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A Note to Readers

I was twelve years old, a kid in Dublin, when the Irish Republican Army came astonishingly close to assassinating Margaret Thatcher. My family listened to the radio report in silence over breakfast.

It was common enough, in 1984, to start the day with news of the latest violence in Northern Ireland, but this was different. The bomb was in Brighton, England, and had targeted the British prime minister. It had almost killed her. It was the fifteenth year of the Troubles, that odd euphemism for sporadic killing, and we were grimly accustomed to reports of attacks on soldiers, police, and civilians. But Thatcher? The world wobbled on its axis. She was a global figure, the Iron Lady, protected by rings of security. How did the IRA get so close? How had they planned it? How did she escape? What if she had died?

So many questions, but they were never really answered. For the British, it was as if dwelling on the enormity of it—publicly, at least—would play into the hands of the IRA. Thatcher led by example, insisting everything must go on as usual. The shock wore off, and the world recovered its equilibrium. An attack that had almost wiped out the British government gradually slipped down the news bulletins and receded into history.

My first job as a newspaper reporter was in Belfast in the mid-1990s, when the Troubles were winding down. In those days, you might occasionally hear whispers about Brighton, about how the IRA did it, but nothing definite. The operation, in the organization’s parlance, was still kept “tight.” I moved on, joined The Guardian in London, and ended up covering other conflicts—the Balkans, Afghanistan, Iraq, Mexico—each with their own dark secrets. In 2018, I returned to Dublin to cover Ireland, north and south, for The Guardian. Belfast was transformed, British troops long gone, boutique hotels popping up like toast. But the so-called peace walls dividing Catholic and Protestant areas were still there, and so, too, the hush over certain IRA operations. For those involved, fear of prosecution, or just the old reflex to say nothing, kept the lid screwed tight.

Then I learned that Patrick Magee, an IRA member who had been convicted of planting the Brighton bomb, was writing a memoir. A good topic for an article, I thought. The memoir shed light on his childhood and motives for joining the IRA, and his life since release from prison, but disclosed next to nothing about the Brighton operation. When I interviewed Magee, he was courteous and thoughtful, but implacable in deflecting questions about the plot to kill Thatcher. The story seemed to remain locked in that black box.

But by reviewing newspaper accounts of his 1986 trial, and monitoring the slow release of information in subsequent books, oral histories, court cases, and official documents, I was able to discern an outline of the conspiracy, its zigzag path from conception to execution, and the police hunt for the bombers. After I located a handful of former IRA men willing to talk, the sequence of events became clearer, and I realized that no article could do justice to the story.

From 2020 to 2022, research assistants and I delved into archives in Dublin, Belfast, London, and Brighton, and I conducted more than a hundred interviews with former IRA members, police detectives, bomb disposal experts, politicians, officials, and friends and relatives of key players. Some were proud to go on the record, others requested anonymity and elaborate security precautions. Some were garrulous, others were cagey and keen to find out what I had learned. Gerry Adams, who plays a prominent role in these pages, did not respond to my request to interview him. He has consistently denied being a member of the IRA and repeatedly rejected allegations of his participation in any of its operations. There were dead ends, false leads, breakthroughs. In Dublin, I found the IRA commander who sent Magee to England. In Belfast, I found the veteran IRA bomber whose name Magee borrowed as a pseudonym. Interviews took place in dingy flats, dive bars, plush offices, and the occasional fancy restaurant, not least that at the Grand Hotel, my base in Brighton. Bit by bit, the story emerged.

This is a work of nonfiction. At the back of the book, a note on sources details how I used the information. Every scene and descriptive detail is based on interviews, conducted by me or others, or rooted in the historical record. Where someone is quoted, or their feelings described, there is a source. When accounts of particular events conflicted, I chose one version, the one that seemed to me the most credible, and cited the competing interpretations in endnotes. In time, more secrets, in the form of unsealed official documents and perhaps deathbed confessions, will emerge. But for now, this is the story as I was able to unearth it.

Crucial years of the Troubles play out in these pages, but this is not a history of the conflict. The focus is on one operation, and consequently much is excluded. There is little mention, for instance, of IRA attacks on Protestants in border areas, or loyalist targeting of random Catholics, or controversial security force killings. The story is told through the perspective of a handful of individuals, each representing, in his or her own way, a distinct worldview, and how those collided into each other in this fateful moment.

In a chronicle of murder, I don’t claim moral neutrality, but I strived for fairness in narrating why people did what they did. My use of language reflects this. In Northern Ireland, terminology is treacherous, denoting bias, real or perceived. Even the term “Northern Ireland” is contentious. I have stomped through this linguistic minefield by using terminology appropriate to each character.

In researching this book, I’ve thought a lot about the battle for memory. In the tangled, tortuous history of Britain and Ireland, the past is not a settled matter. There is no grand, shared narrative. Atrocities and justified actions are in the eye of the beholder. Who started the Troubles is as contested as who won and who lost. The most loaded question of all is what the killing achieved. But in Northern Ireland there are no answers, just as there is no settled peace.

With Margaret Thatcher as polarizing in death as in life, and Sinn Féin—once the IRA’s political wing—reborn as a respectable party of government, the IRA plot to kill its greatest foe is in danger of becoming myth. It is vital to remember what actually happened.








PROLOGUE

Invisible Beings

A light breeze salted the Brighton seafront when the taxi carrying Patrick Magee pulled up outside the Grand Hotel.

The driver opened the trunk and gave a cheerful warning to the porter, who reached for the case. “You’d better hold on to your nuts for this one, you’ll need ’em.”

It was just after noon on September 15, 1984, and it felt like the last day of summer. Sunshine burned through a residue of clouds, warming the pebbles on the beach. The English Channel glistened, serene. The Grand soared over King’s Road like an overstuffed wedding cake, eight stories of eaves, cornices, and Victorian elaboration coated cream and white. A Union Jack fluttered from the roof. Built for aristocrats, it had hosted kings and presidents and film stars. Soon it would host Margaret Thatcher—and Magee had come to kill her.

The squawk of gulls competed with the tinkle of fairground music. It was a Saturday and Brighton, perched on the southern coast of England, was a town at play. Tourists strolled along the promenade, a favorite spot to devour ice cream, fudge, and Brighton rock, a cylindrical stick of boiled sugar that resembled dynamite. Others sat in deck chairs facing France, invisible over the horizon. The tide was coming in, covering the sand. Brighton was a town for discreet, raffish fun, so it was anyone’s guess which of the couples strolling arm in arm were illicit. The playwright Noël Coward is said to have adored the place: “Ah, dear Brighton—piers, queers and racketeers.”

Soccer fans streamed to the Goldstone Ground stadium to watch Brighton & Hove Albion take on their archrivals, Crystal Palace. Teenagers walked to the rhythm of their Walkmans; Stevie Wonder’s “I Just Called to Say I Love You” topped the charts. There was a festive mood in the air because that morning Princess Diana and Prince Charles had been driven to St. Mary’s Hospital for the birth of their second child. Even Charles did not know if the nation would be celebrating a baby prince or princess.

Magee, age thirty-two, blended in. Clean-shaven, neatly dressed, he could have been a tourist or a traveling salesman. He said and did nothing that would stand out. Anyone paying close attention might have noticed a missing fingertip on his right hand, and perhaps they would have sensed a wariness, a coiled tension in his manner—but no one was watching him.

