jennifer’s family. Details were given of the number of gang members involved and that a nationwide manhunt was in operation throughout the country, north and south of the border. The Gardaí appealed for information to help in tracking down the kidnappers. After that the abduction became the main topic of every news programme.


The Irish public was stunned and shocked at yet another kidnapping. But what made it all the more shocking was the fact that the victim was a defenceless, middle-aged woman. The investigation team felt that the publicity would help them force the kidnappers out into the open. Jennifer was startled by the broadcasts. She knew that her abductors had not yet heard the news. At this stage, there was only one gang member, Michael Cunningham, with her and he was in the kitchen. Kelly had gone to the shops for more groceries. John Cunningham was away making arrangements with Brian McNichol. She knew all hell was about to break loose.


When they heard the news, the Cunninghams were furious that the Gardaí had been alerted. They began to panic. One of them horrified Jennifer when they said they would have to move and she would have to be buried. Then she was reassured that they were only going to hide her in the woods. She was ordered to put on all the clothes she had brought with her, including a number of jumpers and two pairs of jeans. The kidnappers were jumpy and aggressive. She was frightened that they were going to harm her. They drove in the Opel Kadett through back-roads and up a bumpy track into a forestry area.


It was around 2pm when they left the car and marched Jennifer Guinness into a thick pine wood. They tied the chain around a tree and handcuffed her to it. She was also hooded. Michael Cunningham remained with her while John Cunningham and Kelly went off to make arrangements for their next safe house. Cunningham now began to play mind games with his hostage. He fancied himself as an actor and began putting on a Northern accent to give the impression that there was a fourth member of the gang present. The accent was also intended to convince her that they were part of an IRA team. Jennifer and her captor stayed shivering in the forest until around 11pm when the car returned with one of the gang members. She had been told that they might have to spend the night out in the open and that they might have to take her across the border into Northern Ireland. She was now totally disorientated, frightened and extremely tired.


The car drove for over an hour, arriving in Dublin around 1am, although Jennifer didn’t know where she was. She was bundled into the dreary ground-floor bedsit Kelly had rented earlier at Arbour Hill. The gang told Jennifer that she was in the North and that they were across the road from an RUC station. The accommodation consisted of one room, with a sink, a gas heater, one bed, a cupboard and a small TV. The decor was just as bleak, with damp, peeling wallpaper and a boarded-up window. The toilet was a single bucket in the corner of the room which everyone had to use. It was an appalling experience.


Jennifer insisted that they leave the heater switched off because she thought it better to be cold rather than sick from gas fumes in such a stuffy atmosphere. She was kept in this room from the early hours of Friday 11 April until late on Saturday night. At all times there was one masked member of the gang in the room. Again she had to sleep handcuffed to Kelly, the snorer.


Meanwhile, at the investigation headquarters in Raheny, officers were becoming concerned at the lack of contact with the kidnappers. Around 10.28am on Friday morning they received an anonymous call purporting to come from the ‘Colonel’, demanding the payment of the £2 million ransom by the following Tuesday, 15 April. But Gardaí had no way of knowing whether the call was genuine.


John Guinness and his three children were still anxiously awaiting news. They were all deeply distressed as each day went by without any news or contact from the kidnappers. John engaged the services of the London-based security firm Control Risks, which specialises in kidnap negotiations. The Guinness family decided they were able to pay a ransom in the region of £300,000 for the safe return of their loved one although the Government and the Gardaí insisted that they were totally against such action. The Gardaí leading the hunt made it clear that they disapproved of the presence of representatives of Control Risks, who stayed at Censure House. There was also some friction and internal jealousies between some of the police units called in on the case. Four days into the drama there was still no sign of a significant breakthrough. The tension was mounting. Time was running out.


Detective Inspector McCarrick and his team took on the task of tracking down the Cunninghams. They had not been seen for several days and McCarrick was still convinced they were the prime suspects. Most villains are creatures of habit and John Cunningham was no exception. Every Saturday he went to lay bets in a bookmaker’s shop on Middle Abbey Street in central Dublin. On Saturday 12 April, the fifth day of the kidnap drama, Cunningham turned up at the bookie’s.


Detective Garda James Mitchell, a member of McCarrick’s surveillance team, spotted his target. As he left the shop, the undercover cop followed the ‘Colonel’. He walked around the corner to a carpark off Liffey Street and got into the passenger’s side of the green Opel Kadett hire car, which immediately took off. The detective could not see who was behind the wheel. Mitchell took down the number and traced it to Liffey Car Rentals. Because it was late on Saturday, a check could not be done on who had rented the vehicle until after the weekend. The information was passed back to the investigation headquarters in Raheny, along with scores of other leads, all of which would have to be checked out individually. No-one yet realised just how significant this latest piece of information would be in the coming days.


Before he took time out for his habitual flutter, Cunningham was busy keeping his plan together. He and the rest of the gang were becoming frustrated that the pay-off hadn’t yet been arranged. The gang needed another safe house. John Cunningham met Brian McNichol to discuss where they would move next. The Derry man had a place in mind. That evening Cunningham and McNichol went looking for Fergus Kerrigan, an acquaintance of McNichol, who lived in a south Dublin suburb. The house, McNichol explained, was the perfect place to keep their hostage. It was a spacious house at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac.


Kerrigan was a father of four grown children, who had once been a successful businessman. But a serious drink problem and financial hard times had resulted in the collapse of the business and now he was selling double-glazed windows. His wife had left him and his grown-up daughter, Daryl, lived with him occasionally. On the previous Thursday, 10 April, she had left Dublin and travelled to the west of Ireland with her boyfriend for a long weekend. McNichol had been in the house when she left. He had given her a lift to a car rental office and knew that Kerrigan would be on his own for the weekend.


John Cunningham had met Kerrigan in various pubs around the city in the company of McNichol. McNichol introduced Cunningham as John Doherty. Kerrigan was the perfect patsy, down on his luck and wide open to exploitation by ruthless men like McNichol and Cunningham. After visiting several pubs, the kidnappers finally met up with Kerrigan in the Tuning Fork pub in Rathfarnham. McNichol told Kerrigan that they wanted to use his house until Sunday night and they would pay him £10,000 for his trouble. McNichol gave him £50 to pay for a hotel room for the night and arranged to meet him the following morning in a pub on Baggot Street. Kerrigan felt that ‘something funny was going on’ but asked no questions. He was frightened for his safety and needed the money, so he handed over his keys.


McNichol and Cunningham then drove back to Arbour Hill and bundled Jennifer Guinness into the car. McNichol drove the car to Kerrigan’s house. Jennifer would later recall how a ‘horrid little man’ came on the scene on the Saturday of her ordeal. McNichol was abusive towards her. He wanted to tie her up in the garage of the house and leave her there but the other gang members allowed her to use a bedroom upstairs.


The following morning the gang members began pressurising Jennifer for the names of people they could contact to arrange the payment of the ransom. They were now desperate for some kind of pay-off. She was reluctant to give them any names, hoping that in the absence of contact the gang would give up and release her. Eventually, however, she suggested the number of a family friend. A member of the gang called, but there was no reply. Later that evening, Jennifer asked Tony Kelly to call another friend in order to get a message through to her husband that she was all right. Kelly relayed the message as requested. It was the first time that the Guinness family had got a firm indication that Jennifer was still safe.


The same afternoon it was decided that they needed another location to hold their hostage. This time McNichol, who was in regular touch by telephone with Cunningham, suggested the house of his girlfriend, Clora Lenehan, at Waterloo Road in the Ballsbridge area of south Dublin. The house was a two-storey over basement terraced Georgian building. Clora had been going out with McNichol for over eighteen months and had given him the keys to her home. The forty-three-year-old company secretary who was separated from her husband knew very little of McNichol’s past except that he was in the demolition business and was married. He was secretive about certain aspects of his life and had led Clora to believe that he was a businessman.