For more than a decade he had been on the radar of security forces: the Royal Ulster Constabulary in Northern Ireland, the British army, Ireland’s An Garda Síochána, London’s Metropolitan police, the British domestic intelligence agency MI5, the overseas intelligence agency MI6. Each had files on Patrick Joseph Magee, one of the best operatives in the Irish Republican Army.

· · ·

FOR FIFTEEN YEARS, the IRA had been waging an insurgency to end British rule in Northern Ireland and to unite the region with the Republic of Ireland. It was the latest iteration of a centuries-old conflict between Irish rebels and their dominant neighbor.

In 1921, an earlier version of the IRA had expelled the British from twenty-six of Ireland’s thirty-two counties, paving the way for a republic ruled from Dublin. For Irish nationalists, it was as if a malignant cancer—an invasive force that had colonized Ireland’s land and people, ravaged its language and culture, poisoned the very idea of Irishness, all in the name of making Ireland British—had finally been excised. But, crucially, it was not gone altogether. The Union Jack still flew over those six northern counties. These were home to 800,000 Protestants—descendants of British settlers who had no desire to join a new independent state dominated by Catholics. So the British government carved out a statelet, Northern Ireland, that became a self-governing region within the United Kingdom.

The problem was that 450,000 Catholics in Northern Ireland felt stuck on the wrong side of the new border. Northern Ireland was run by Protestants for Protestants. The Catholic minority got the worst jobs and housing, and the government in London shrugged. When Catholics marched for civil rights in the late 1960s, police beat them. Riots escalated into an insurgency led by a revived IRA.

The IRA considered its campaign of bombings and shootings a war of liberation to end British imperialism and to unite Ireland. The British and Irish governments called it terrorism by republican ideologues who ignored the wish of most people in Northern Ireland to remain in the UK. By 1984, the conflict had claimed more than 2,500 lives and gained a euphemism: the Troubles.

The IRA had become one of the world’s most effective guerrilla forces, capable of sustaining a bloody challenge to the combined might of British military, economic, and political power. But the organization was under pressure. Britain’s security forces had gotten smarter, adapted, recruited spies. Instead of retreating from Northern Ireland, the British were entrenching—fortifying police and army bases, wooing investors, building housing estates. Numbed to the violence, Britons found the Troubles dreary, even boring, and mercifully over there, across the Irish Sea.

Magee had come to Brighton to break the stalemate.

This was the one operation that could change the strategic calculus, even reorder history. To give birth, as the Irish writer William Butler Yeats put it, to a terrible beauty. Magee was tasked with wiping out Thatcher and her cabinet. He was to turn the Grand Hotel into a tomb.

It was the most audacious conspiracy against the British Crown since the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, when English Catholics planted barrels of gunpowder beneath the House of Lords. In that instance, they were discovered and their heads ended up on spikes. Centuries later, the English still burned the plotters’ effigies on November 5, Bonfire Night, and kids still chanted the same rhyme:

Remember, remember the fifth of November,

Gunpowder, treason and plot.

I see no reason why gunpowder treason

Should ever be forgot.

Such long memories for a bomb that didn’t even go off.

If Magee did his job right, the English would have a new date to remember. The most important fact, as Magee climbed the four steps leading to the Grand’s main entrance, was that he had evaded surveillance. Since the early 1970s, British security forces had linked him to dozens of bombings in Northern Ireland and England. For the risks he took they gave him a nickname: the Chancer. A poor choice because in truth he was meticulous. It was the reason he was still alive.

When the IRA made mistakes or was unlucky—a jammed gun, a premature bomb, the wrong victim—British security forces called it the “Paddy Factor,” reflecting an old prejudice that the Irish were stupid or feckless, just not up to the job even when the job was killing people. But despite all their files and technology and manpower, their border checks and extradition treaties and anti-terrorism legislation, this Paddy had eluded them. No one knew he had slipped into England and was now stepping through the Grand’s revolving glass door.

For Magee, this was a moment to savor. Years of planning had led to this. He felt like a submarine captain rising from the depths and peering through a periscope at an enemy ship. Sunlight flooded the lobby, and its marble floors, leather armchairs, and cream-colored velvet drapes seemed a hymn to old-world opulence. Autumnal bouquets and French polish scented the air. To the left was the Victoria bar, royal portraits forming a gallery along the walls, Queen Victoria stern, Queen Elizabeth smiling. To the right, beyond a concierge’s mahogany desk, waited a restaurant’s white linen tablecloths, duck-egg-blue walls, and chandeliers. After midday it transitioned from elevenses, served on silver platters, to lunch. Saturday tended to be busy, diners ebbing and flowing while guests hovered in the lobby.

There was a timelessness to the Grand, as if the calendar still said 1862, when British imperial power was at its zenith and the hotel’s skeleton first rose over the promenade. Completing the pride of Brighton had required more than three million bricks, 12,560 cubic feet of York and Portland stone, 450 tons of wrought and cast iron, thirty miles of flooring, six miles of gas piping, three acres of tiles and glass, fifteen miles of wallpaper, and 230 marble chimneypieces. Five lifts known as “ascending staircases” inspired wonder. Guest books read like a political who’s who—Emperor Louis Napoleon III, former Soviet premiers Georgy Malenkov and Nikolai Bulganin, President John F. Kennedy, every recent British prime minister—and Hollywood celebrities, including Ronald Reagan when he was an actor, added glamour.

Magee was entirely out of his element. He had grown up poor in Belfast, and the often gritty accommodations of life in the IRA—ditches, outhouses, jail cells—in no way prepared him for this kind of splendor. But he could not betray any unease, any hint of interloping into an alien world. To operate in England was a performative act. Magee was behind enemy lines, cut off from the movement’s network of sympathizers. He had to cloak himself in a different identity and conceal the West Belfast accent that so alarmed English ears. “A few active, intrepid and intelligent men can do much to annoy and hurt England,” Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, an Irish rebel leader, wrote in 1876. “It requires a little band of heroes… men who will fly over land and sea like invisible beings.”

Striding past the restaurant, passing under a sunlit atrium, Magee was visible to all. But what was there to see? Just another visitor approaching the reception desk. A young receptionist, Trudy Groves, smiled in welcome. Magee requested an upper-floor room with a sea view. Three nights. He was polite and soft-spoken, the accent English, perhaps a hint of the Midlands. The hotel was enjoying a good September but had rooms available. Groves presented a registration card.

Magee would not have been human if he did not hesitate at this moment, a crucial test of fieldcraft he would have rehearsed. The trick was to fill in the card without his hands touching it, to leave no prints, and do so without looking awkward or drawing attention, leaving the receptionist with no memory of this encounter. He was to be forgettable, a blur. The pen hovered, then etched its fictions. Nationality: English. Address: 27 Braxfield Road, London, SE4. Magee printed and signed a name: Roy Walsh. The bill for three nights’ bed and half board (two meals included) was £180. Magee paid up front, in cash. Groves filed the registration card and handed over the key to room 629.

· · ·

AS MAGEE ASCENDED to his room, his target was ninety miles north in the Buckinghamshire countryside. Margaret Thatcher, Britain’s first female prime minister, was in her fifth year of power. She had won two general elections and a war and was now busy wrenching the UK’s economy toward freewheeling capitalism. On this sunny Saturday, Thatcher was at her country residence catching up with friends while keeping tabs on a diplomatic crisis in South Africa, talks with China over Hong Kong, and a coal miners’ strike.