McNichol came up with a plan to lure Clora away from the house. That same afternoon he brought her to meet Kerrigan for a drink in a pub on Baggot Street, near her home. While there he suggested that she go away with him the following morning, Monday 14 April, for a few days in the country. When she agreed he was delighted. He said he was going to spoil her. McNichol and Kerrigan went off drinking on their own for the rest of the evening. At one stage Kerrigan, who was getting drunk, demanded to know when he could go back to his house. McNichol told him that he could have his house back the following day, Monday. When Kerrigan asked who was staying in the house, McNichol told him: ‘Mrs Guinness is in your house.’ Kerrigan became anxious and demanded that she be taken out of the house. McNichol told him that the woman would not be harmed and if he told anyone about it he would be dealt with. Kerrigan was now in fear for his life.


By Monday morning, John Cunningham was desperate to make contact with the family to secure the ransom money. He had been reading the newspaper reports about the involvement of Control Risks and decided to make contact with them. He was aware also from the reports that the Government and Gardaí did not want the company involved. But he realised he could not call the Guinness home as the line would be tapped. They would have to go about it another way.


At 9am Jennifer was taken downstairs to the telephone. She was hooded and a gun was held to her head. Cunningham dialled the London number of Control Risks and handed her the phone. To her utter amazement the kidnap victim was put on hold by the company which was working to secure her release. A receptionist told her: ‘Hold on, I’ll come back to you.’ Four times the gang hung up, redialled the number and put the receiver to Jennifer’s ear. Each time she got the same response and the kidnappers grew more frustrated. Eventually she got through to someone. ‘This has to do with the Guinness kidnapping. Please will you give me a number to contact in Dublin?’ Her voice trembled as the extraordinary pressure began to show. Incredibly, the man on the other side replied: ‘I am awfully sorry. I cannot help you.’ The line went dead.


The strain was now beginning to take its toll on Jennifer. She began to shake and grew weak. The gang gave her water. When she got herself together again she gave Cunningham the name and telephone number of her brother in London, George Hollwey. When Jennifer called the number her brother was not there, nor was he at home. An hour later she was brought to the phone to try again and got through. She handed the phone to Tony Kelly who spoke to Hollwey. Jennifer felt a sense of relief.


Negotiations began and the family told the gang they were prepared to pay a ransom. The money was to be sent from London in a briefcase and picked up by a friend of the family at Dublin airport. The ransom, which was believed to be in the region of £300,000, would be left at a pre-arranged location on Tuesday evening, 15 April, or in the early hours of the following morning. Jennifer would be released near a Garda station. The Cunninghams had decided to drop her in Herbert Park in Ballsbridge.


The police were fully aware of the plan and advised against it. But in the absence of any strong leads in the case John Guinness and his family were not prepared to prolong Jennifer’s trauma any longer. A special team of heavily-armed surveillance officers was put on standby to monitor any ransom hand-over. The cops were not going to let the gang get away with it. In the meantime, however, the drama was about to take a new twist.


Fergus Kerrigan spent most of Monday drinking with Brian McNichol. That evening they drove to Waterloo Road to pick up Clora Lenehan. She was packed and looking forward to her surprise trip to the country with McNichol. Later they went to a pub in Rathmines where they met John Cunningham, who had arranged to meet McNichol there. The two men left the bar together for a while and returned for another drink. Cunningham then left on his own. McNichol and his girlfriend drove Kerrigan back to his home.


Daryl Kerrigan and her boyfriend had returned from their short holiday around 4.30pm. The green hire car was parked outside, and she noticed that all the blinds were down in the windows. When she walked into the front hall she was startled by the sight of three men who emerged simultaneously from three rooms on the ground floor. One of them went upstairs. The Cunninghams and Kelly had been in the process of getting ready to move to Waterloo Road.


Daryl asked the men what they were doing in her home. They said they were friends of her father and that he had allowed them to use the house as a favour because he was in financial debt. As she tried to walk up the stairs, she was told: ‘No. Don’t go up the stairs, come into the living room and we’ll explain what’s going on.’ Neither she nor her boyfriend was allowed to go upstairs by the gangsters.


Later, Daryl again asked if she could go upstairs to her room. One of the men insisted on accompanying her. At the top of the stairs the man behind her ushered her past her father’s bedroom. This was the room where Jennifer Guinness was being held. In her own bedroom she saw a masked man standing with his back to her. She became frightened and ran downstairs crying. John Cunningham told her not to worry. ‘It has nothing to do with you. You just walked in on it.’ Michael Cunningham made tea and asked the couple about their trip. After a while, John Cunningham left the house to meet with Kerrigan and McNichol in Rathmines. He came back an hour later.


Shortly after Cunningham’s return, Kerrigan arrived into the house. He was drunk and in high spirits although he broke down at the thought of what he had got himself involved in. He sat down beside his daughter and her boyfriend. Upstairs, Kelly moved Jennifer Guinness to another room and chained her to a radiator. She still had a mask on.


At that moment, there was a knock on the front door. Fergus Kerrigan answered it. Detective Garda Aubrey Steedman from Rathfarnham station was standing outside. The station had received a report that a number of strange men had been observed going in and out of the house and he asked Kerrigan if everything was all right. Kerrigan, slurring his words and unsteady on his feet, said everything was fine. He invited the cop in to see for himself.


In the room, Michael Cunningham, showing no sign of worry, sat down in an armchair and poured himself a drink. Kerrigan introduced him to the detective as a friend of the family and then fell over the coffee table. At this stage in the kidnap investigation, police stations around the city had not been issued with a list of suspects to watch out for. Michael Cunningham smiled at the detective, who felt there was something familiar about his face. Kerrigan showed no sign that there was anything wrong and the detective left again.


Just as the police car pulled out of the estate, John Cunningham appeared. The two Cunningham brothers pushed Kerrigan, his daughter and her boyfriend up the stairs and into one of the bedrooms. They were told not to move for ten minutes. One of the brothers said to Kerrigan: ‘The first half of the deal is done.’ Jennifer Guinness was taken out of her room and carried downstairs and into the garage. She was put into a large cardboard box which was placed in the back of the car. The gang drove to Waterloo Road and carried the box into the house. Jennifer was taken out and chained to a fireplace in an upstairs bedroom.


After the gang had left the Kerrigans’ house, Daryl found a woman’s clothes strewn around her father’s room. Later that night Fergus Kerrigan went back to the pub. While there he met two off-duty  Gardaí and told them he was in danger, but he would not elaborate. They arranged to go to see him the following day. The next morning, Tuesday 15 April, Daryl Kerrigan rang the incident room at Raheny Garda station. From the events of the previous night and the few pieces of information she had got from her father, she had come to the conclusion that the house had been used in the kidnapping. It was the breakthrough which had been so desperately awaited.


That evening, Fergus Kerrigan also made a statement to investigating detectives, which convinced them that Jennifer Guinness had been held in Rathfarnham. Based on what he disclosed about McNichol it was also likely that she had been moved to Waterloo Road. The car being used by the gang, as described by Kerrigan and his daughter, matched the description of the vehicle spotted by Detective Inspector McCarrick’s surveillance team the previous Saturday, carrying John Cunningham. At the same time, a check with the rental company showed that the car had been hired by Tony Kelly, the Cunningham brothers’ partner in crime. It was booked to be returned that same day and the car rental company was placed under surveillance. During the day, Kelly called to say that he wanted to hold onto the car for another two days. The investigation team now knew the identity of the kidnap gang.


Detective Inspector McCarrick and his team were dispatched to watch the house at Waterloo Road. At 9.30pm the team spotted the green Opel Kadett car parked along Waterloo Road. The information was relayed back to the investigation centre in Raheny. A top-level conference was called. It was presided over by Deputy Commissioner Eamon Doherty, and all the senior officers attached to the local district, the Technical Bureau, the SDU and the CDU were present. It was decided to surround the house at Waterloo Road immediately.


Meanwhile at Waterloo Road, Jennifer Guinness was settling down for what she believed would be her last night in captivity. Just then the Cunninghams came bolting through the door and ordered her to dress quickly. They had received a call from an unknown individual who warned them that the Gardaí knew their location and were about to surround the place. They taped up Jennifer’s eyes and put dark glasses on her. She was taken downstairs and put sitting on a chair in the hall while they started to clean up the house.