There was also the vexing matter of her speech at the upcoming Conservative Party Conference. It would be the climax of her party’s annual get-together, a chance for cabinet ministers, members of Parliament, and party activists to give a standing ovation and chant, “Maggie!” They did so every year. But Thatcher agonized over the text. Behind her trademark armor-plated confidence, she fretted the speech would fall flat and disappoint her audience. She was already tormenting her speechwriters with notes and revisions.

Everything had to go right at Brighton.

· · ·

STEPPING INTO ROOM 629, Magee discovered the Grand’s little secret: its grandeur was slipping. The carpet and wallpaper were worn; the decor and furniture were aged. There was, however, a sweeping vista of the seafront, framed by two piers. Several hundred yards to the left stood the Palace Pier, packed with pavilions and kiosks, jutting over the blue-gray sea. If the sash windows were open, the fairground music poured in. To the right stood the West Pier, empty and derelict. People strolled on the promenade, savoring possibly the last weekend of good weather before autumn bit.

If Magee turned on the TV that afternoon, he would have caught the news: at 4:20 p.m., Princess Diana gave birth to a boy, a yet-to-be-named brother to Prince William. Crowds outside the hospital whooped and cheered. The new prince weighed six pounds, fourteen ounces. With the evening sun casting a glow on the hotel’s facade, Magee set to work birthing his own creation: a long-delay time bomb.

It was Margaret Thatcher’s policy to treat republican prisoners as common criminals—in theory, no different than burglars, rapists, murderers—and thereby delegitimize the republican cause. Republican prisoners had resisted to the point of starving themselves to death in hunger strikes, and still Thatcher held firm. It earned her the bitter enmity of the IRA, a level of hate not seen for an English leader in centuries. The IRA’s Army Council, its governing body, decided to kill her. The assassination could be cloaked in strategy, but the impetus was revenge. Many doubted it could be done. The IRA had never attempted to take out a sitting prime minister. It was too hard, too risky. But a plot had taken shape, scouts gathered intelligence, bomb makers built and tested prototypes, quartermasters managed supply routes and logistics. Bank raids, kidnap ransoms, and Irish American donations helped pay the bills.

Now it was down to Magee, the last link in the chain. Once he had dreamed of being an artist, but Ireland’s history swept away his canvas and conjured a new devotion. His job was to assemble and plant the device. Room 629 was his workshop. Slowly, painstakingly, he would lay out a tangle of wires, batteries, and timers, as well as a mound of gelignite, and step-by-step build a precision weapon.

As the sun slid into the channel on that first night, life unfolded around Magee. Down the corridor, in room 645, a guest hired a photographer to take erotic portraits of his female companion. In the Victoria bar, a red-haired chanteuse named Georgie played piano. A gathering of mystics filled Hove town hall with the aroma of incense. Cinemas dimmed their lights to screen Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. On the beach, fishermen cast their lines long, for the tide was retreating. As the dusk deepened, lanterns strung along the promenade began to glow.

The Chancer had three days and nights to complete and conceal the bomb. It was to hold its breath for twenty-four days, six hours, and thirty-two minutes. Then, if all went according to plan, from room 629 there would be a blaze of light, a sound like thunder, and the heart of the Grand Hotel would crack, unleashing vengeance on those below.








PART I

Genesis of a Plot








CHAPTER ONE

Mountbatten

Louis Mountbatten rose at his usual time, just before 8:00 a.m., to a heartening vista outside his bedroom window. An azure sky unfurled over the Atlantic. After weeks of rain and foaming seas, the old man was finally getting sailing weather for the end of his Irish holiday. Mountbatten performed his calisthenics, a Canadian air force drill, and joined his family for breakfast in the dining room of Classiebawn Castle. He sent the poached egg back to the kitchen—the yolk was watery—but that didn’t sour his mood. It was going to be a splendid morning for lobster potting.

It was Monday, August 27, 1979, and Louis Francis Albert Victor Nicholas Mountbatten was enjoying retirement. He was on the periphery of Europe, far from great events, no longer facing monumental decisions, and perfectly content.

Born in 1900, he had led a singular life that threaded the history of the twentieth century. His great-grandmother and godmother was Queen Victoria and his godfather Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II. A naval officer and a favorite of Winston Churchill, he served as Supreme Commander of Allied Powers in Southeast Asia during the war and later became Lord Mountbatten of Burma and the last viceroy of India.

Dickie, as he was known to friends, was cousin to Queen Elizabeth and mentor to her husband, Prince Philip, and their son Prince Charles. Handsome, pompous, playful, exceedingly vain, Mountbatten had graced Europe’s palaces and chanceries with movie star looks and scandalous gossip.

On this August morning, his glory years long behind him, his once-ramrod posture somewhat saggy, he bossed around the only people he still could: his family. The grandchildren didn’t mind because, since they were small, Grandpapa had been a font of stories, rhymes, and games. “Nick’las, Nick’las, don’t be so ridic’las,” he used to say to one grandson. Then, turning to Nicholas’s identical twin, Timothy: “Timothy Titus, please don’t bite us,” followed by a lunge and gnashing of teeth.

The grandchildren learned that if a wineglass was ringing, they must stop the reverberation because if it was left to fade into silence, somewhere a sailor would perish. Mountbatten also taught them the Bus Driver’s Prayer, a parody of the Lord’s Prayer that takes the driver around London:

Our Farnham, who art in Hendon,

Harrow be thy name.

Thy Kingston come; thy Wimbledon,

In Erith as it is in Hendon.

Give us this day our daily Brent

And forgive us our Westminster,

As we forgive those who Westminster against us.

Mountbatten had been coming to Classiebawn, which overlooked Mullaghmore, a village in Sligo on Ireland’s northwest coast, for thirty summers. It was a turreted Victorian manor house, not a true castle, but had a fairy-tale look. A flat-topped rock formation, Benbulben, brooded over a landscape of fields, woodland, and beaches. Shipwrecks from the doomed Spanish Armada that had tried to invade England in 1588 dotted the seabed. “No place has ever thrilled me more and I can’t wait to move in,” Mountbatten had exulted after first visiting Classiebawn.

When not riding horses, writing letters, or playing board games, the old admiral would potter about the bay in his beloved Shadow V, a twenty-eight-foot fishing boat. For weeks the weather had been spiteful, the worst in living memory, and the boat had languished unused in Mullaghmore’s harbor. Now the sun had finally revived. With just a few days left before the family returned to London, Mountbatten planned to take advantage.

By the time the expedition members assembled in the courtyard, it was 11:15 a.m. Mountbatten crunched over the gravel to tell two Irish police bodyguards—Detective Kevin Henry, armed with a service revolver, and a uniformed colleague, Kevin Mullins, parked in their usual spot—of the outing. The family piled into a white Ford Granada for the short drive to the harbor, tailed by the policemen. Every radio station seemed to be playing the same song: “I Don’t Like Mondays” by the Boomtown Rats.

[image: Image described in caption]
Lord Louis Mountbatten, far left, with family and friends on Shadow V off Mullaghmore in August 1966.
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Shadow V—green hull, cranky diesel engine, pungent little cabin—bobbed by the stone jetty. Mountbatten needed some help down the greasy ladder, as did his eighty-three-year-old mother-in-law, Lady Doreen Brabourne. The other crew members were his daughter Patricia; her husband, John Knatchbull; their fourteen-year-old twins, Nicholas and Timothy; and Paul Maxwell, a fifteen-year-old boat boy from Enniskillen in Northern Ireland. Lady Brabourne sat in the stern with Patricia, while the menfolk took posts on the bow and in the cabin. Mountbatten took the helm and guided Shadow V through the other moored boats.

“Astern!” Mountbatten called, opening the throttle and boiling the water beneath. The boat wheeled. “Ahead!” he called, and aimed for the open sea.

“You are having fun today, aren’t you?” Knatchbull said, grinning, to his father-in-law.

Mountbatten did not reply. Shadow V chugged toward lobster pots a few hundred yards offshore, churning foam in a flat green sea.

Maxwell asked the time, and Timothy looked at his watch: “Eleven thirty-nine and forty seconds.” Timothy climbed onto the cabin roof to keep watch for fishing lines that could tangle the propeller, as he knew Grandpapa’s eyesight wasn’t what it used to be. “Buoy twenty yards ahead and slightly to port!” he called.

Mountbatten, silent, seemed lost in reverie. Maybe he was remembering the war—the sinking of his naval destroyer off of Crete, taking the Japanese surrender at Singapore. Maybe he was wondering if Britain’s new prime minister would get on with the Queen. Maybe he was visualizing lobster for dinner.

“Isn’t this a beautiful day?” said Lady Brabourne.

From a hilltop the police bodyguards kept vigil. They weren’t the only ones watching.

· · ·

IRELAND’S TORMENTED RELATIONSHIP with the English Crown was written into the Sligo landscape that so thrilled Mountbatten. A story of blood and soil was etched into mossy gravestones and crumbling ruins.

In limestone caves south of Classiebawn, Irish myth claims that the hunter Finn McCool once found a portal to another world. The quarrelsome Gaelic chieftains who ruled Ireland at that time must have wished he’d closed it before Anglo-Norman mercenaries clanked ashore in 1169 on a mission of conquest blessed by King Henry II of England, ushering in centuries of savage subjugation.

It was no accident, after all, that this archipelago off northwestern Europe would become known as the British Isles. Ireland lay on the western edge, the remoter, smaller neighbor of a powerful kingdom comprising England, Wales, and Scotland. Even on maps, Britain appeared to lean into Ireland.

Even so, the mercenaries never fully tamed Ireland’s natives, the Gaels. The two sides intermarried and blurred into each other, complicating England’s conquest of this troublesome island—the first colony in what would later become a global empire. The stakes rose after the Reformation when, in the sixteenth century, England sloughed off the pope’s religious authority. Under Henry VIII, England became Protestant, while the Indigenous Irish remained Catholic. This gave Spain and other Catholic powers a potential back door to England.

Not long after, in an effort to tame the especially rebellious northern province of Ulster, the English Crown confiscated Gael land and gave it to Protestant settlers, known as planters, from Scotland and England. The natives became outcasts, harried at the point of a sword from the land of their ancestors. When they fought back, massacring settlers, the English response was ferocious: Oliver Cromwell led an avenging army that slaughtered Catholics across Ireland and banished survivors to rocky, infertile soil, a campaign of ethnic cleansing that through violence and disease wiped out more than a fifth of the population. Others were banished overseas as indentured laborers. Some historians would later brand the whole enterprise genocide.

An underclass in their own land, scorned for their language and religion, the Irish still periodically rebelled. On occasion, Protestant radicals joined these doomed enterprises, but mostly they were Catholic affairs. All ended with hangings. Anglo-Irish nobles who sided with the Crown, meanwhile, were rewarded with large estates.

When potato crops failed in the 1840s, more than a million peasants died of starvation and disease in what became known as the Great Famine. Another million emigrated in so-called coffin ships. The historian A. J. P. Taylor, writing a century later, evoked a death camp: “All Ireland was a Belsen.”

Queen Victoria’s government limited food aid, lest charity foster idleness and other vices in what was deemed an inferior race, as if evolution had taken a wrong turn with these backward Celts in contrast to the eminently superior Anglo-Saxons. English publications caricatured the Irish as apelike brawlers, drinkers, and layabouts, a race predisposed to superstition, savagery, and indolence.

“The judgement of God sent the calamity to teach the Irish a lesson,” said Charles Trevelyan, a Treasury mandarin in charge of famine relief. “The real evil with which we have to contend is not the physical evil of the famine, but the moral evil of the selfish, perverse and turbulent character of the people.”

Some saw opportunity. Agents for Lord Palmerston, a British statesman who owned ten thousand acres around Mullaghmore, hustled two thousand unwanted tenants onto ships. They landed in Canada, malnourished and half-naked, and many froze to death. Palmerston, oblivious, built Classiebawn Castle and erased a village, Mullach Gearr, to enhance the view. He put no markers to indicate a burial ground. According to legend, stepping on such grass condemned you to ravenous, insatiable hunger. It was feár gortach—Irish for “hungry grass”—but the language itself withered as survivors left rural areas and adopted English, the victor’s tongue.

The catastrophe traumatized and embittered the natives. Small underground groups such as the Fenians and the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) vowed to end British rule and create an independent Irish republic. They staged bombings and assassinations between the 1860s and the 1890s, to little effect. By now, the British empire straddled the globe and was not going to bow, as authorities saw it, to hooligans and terrorists. Peaceful political agitation proved more successful. By the outbreak of the First World War, moderate Irish nationalists who played the parliamentary game had extracted a promise from London for self-governance after the war.

For the revolutionaries, though, that was too little too late. In April 1916 they launched an insurrection in Dublin, Ireland’s capital, and proclaimed an Irish republic. The Easter Rising was a military shambles with little popular support. British soldiers squelched it within a week, leaving the center of Dublin a smoking ruin. But then the authorities made a fateful blunder. They introduced martial law and executed rebel leaders, sixteen in all. These were seen as martyrs, and public sentiment radicalized. William Butler Yeats, who grew up near Classiebawn, immortalized the transformation in his poem “Easter, 1916.”

All changed, changed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.

Self-governance was no longer enough. The Irish wanted revolution. They rallied to Sinn Féin, a political party whose name meant “We Ourselves.” Outside Protestant areas in the north, it swept the December 1918 election. Instead of taking its seats in the British Parliament at Westminster, the party proclaimed an Irish parliament, Dáil Éireann, in Dublin. Weeks later, a guerrilla force began ambushing police and soldiers around Ireland. Its name was the Irish Republican Army.

IRA units trained and hid arms within sight of Classiebawn Castle, by then owned by Wilfrid Ashley, a British aristocrat and Conservative member of Parliament. Sensing a turning tide, his family, including his daughter Edwina, Mountbatten’s future wife, stopped visiting their summer home. By 1920, the ambushes had escalated into a war of independence. Under Michael Collins, a charismatic leader known as the “big fella,” the IRA burned police stations. The rebels also destroyed the grand homes of aristocrats. Classiebawn was mined with explosives, but the local IRA decided to keep it intact to billet guerrillas and hold hostages.