Outside, the surveillance team saw Kelly walk out of the house and get into the hire car. He reversed the car up to the front door and got out, leaving the car doors slightly open. He tapped on the front door and went back inside. McCarrick and his team got ready to rush the house but they were ordered back. A large team of detectives armed with revolvers and machineguns began moving into positions around the house. At 1.23am Detective Inspector Bill Somers, Detective Sergeant Dermot Jennings and three other members of the Special Detective Unit knocked on the front door of the house.


The Cunninghams and Kelly spotted the police at the front and bolted out the back. Kelly jumped through a back window with Michael Cunningham behind him. Detective Garda Tony O’Donnell, who had taken up a position along the rear wall, spotted them and shouted: ‘Stop. Gardaí. Stop.’ Michael Cunningham fired a shot. The detective heard the bullet whizzing past his head. He returned fire with one shot. At the same time, Detectives Tom Kelly and Aidan Boyle fired bursts at the kidnappers from their Uzi sub-machineguns. On hearing the shots, the Cunninghams retreated back into the house.


Jennifer Guinness was now in danger of being caught in the crossfire. The police were at the front, the gang were at the back. She lay down on the floor. Michael and John Cunningham came racing up from the basement, grabbed her and ran upstairs. Jennifer got down under a bed for cover. The Cunninghams were panicking and she feared that they were about to throw the grenade. John Cunningham shouted down at the detectives. ‘We have that woman up here and we will blow her fucking head off if you don’t get out of the house.’ Detective Inspector Somers, a trained hostage negotiator who had also been involved in the Tidey kidnapping three years earlier, shouted back that he would guarantee their safety if they released the woman unharmed and came out with their hands up. John Cunningham was holding a gun and standing at the window which he smashed so that he could communicate with the cops below.


When Somers again asked them to give themselves up, Cunningham replied: ‘No way are we going down for thirty years. You will shoot us if we come down like you did our friend.’ Somers told them that Kelly was alive and well. Cunningham said he didn’t believe the policeman. Somers said he would get Kelly so they could see for themselves. The police negotiator then asked how Mrs Guinness was. She appeared at the window and told Somers she was in good form and had been well treated. She disappeared from the window again.


At the back of the house, Tony Kelly had given himself up and was taken into the basement flat. He was shaking and very nervous. Detective Garda Kelly asked him why had he taken part in the kidnapping. ‘I needed the money. John organised it and Michael. I didn’t fire any gun. We were going to release her tomorrow. We were going to take her to Herbert Park, leave her at the bottom of the road and give her £5 for a taxi home.’


Detective Inspector Somers and Detective Sergeant Jennings quizzed him about what firepower the Cunninghams had in the house. Kelly lied. ‘Don’t go up there. They will blow you away. There is enough explosives to blow you to Kingdom Come. They have black plastic explosive, the bomb is already made up and probably strapped to her and they have a remote control switch. John has the switch and he is mad enough to use it.’ Kelly was asked what had he hoped to get out of the kidnapping. ‘I won’t get anything now, will I?’


At 3.05am Somers took Kelly out to the front of the house so that he could talk with his pals. It was raining heavily outside. Michael and John Cunningham were now at the window. They laughed nervously at Kelly. John Cunningham spoke first. ‘Tony, did they bash you?’ Kelly replied: ‘No, no, I’m all right. They didn’t go near me,’ and then added cryptically, ‘I just want to say one thing to you, remember the Pud.’


Kelly was brought back into the house next door and put on the phone to John Cunningham. ‘I’m fucked. Straightforward cop, no other way … listen to sense, no heroes, no heroes, reality, reality, I got a bit of a roll around but it’s the wrong time for heroes. There’s no other way out,’ Kelly told his friend. ‘I feel that Somers and Jennings have the woman’s interests at heart more than anything else. If she comes out it will go a long way. I wouldn’t like sending flowers to you, we are all grown men. I will give you half-an-hour to think about it.’ The phone went dead.