Winston Churchill, then the British secretary of state for war, tried to regain control with an auxiliary force dubbed the “Black and Tans” for its dark and khaki uniforms. It acquired a reputation for atrocity. In response, the IRA escalated its own brutality. From 1919 to 1921, more than two thousand people died in the fighting. With neither side able to score a knockout blow, they agreed to a truce. Collins led a delegation to London and signed a treaty that created an Irish Free State, a self-governing dominion of the British empire, a status similar to Canada. British forces withdrew from twenty-six of Ireland’s thirty-two counties. The remaining six northeastern counties formed a new entity, Northern Ireland, which could opt out of the Irish Free State.

It was a stunning achievement. Ragtag rebels had taken on the world’s mightiest empire and won de facto independence. The Irish tricolor—green, white, and orange—would fly over Dublin. But some rejected the treaty. It would oblige Irish leaders to swear an oath to the Crown and risked partitioning the island. Where was the republic? The IRA split into pro- and anti-treaty factions and waged a bitter civil war. On August 22, 1922, a convoy carrying Collins was ambushed at a rural crossroads known as Béal na Bláth, Mouth of Flowers. The big fella tumbled to the road, shot dead by a republican purist. Weeks later his side executed and dumped the corpses of six anti-treaty IRA men on the slopes of Benbulben. The pro-treaty side eventually prevailed, formed an elected government, and later declared a republic.

Northern Ireland, however, remained part of the United Kingdom. Function followed form: the British drew the boundary so that Protestants, a minority on the island, outnumbered Catholics in the six counties. The Protestants considered themselves British, loyal subjects of the Crown, and refused to be absorbed into an independent Ireland dominated by Catholics. The UK now consisted of Great Britain—the island comprising England, Scotland, and Wales—and Northern Ireland. The descendants of the seventeenth-century planters took comfort in the border posts that mushroomed along the 310-mile border, separating them from the rebels, traitors, and papists to the south. Their provincial capital, Belfast, thrummed with industry, shipbuilding, and linen mills, and over it flew the Union Jack.

But the Catholic minority felt excluded and alienated. Many lived in slums, struggled to find work, and were not allowed to vote. The police were hostile. Sectarian riots fueled the bigotry. Many Catholics emigrated. Impoverished Ireland offered few opportunities, so they sailed to England or America. Most, however, stayed. They lacked the finances or temperament for exile, for the wrenching farewells and cold uncertainties. Northern Ireland, warts and all, was home. So they stayed, and quietly hoped things would get better. But discrimination endured.

The British government in London ignored the injustice. It wanted to forget about Ireland and its complicated disputes. Northern Ireland was a part of the UK, but a distant one. Successive governments in Dublin made pious declarations about unifying Ireland but did nothing about it. They were done with revolution and focused on turning their impoverished backwater into a nation state.

The only people who felt urgency about ending partition were aging republicans—who had been losers in the civil war—and some young apprentices bewitched by rebel ballads. In the 1940s and the 1950s, this motley crew of dreamers and gunmen tried to revive the IRA and staged sporadic attacks. Lacking public support on either side of the border, the campaigns fizzled. History seemed to swallow the IRA whole.

Then came 1969. Inspired by the US civil rights movement, Northern Ireland’s Catholics marched to end discrimination. Police clubbed them to a pulp. The marches turned into riots, and Protestant and Catholic mobs clashed. Streets went up in flames, Catholic refugees fled across the border, and the British government deployed the army to restore order. At first Catholics greeted English squaddies as protectors. The welcome evaporated in a haze of tear gas and clumsy soldiering, and the army came to resemble another layer of oppression. Young men begged grizzled old IRA veterans: Give us guns.

The Troubles were born.

· · ·

THE REVIVAL OF the ancient quarrel between the Irish and British did not deter Mountbatten from his Atlantic idyll. “Here it is absolutely quiet and friendliness all round and it is difficult to believe that you are having these horrors just across the border,” he wrote to Northern Ireland’s governor in 1971. Mountbatten arrived each August with his children and grandchildren. The castle was in the Republic of Ireland, while the newly revived IRA—in theory, at least—confined its armed campaign to the “occupied six counties.” But Classiebawn was just twenty miles from the border, and the Irish police—An Garda Síochána—did not take chances. The aristocratic visitors were shadowed by bodyguards, a team of twelve to twenty-four uniformed and plainclothes officers who worked in shifts, two or four on duty at any one time.

In 1976, the battle lines shifted. The IRA extended their campaign across the border by detonating a huge land mine under the car of the British ambassador, Christopher Ewart-Biggs, in Dublin. It was a shocking assassination. In a classified military intelligence report called “Future Terrorist Trends,” a brigadier named James Glover warned: “The mature terrorists, including, for instance, the leading bomb makers, are sufficiently cunning to avoid arrest. They are continually learning from mistakes and developing their expertise.” It was a gloomy assessment—and not only accurate but prescient.

By 1979, Mountbatten’s Irish minders appeared relaxed. The body count in Northern Ireland had fallen. And the old admiral was long retired, a glamorous but cobwebby royal far removed from British government policy in Northern Ireland or anywhere else. Still, before each visit Mountbatten asked British and Irish authorities about security. Violent death, after all, had a way of finding his family. A Russian revolutionary had lobbed a bomb into the carriage of one of his Romanov cousins, Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich, scattering his limbs across the Moscow snow. The duke’s wife was thrown down a mine shaft. The tsar’s children—Mountbatten’s playmates—were shot. The Chicago Tribune would later observe that “No single family in recorded history, including the Borgias and the Cosa Nostra families of Sicily, Chicago and New York, was more susceptible to violent death among its members than the family of Queen Victoria and her descendants.”

Still, Dickie had survived the Luftwaffe and the Japanese Imperial Army, and in Sligo he felt safe. He was sympathetic to the idea of Irish unity and had offered to mediate between republicans and the British government. “The Irish are my friends,” he once assured a British police officer.

“Not all of them, my lord,” came the reply.

A storm was blowing over London on August 3 when the Mountbattens packed into the family car for their annual pilgrimage west, driving across England, boarding the ferry to Dublin, then bouncing over potholed roads to the far side of Ireland.

Unknown to them, an American journalist named Bill Granger had just published his first novel, The November Man, about an IRA plot to blow up a fictional lord, a cousin of the queen, on his boat. A British publisher sought to change details because it sounded too much like Mountbatten. The timing was a fluke, but eerie nonetheless.

Weeks of wind and rain abruptly stopped on Sunday, August 26, creating a glorious sunset. Over dinner, Mountbatten spoke of plans for his funeral—a favorite topic. To ensure appropriate magnificence, he had written an eight-page outline with a four-page appendix, detailing the number of honor guards, the royal banners, the VIP guests, and all the other pomp. He regularly updated it. The funeral, said Mountbatten, would be a very happy day. As he spoke of it, he was beaming. The weather forecast for the next day was excellent. Lobster potting awaited.

That night, Mullaghmore Harbor’s newly installed lights inexplicably went out, casting pier and boats into darkness.

· · ·

BY 11:40 A.M. on August 27, Shadow V was putt-putting closer to the pots. Mountbatten at the helm, Lady Brabourne seated beside him, stretching out her legs. Everyone soaking up the sun’s warmth. The sea like glass. It was a beautiful day.

The explosion lifted the boat out of the water. An ear-piercing roar rent the air and reverberated across the bay.

At Classiebawn, Philip Knatchbull—a Mountbatten grandson who had skipped the outing—put down his book, Charles Dickens’s Little Dorrit, and sought out the butler: “Did you just slam a door?”

A German tourist on a beach several miles away heard the bang and joked to her six-year-old daughter: “They’ve blown up Mounty.”

Detective Henry, watching from his patrol car, gasped. “The noise was tremendous, terrifying,” he recalled. “There was a huge mushroom-shaped cloud of smoke and multicolored flashes. This cloud rose high above me, and then started to disappear. There was debris in the sky and on the sea and I was hit with a huge shower of sea-spray. I could hear screams of panic and pain.”

Shadow V splintered and disintegrated and its occupants tumbled into the water.

A uniformed Garda on the shore gazed through binoculars, ashen, unable to talk. Detective Henry tried to alert Garda HQ from his car. “Classiebawn Car calling Seven Five Two, come in, urgent, urgent. Mountbatten’s boat has exploded in the water, send help.” The radio hissed and crackled. Henry belted down to a phone box by the harbor. A woman inside refused to hang up. He hauled her out, midsentence, and dialed the Sligo Garda station.

Boats from the harbor swarmed toward the wreckage, fragments of wood swirling in concentric circles. Diesel fuel slicked the water. Rescuers pulled Patricia Knatchbull, half-conscious, aboard a dinghy. Then Lady Brabourne, bloodied, hysterical, screaming, “Where am I?” Next, Patricia’s husband, John, bones broken, shouting for his wife. People on another boat spotted Timothy floating and pulled him aboard. His face covered in splinters, shaking, he asked: “What happened?” His identical twin, Nicholas, and Paul the boat boy were dead.

Mountbatten floated facedown. His legs were shredded. Tourists dragged him onto their boat. They placed a towel under his head and followed the little fleet back to the harbor. Tourists and staff from the Pier Head Hotel cut sheets into bandages and made stretchers out of doors as the casualties were hauled ashore. “We were in total shock,” recalled one resident, Peter Murtagh. “We just reacted. You go on autopilot and keep on going.”

Lady Brabourne, in agony, kept repeating: “Don’t worry about me…. Tell me, how are the boys?”

John Maxwell, who had scrambled to the harbor after hearing the explosion, cradled the body of his son Paul. He screamed: “I’m a fucking Irishman, these bastards.”

Richard Wallace, a vacationing surgeon, examined Mountbatten. “He’s dead,” he pronounced.

The old man had been knocked unconscious and drowned. A small child, at first overlooked in the tumult, played in a pool of Mountbatten’s blood.

· · ·

THE IRA HAD planned it for months. One team focused on the bomb, another on reconnaissance. Under cover of darkness they had slipped aboard the Shadow V and planted an estimated fifty pounds of gelignite belowdecks. The next day a different team watched Mountbatten and his family board the boat and chug out of the harbor. At the chosen moment, a radio-controlled transmitter detonated the bomb.

By fluke Thomas McMahon, a veteran bomb maker, and Francis McGirl, a young apprentice, were caught fleeing the area two hours before the bomb exploded. Halted at a routine police checkpoint eighty miles south of Mullaghmore, they were unable to explain why they were driving a red Ford Escort they didn’t own. They were still being questioned when news came of the explosion. Both men had sand from Mullaghmore and traces of nitroglycerine on their clothes. McMahon also had flakes of Shadow V’s paint on his shoes and socks. He was sentenced to life in prison. McGirl, on the other hand, was acquitted. No one else was caught.

The operation, in IRA terminology, was a “spectacular”—the organization’s term for a headline-dominating attack—and it reminded a world transfixed by Iran’s Islamic revolution that the Troubles still raged. Mountbatten, in the words of one IRA supporter, was “a beautiful target.” Too bad, one was left to think, about the others on the boat.

In Mullaghmore, people wept. But in the nearby town of Bundoran, a man with a bottle jigged in the street, saying, “The old bastard is dead.” Two boatmen, Michael Gilbride and Martin Shelbourne, watched him in silence. They had helped recover the body of Nicholas.

“Come on, we’re going for a swim,” said Gilbride.

“What on earth do I want to swim for?” said Shelbourne.

“To wash the death off you.”

They swam out to the surf.

· · ·

BUT THERE WAS more death to come, because the IRA was not done with August 27, 1979. They had prepared another surprise 115 miles to the east, on the other side of the island. At 4:40 p.m., a British army convoy—a Land Rover and two four-ton trucks filled with paratroopers—was making a routine run through Narrow Water, a rural spot in Northern Ireland. It was a bank holiday in the UK and tourists lounged on the shore. Not everyone had heard the shocking news from Mullaghmore.

The vehicles skirted Carlingford Lough, which straddled the border, and neared an Elizabethan castle. A trailer piled with bales of barley straw was parked alongside the road. Two young IRA men watched from a vantage point next to a disused railway track just inside the Irish border. Cigarette butts lay in the ferns around them. In the line of sight from their position to the hay trailer stood a round tower, used in Victorian times for river navigation. The IRA had chosen it as a marker. When the last truck passed the tower, one of the men pushed a button. It used a model aircraft radio-controlled device to send a pulse to a seven-hundred-pound fertilizer bomb packed into the trailer, along with petrol cans.

A ball of flames erupted, instantly incinerating seven paratroopers. “All I can remember is a flash and a rumble,” recalled Tom Caughey, a private who was eighteen years old at the time. “Then there was a sensation of flying, of losing vision. I remember lying on the road and then sitting up and looking about. There were bits of bodies around me, some of them on fire, but I couldn’t see anybody moving.”

A rescue force of army vehicles and helicopters scrambled to the scene and set up a control point by the gatehouse opposite the castle. But the IRA had anticipated that. At 5:12 p.m., a decoder device in a Tupperware lunch box was activated. It detonated one thousand pounds of explosives concealed in milk churns lined against a wall. A tornado of flame and granite blocks engulfed the soldiers.

“There was another flash and a rumble and it was the same nightmare again,” said Caughey. Lumps of flesh landed in trees. A head splashed into the lough.

“I will always remember the chilling silence after that second explosion, and the total lack of noise of any type,” said Captain Tom Schwartz. Surrounded by the corpses of comrades—eighteen dead in all—the surviving soldiers shot wildly toward the Irish side of the border, killing William Michael Hudson, an English tourist. Gardaí caught the two young IRA men riding away on a motorcycle. They were detained and later released for want of evidence. No one was ever charged for the parachute regiment’s biggest loss of life since the Second World War.

The slaughter at Mullaghmore and Narrow Water was a ruthless display of the IRA’s capacity for violence that created an unprecedented crisis for the British prime minister. Margaret Thatcher had been in the job 115 days.








CHAPTER TWO

The Friendly Skies of South Armagh

Margaret Thatcher was in her favorite place in England, and therefore the world, when the reports came through, shattering her brief idyll. Chequers was the official country residence of British prime ministers, a rural retreat in the Chiltern Hills of Buckinghamshire for weary leaders burdened by office. By rights, Thatcher should have loathed it. She never retreated, was not weary, and felt no burden. She was fifty-three years old and everything about her suggested propulsive motion, a restless, kinetic energy.

You felt it as soon as she entered a room. She didn’t walk, she bustled. She didn’t sit so much as coil, poised to spring back up. As she reviewed official documents, her pen tracked the text and swooped on errant phrases and feeble arguments, stabbing the page with underlinings, exclamations, excisions. Running the country didn’t halt her domestic chores. She still cleaned her own shoes, ironed her outfits, and cooked supper. When a visitor spilled coffee on the carpet, she spent twenty minutes scrubbing out the stain. Such things, after all, needed to be done correctly.