Inside the house, Jennifer sat on the floor. John Cunningham paced up and down the room, chain-smoking. He still held a gun and the grenade in his hand. He seemed unbalanced and said he couldn’t take what was waiting for him outside. Michael Cunningham was more relaxed and calm. They allowed Jennifer to call her husband and John Cunningham rang his wife Mary. Then Cunningham went off the rails again. ‘I’m not going out there. I couldn’t do it.’ He seemed prepared to go out fighting or even to take his own life. Michael then said that if his brother wasn’t surrendering then neither was he. They talked about killing themselves. Jennifer was now very scared. She knew that there could easily be a bloodbath on Waterloo Road if the Cunninghams decided go out in a blaze of glory, in a showdown with the scores of armed police outside.


The Cunninghams made several emotional calls to their wives and families. Bill Somers continued to talk up to the brothers. It was now approaching 5.50am. Jennifer Guinness and Michael Cunningham sat on the floor. There were long silences as John continued to pace the floor. Then both Michael and his hostage tried to persuade John to surrender. She decided to let them talk it out between them. Their family were on the phone pleading with them to give it up. Jennifer walked to the the window and told Somers that things were looking good. Dawn was breaking.


John Cunningham shouted out to the police negotiator that he would come out after he phoned his wife. Mary Cunningham was due to give birth at any time to the kidnapper’s first child. In an emotional conversation she told him to think of his unborn child and to give himself up. Michael Cunningham rang his solicitor. Somers instructed the Cunninghams to put all their weaponry on the floor in the middle of the room and to come out unarmed. Inside, Jennifer helped her captors to put the stuff together. The Cunninghams unloaded their pistols. They both shook hands with their hostage and each other. Michael handed her back the jewellery they had taken during the first horrific hour of her ordeal a week earlier. Then he smiled to Jennifer, opened the door for her and said, ‘Ladies first’.


At 6.24am on the morning of Wednesday, 16 April, the Guinness kidnap drama ended, and so too did the Cunningham brothers’ aspirations to the big time. John Cunningham opened the front door and stepped back with his hands in the air. Bill Somers walked into the house and took the hostage by the arm. He led her down the steps where his boss, Chief Superintendent Ned O’Dea of the Special Detective Unit, was waiting. O’Dea brought her beyond the cordon of detectives still training their weapons on the house and reunited her with her husband. They hugged each other and thanked the Gardaí for their work.


At 6.25am Detective Sergeants Jennings and Rice moved into the hallway and arrested Michael and John Cunningham under Section 30 of the Offences Against the State Act. They were brought to a convoy of waiting police cars and whisked across the city to Santry Garda station. As he sat in the back of a squad car sandwiched between two officers, John Cunningham was asked if he really thought he could have succeeded in his crime. ‘We wouldn’t have done it if we didn’t think that we were going to get the money. Two million was only a starting figure. We thought it would only last about two days. Five more minutes and we were gone. It was going to be the big one but it all went wrong.’


Later, Cunningham broke down and cried when his wife visited him in custody. ‘My life is shattered. I will say my piece to the judge when the day comes. I will plead to it. I am caught bang to rights. It could be worse. There was no-one hurt. I suppose it was worth the chance.’ When he was asked how Mrs Guinness behaved during her ordeal he said: ‘She is a tough lady. I told her not to worry, that it was a new experience for her and that she could write a book about it. That’s life. Whatever will be will be.’


While Michael Cunningham was being driven to the police station, he described to detectives what it had been like inside the siege house. ‘It was pretty tense in there. John is a bit hot-headed. He was on for ending it all there. She’d be gone and we’d be gone too. John wouldn’t give a fuck, he’d throw a grenade down on top of you. Today was to be pay-day. Fuck ye anyway.’


Later his wife, Patricia, came to see him. She asked him why he had kidnapped Jennifer Guinness. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘It doesn’t matter much now. We were only a few hours from collecting the money.’ Then he revealed that he had thought of taking his own life at the end of the siege. ‘What would that have solved?’ Patricia asked him. ‘It just seemed like an easy way out,’ he replied. Then he described the drama when the cops moved in. ‘They shot at us and we shot at them. It was like the Wild West.’


Brian McNichol returned to Dublin on Wednesday afternoon with Clora Lenehan. He was now fully aware of what had happened on Waterloo Road. While he had been away he had called to the home of an acquaintance in County Westmeath and confessed to the man that the kidnappers ‘were my boys … I’m in terrible trouble’. McNichol also assumed that Fergus Kerrigan had been the one who called the police. On his way back to Dublin he phoned Kerrigan’s number and threatened the person on the other end of the line: ‘We are coming to get you.’ Unfortunately for McNichol, the person on the other end of the phone was a detective. It was not going to be a good day for him.