Thatcher had already made history—first female leader of the Conservative Party, first female British prime minister, first female head of a European government—yet fizzed with impatience because there was so much to do. In voice and appearance she embodied old-fashioned Englishness, the clipped enunciation and smooth hair seemingly lifted from an old Pathé newsreel. “She has a pretty, English sort of face—silky, unlined skin, naturally cream and roses,” an interviewer observed. But Thatcher’s drive was decidedly not English. It ruptured the conceit of establishment elites that success should appear effortless, breezy, a fortuitous product of one’s talents or connections or fate. Striving was for the vulgar classes. Yet Thatcher would work late into the night, sleep four or five hours, then rise before dawn to attack another day. Instead of draining her, this schedule generated yet more energy. She had led the Conservatives to an election victory over the incumbent Labour Party four months earlier and was now like a racehorse at the starting gate, straining to run.

Chequers might have made her restless. It was forty miles north of London’s power hub—Downing Street, the ministries of Whitehall, Parliament—and somewhat detached from the business of ruling. Even so, Thatcher fell for the vista of wooded hills and endless lawns, the beech-lined drive, the red-brick mansion, the magnificent staircase, the Hawtrey Room where Winston Churchill once rallied the nation with wartime broadcasts. She would still plow through government papers, but on the whole Chequers induced a most unexpected impulse: relaxation.

This bank holiday weekend, she had dined with her son, Mark, who was a struggling businessman, and her sister, Muriel, who was visiting Chequers for the first time. She also had a session with her personal dressmaker. Thatcher attached high importance to appearance. Head to foot, she had to be impeccable. With Daphne Scrimgeour she would sketch ideas for outfits and discuss brooches, pearls, handbags, and shoes. The prime minister’s hair had its own weekly routine: washed Monday and combed out Tuesday and Thursday, appointments her engagement diary code-named “Carmen Rollers.” Male aides were banned from such rituals.

But on this late August day, all frippery was set aside when an aide relayed the reports from across the Irish Sea.

Mountbatten dead, soldiers massacred. Newsroom telexes around the world were already chattering with details. Margaret Thatcher had her first Northern Ireland crisis. She dispatched her Northern Ireland secretary, Humphrey Atkins, to Belfast, and passed the evening in a blur of phone calls, instructions, and funeral arrangements. Mountbatten would get his pomp.

Early the next morning, Thatcher returned to her residence and office at 10 Downing Street and chaired an emergency meeting with Home Secretary Willie Whitelaw, Defence Secretary Francis Pym, and Ian Gilmour, a minister without portfolio who knew his way around the Defence Ministry and Foreign Office. Later, she sat at her desk with pen and paper and began to write. “My dear Mrs. Rogers, no words of mine can match the grief you and your children will feel at the loss you suffered yesterday….” The letter to the widow of Sergeant Ian Rogers ran over two pages and was written in Thatcher’s distinctive longhand. She wrote another seventeen letters, each unique, to the families of the other dead soldiers.

That evening she chaired another meeting, this one joined by Edwin Bramall, chief of the army general staff, and announced that in the morning she would fly to Belfast. The crisis had exposed a humbling truth about her policy on Northern Ireland. She didn’t have one.

· · ·

ONE OF THE many reasons Margaret Thatcher loathed Irish revolution was that it distracted from her plans for a British revolution. She was a Conservative, yes, but believed that for things to remain the same, everything must change. Thatcher feared Britain’s greatness was slipping away, that the island nation that had once ruled the waves was drifting into decline. Having seized the wheel, she sought to chart a new course.

The future prime minister delivered a statement of intent in 1935 when she was ten years old and won a poetry-reciting competition. “You were lucky, Margaret,” her school’s deputy headmistress told her. Young Maggie’s retort would echo down the ages. “I was not lucky,” Thatcher said. “I deserved it.”

Margaret Hilda Roberts was born in Grantham, a market town in the east of England, to Beatrice, a dressmaker, and Alfred, a grocer. From humble origins they had risen to the lower middle class through thrift and industry. Home was a three-story brick house, all spick-and-span, polished, ordered. The ground floor was Alfred’s shop, where young Margaret and her sister, Muriel, worked after school, weighing out tea, sugar, and biscuits.

Alfred Roberts so molded his beloved younger daughter that it was later said that he ruled Britain from beyond the grave. He was a Rotary Club president, a town councillor, and a lay preacher, orating during the week from the council chamber and on Sunday from a pulpit. He steered Margaret toward books, political meetings, and public speaking classes. Elocution lessons turned her Midlands accent regal. He instilled in her a belief in self-reliance and a horror of idleness. The Robertses were devout Methodists, a puritanical Protestant denomination that abjured the bells and smells of Catholicism. “We were Methodists and Methodists means method. We were taught what was right and wrong in very considerable detail,” Thatcher later said. A diligent, brainy chatterbox, Margaret played piano so well some wondered if she might become a concert pianist. “Oh no,” said her proud mother. “We’ve got—she’s got—higher aspirations than that.” Grantham’s most famous son, Sir Isaac Newton, had developed a theory of gravity. Thatcher would become its most famous daughter by defying the downward force of a male-dominated world.

Churchill’s wartime broadcasts convinced Margaret that with the right leader, Britain could always prevail. She won a place at Oxford to study chemistry, thinking to become a scientist, but politics captivated her. In the university’s Conservative Association she found a worldview that matched her principles. Yet at the end of the war, voters dumped Churchill from power and ushered in a left-wing Labour government that promised a welfare state. Margaret seethed—it smacked of socialism. Elected head of the Oxford Young Conservatives, she told her family, “I’m going to be an MP.”

After graduation, Margaret sought work in the chemical industry. “This woman is headstrong, obstinate and dangerously self-opinionated,” said one firm’s personnel department, rejecting her application. After finding a job as a research chemist at a plastics company, she embarked on a law degree, deeming it a springboard to politics, and started to zigzag through the Conservative Party’s old boy network.

Impeccably dressed, she spoke confidently, remembered everything, and worked, worked, worked, addressing meetings, canvassing, handing out flyers, quelling hecklers. She supported capital punishment, fiscal restraint, and the atomic bombing of Japan. Socialism, she warned, turned the human spirit into a caged bird. “It has food and it has warmth. But what is the good of all that if it has not the freedom to fly out and live its own life?” The Conservatives rewarded her with the chance to contest an unwinnable, impregnable Labour seat. Twice she lost, and wept.

But Margaret Roberts also fell in love. Missing a train one night in 1947 after a party meeting, she accepted a lift from a businessman in the audience. Denis Thatcher was ten years her senior and ran his family’s manufacturing firm. He drove a Jaguar, loved cricket, rugby, and golf, and loathed socialists. Interested in politics but not wanting to be in politics, he cloaked his seriousness in an irreverent persona partial to gin and tonics and off-color jokes. He opened up a new world to his girlfriend, flush with shows, parties, and trips. In other words, fun. Once, Denis had been married—to a blond beauty also named Margaret, who broke his heart. He thought this new Margaret beautiful and steadfast, a reason to try again.

They married in 1951, a merger of like-minded equals, workaholics who respected each other’s space. She prepared a cooked breakfast each morning, bacon burned to a crisp the way Denis liked, then they went their separate ways for marathon days. Denis tried to stop his wife overdoing it—sometimes imploring, “Bed, woman!”—and his wealth let the new Mrs. Thatcher quit chemistry and focus on politics.