Shortly after 7pm on 16 April he arrived at Waterloo Road with Clora Lenehan. She was shocked to discover what had happened there that morning. Detectives had been on the lookout for McNichol and couldn’t believe their luck when he turned up, trying to pretend he was a totally innocent party. He was immediately arrested.


On the evening of Thursday, 18 April, John and Michael Cunningham and Tony Kelly were driven to Dublin District Court 6 in a convoy of unmarked police cars with sirens blaring. They were led into the court in handcuffs and each one stood as the charges were read out. They were charged with the false imprisonment of Jennifer Guinness by unlawfully detaining her against her will. They were further charged with being in possession of firearms with intent to endanger life at Waterloo Road.


The following night Brian McNichol made his debut in the same court. He was charged with the false imprisonment of Jennifer Guinness and with having possession of a firearm for an unlawful purpose. Detectives recovered the pistol in a follow-up search of his house in Rathfarnham. The next day John Cunningham’s wife gave birth to a baby girl in the Coombe maternity hospital in Dublin. A nurse was her only company during the birth. Mary Cunningham would later describe it as the loneliest day of her life. John Cunningham would first meet his daughter in a visiting room in Mountjoy prison.


While the Cunninghams were on remand, their father Frank died. There was a huge security operation as the brothers attended the funeral handcuffed to detectives. Before they were allowed to pay their final respects to their father, officers searched the coffin for concealed firearms. A month after their capture, their old friend, Martin Cahill, pulled off one of the biggest art heists in the world when he made off with the Beit art collection. If they hadn’t decided to go their own way, the Cunninghams would probably have been admiring the collection of priceless masterpieces.


On 24 June 1986 the two brothers pleaded guilty in the Circuit Criminal Court to the kidnapping charges. During the short hearing a senior Garda officer revealed that there had been thirty-seven cases of false imprisonment in Ireland in the previous year. In 1986 there had been fourteen, including the Guinness kidnapping. The court resolved to send a stern message to any other crooks hoping for the elusive ‘big one’. John Cunningham was given seventeen years for his role as the leader of the gang. Michael got fourteen years. They served their sentence together in Limerick prison along with the Dunne brothers, Larry and Henry, and several more of their once-swaggering contemporaries who were also caught while in pursuit of easy money. The West Yorkshire police applied to extradite all three kidnappers upon their release in Ireland. Subsequently, however, the English case was dropped when another criminal confessed to the murder of Sergeant Speed.


On 5 November of the same year, Tony Kelly was jailed for fourteen years for his part in the crime. His young wife told his hearing, ‘He is the best husband. I love him very very much. When I heard he was involved in the kidnapping, I thought it was the end of my life. I was in despair and still am.’ Jennifer Guinness was forced to relive the trauma of her kidnapping in the same month, when she gave her evidence in the trial of McNichol in the Circuit Criminal Court. He had denied the charges. It took the jury one hour to return a unanimous guilty verdict. He was jailed for twelve years and nine months.


The courage and resilience of Jennifer Guinness during and after her kidnapping captured the hearts of the Irish public and she became a household name overnight. On the Thursday after her ordeal had ended, and while her captors were still being questioned, she gave a press conference in Dublin surrounded by her family. Hugging her husband, she thanked the Gardaí for their professionalism in rescuing her and also the many thousands of well-wishers. She said she did not hate her captors, although she was never in any doubt that her life had been in danger. The next night, she appeared on Gay Byrne’s Late Late Show. A few weeks later, she and her husband were back on the high seas, attempting to set the Round Ireland yacht record. But two years later, in February 1988, tragedy struck the happy couple and their family. John Guinness fell to his death while mountain climbing in Wales. He was fifty-three years old. Since then Jennifer Guinness has immersed herself in helping other victims of crime to cope with their trauma. She became chairperson of the Irish Association of Victim Support. But she was still not allowed to forget her ordeal.
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