In 1953 she gave birth to twins, Mark and Carol. “They look like rabbits,” said Denis. “Put them back.”

Women were beginning to trickle into Parliament, even the cabinet, but tended to be unmarried and childless. Margaret resisted the gravitational pull of two newborns and society’s expectations to complete her law degree and continue politics. She outdrove and outdazzled two hundred other hopefuls to become the Conservative candidate for Finchley, a wealthy suburb in northwest London. In the 1959 general election, her Labour opponent found her formidable and cold. She beat him.

Of the 630 MPs who entered the new parliament, twenty-five were women. The Conservatives, having a majority, formed a government under Harold Macmillan. He appointed Thatcher a junior minister for pensions. The first mother of young children to hold government office drew scrutiny. Always well turned out, a masterful command of policy detail—how did she do it? It was a coded, unfair accusation of neglecting her children. There was a nanny, but Thatcher kept weekends free, organized meals, outfits, trips, holidays, riding lessons, and kept vigil on their classwork and friendships. She quietly urged other female MPs to show superiority over the men. “She had a very strong sense that men were agreeable, playful and in the end not very serious creatures,” said Shirley Williams, a Labour MP.

The Conservatives lost the next election, but Finchley’s voters kept faith in Thatcher, who retained her seat. When Ted Heath led the Conservatives back to power in 1970, he appointed her education minister. He found her shrill and opinionated, but Thatcher was competent and a media darling. That changed when she cut free milk for schoolchildren, part of painful budget cuts. Critics pounced with a wounding rhyme: “Thatcher, Thatcher, milk snatcher.” The antithesis of motherhood, a depriver of milk. “Is this the most hated woman in Britain?” asked The Sun. The attacks toughened Thatcher. She did not retreat, for she believed she was right.

By 1974, Heath’s government was floundering. He had promised to tame unions, cut taxes and spending, and make Britain competitive. Instead unions called the shots, spending ballooned, and an energy crisis forced Britain to adopt a three-day week. At the same time, Northern Ireland’s turmoil was spilling into England: IRA bombs were exploding in London and other cities. Labour returned to power. Conservative MPs seethed at the hapless Heath. Some wanted to replace him, but with whom? The obvious candidates made clumsy mistakes or lost their nerve, allowing an implausible candidate to emerge. MPs exchanged astonished looks. Thatcher? A woman? Not even Labour’s socialists or the louche Continentals across the channel had elected a female leader.

The grocer’s daughter challenged for the leadership. It was an audacious gamble: if she lost, she was ruined. “She offended against the English canon: you should never be too keen,” said one ally, Edward du Cann.

Airey Neave, an MP and former army officer famous for having escaped a Nazi prison, ran her campaign, and lobbied colleagues with a blend of charm, intimidation, and bluff. On February 11, 1975, Conservative MPs elected her.

The honeymoon was brief. Party grandees whispered that the woman was a mistake. Posh young men in the party’s research office snickered at her provincial roots and mockingly referred to her by her middle name, Hilda. Others said her free-market beliefs and hectoring style would alienate voters.

Thatcher got an image makeover—teeth capped, puffball hats purged, voice modulated—and promoted allies to party posts. Invariably men, often handsome. Denis did not seem to mind. Whenever asked about politics, he would shrug and smile. “I leave that to the boss.” She made a splash overseas. On a visit to California she discovered a soul mate, Governor Ronald Reagan. “I knew that we were of like mind, and manifestly so did he,” she said later. A belligerent Cold War speech about the Soviet Union prompted the Red Army newspaper to dub her the Iron Lady. Recognizing it as a marketing gift from the communist gods, Thatcher embraced the nickname.

When the election was called in the spring of 1979, she crisscrossed the country in a battle bus to an upbeat campaign song, “Hello, Maggie!” to the tune of Jerry Herman’s “Hello, Dolly!” She pitched her economic agenda in terms of a sensible, budget-conscious housewife and appealed to patriotism. “I’m in the business to try and make Britain great again,” she said.

She did not invest much time in Northern Ireland. She left that to Airey Neave, the only senior Conservative truly passionate about the place. A security hawk, Neave believed the terrorists could be defeated and that local government reform could normalize and integrate the region into the UK. Once in government, Thatcher planned to appoint him secretary of state for Northern Ireland.

Neave was perhaps her closest friend in politics. She found him dashing and original. The war hero considered her brilliant and beautiful. His wiliness had secured her the leadership and would, she hoped, make him a good steward of Northern Ireland. In any case, Neave was the only senior Conservative who wanted the job. Nobody realized that his policy goals, and his closeness to the Tory leader, made him a target.

On the cold afternoon of March 30, 1979, Neave was driving his Vauxhall Cavalier up a ramp in the Palace of Westminster car park when a tilt switch detonated a bomb under the car. The blast blew off his legs. It took half an hour to cut him free and transfer him to the Westminster hospital. Thatcher received the news while preparing an election broadcast at the BBC. Numbed, she immediately returned to Westminster—where she learned that Neave had died on the operating table. She was devastated. “Thank God one doesn’t know when one wakes up in the morning what will happen when one goes to bed at night,” she murmured to staff.
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Margaret and Denis Thatcher at the funeral of Airey Neave in Oxfordshire in April 1979, a week after he was killed by an INLA bomb.
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Neave, not yet in government, had lacked protection—but Westminster was the heart of the British state. If the terrorists could reach such a high-value target there, who was next? “Some devils got him,” Thatcher told the BBC. “They must never, never, never be allowed to triumph.”

It was not the IRA that scored this “spectacular,” but a small breakaway group called the Irish National Liberation Army.

Thatcher went on to fight the election. “It sounds callous to say it, but Mrs. Thatcher’s campaign benefited from Neave’s murder,” her biographer Charles Moore later wrote. The assassination diverted media attention from a Conservative electoral gaffe over housing and highlighted Thatcher’s principles. “Airey’s death diminishes us, but it will enhance our resolve that the God-given freedoms in which he believed, and which are the foundations of our parliamentary democracy, will in the end triumph over the acts of evil men,” she said. The murder, according to Moore, subliminally deepened the idea that Thatcher was serious and stood for something important.

The election was held on May 3, 1979. She won.

· · ·

WITH THE SUN rising behind her, the prime minister sat in the back of a government Jaguar and headed to RAF Northolt, a Royal Air Force station in West London. It was August 29, two days since the IRA had truncated her Chequers idyll. This trip to Northern Ireland—her first since the election—was intended to show the British state was still in control and to discover precisely what was going on.

London vanished as the RAF jet banked north and flew over the English Midlands, Wales, the choppy waters of the Irish Sea, and then, emerging from a light mist, a rocky shore and green fields: the island that had vexed every English monarch since Henry II. It was the tenth year of the Troubles. Just a few years earlier, Hué, Saigon, and the Mekong Delta had been synonymous with body counts as America’s war in Vietnam raged. Now it was Northern Ireland’s six counties—Antrim, Armagh, Derry, Down, Fermanagh, Tyrone—making the news bulletins.

Thatcher’s briefing papers gave plenty of scope for underlining. The IRA had issued a statement calling the death of Mountbatten a “discriminate operation to bring to the attention of the English people the continuing occupation of our country.” There was speculation that the attacks were in part a response to being
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