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Introduction


Blood on the Tracks


The young Metropolitan Police Inspector John Purnell remembered he and his fellow officers feeling disgruntled with life, and as time went by, ‘freezing our arses off ’ during the bitterly cold Saturday night of 6 December 1975. They were part of Operation Combo, in which the Met had flooded central London with both uniformed and plainclothes officers in the hope of catching an IRA active service unit (ASU) that had been terrorising the capital. Just a week earlier, the Guinness Book of Records co-founder Ross McWhirter had been shot dead outside his home in suburban Enfield after offering a £50,000 reward for information leading to the ASU men’s arrest.


The unit had targeted popular pubs, clubs and restaurants with bombings and shootings throughout 1975, and had murdered a 21-year-old unarmed police constable when he gave chase to several men down a road near Barons Court Tube Station in west London following what he took to be a common house burglary. On 23 October, the IRA cell had even managed to significantly put back the campaign against cancer when they detonated a bomb that killed Gordon Hamilton-Fairley, a pioneering Professor of Oncology at St Barts Hospital, after he had brushed against the booby-trapped car belonging to his next-door neighbour, the Conservative MP Hugh Fraser. The horrible circumstances of his neighbour’s death had moved Fraser with every particle of his being with the resolve to ‘treat the IRA as the street thugs they really are’.


These were far from isolated cases of organised violence around the English capital that autumn. After the regrettable error with the cancer doctor, the IRA unit had turned its attention to what it called ‘ruling-class’ restaurants, such as the popular Trattoria Fiore in Mount Street, where on 29 October their bomb ripped the scalp off an American tourist and another woman lost her foot, while several other diners were blinded or maimed by razor shards of flying glass.


On the night of 18 November, it was the turn of Walton’s restaurant in Chelsea, where a 5lb bomb containing an assortment of nails and ball-bearings was flung through the front window, killing a man and a woman and injuring twenty-three other people, the oldest of them in his mid-seventies. In the period from July to December 1975, the gang averaged more than a shooting or a bombing a week in the capital, a level of violence against civilian targets that had been unmatched since the IRA’s own ‘S’ (or Sabotage) campaign on the British mainland of the late 1930s.


So the various stakeout teams involving Inspector Purnell and his colleagues that cold December night were bored but watchful, sitting in their unmarked cars in residential streets as far afield as Clapham and Chiswick, or loitering among the crowds milling around Leicester Square or Oxford Circus, hoping to catch sight of anything out of the ordinary. It was a routine broken only by the welcome arrival of a female colleague bearing mugs of hot soup to Purnell and his partner, Sergeant Phil McVeigh, as they stood stamping their feet in an attempt to keep themselves warm in a shop doorway, or walked in tight circles around the corner of Park Street and North Row close to Marble Arch. Having been sustained only by an endlessly replenished supply of Players cigarettes, the two officers thought the soup a ‘sensational result’, profusely thanking the WPC, who said cheerfully as she returned to a waiting car, ‘It’s all yours now, lads’. Years later, Purnell admitted that three hours in to their nine-hour shift, he and McVeigh were ‘bored out of our boxes’, with only a couple of passing pedestrians and a dog noisily fouling the next doorway for company.


Shortly after 9 p.m. that boredom was rather dramatically relieved. Over Purnell’s radio came the news that the IRA gang had apparently just fired shots through the window of Scott’s restaurant in nearby Mount Street, a location they, the ASU, had visited earlier in the autumn by throwing a bomb through the open front door, killing an elderly diner and injuring fifteen others in the process. Moments later, a dark Ford Cortina drove slowly but erratically past the two policemen, crossed Oxford Street against the red traffic light and headed north along Cumberland Place. Anyone familiar with the then popular Thames Television show The Sweeney need only think of a scene from that same programme, but with the responding officers on foot rather than in the back of a screeching Rover P6, to get some of the flavour.


Rapidly abandoning the soup and stubbing out their cigarettes, the men ran to the corner of North Row and commandeered a passing black taxi. ‘I literally said to the cabbie, “Follow that car!”’, Purnell recalled. ‘He said, “Blimey, I’ve always wanted this to happen!” Of course, we didn’t tell him that it was full of armed terrorists.’


Within five minutes, the chase led them to the dead-end Alpha Close, near Regent’s Park, where the Cortina’s four passengers abruptly abandoned it. The street was nearly empty of other traffic – much of Britain was, after dark, fifty years ago – leaving Purnell and McVeigh to again continue their pursuit on foot.


Noticing they were not alone, one or more of the fleeing ASU men turned and opened fire, the bullets ricocheting against the side of a parked car. In short order, other officers arrived on the scene to join the chase, which continued down the darkened Rossmore Road, an elevated street that crosses the railway lines from Marylebone Station. One of the newly arrived reinforcements was a 21-year-old trainee constable named Ian Blair, who, thirty years later, went on to become Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, and later still to write of his involvement:




We turned the corner, and there [was] the car … It was a very defining moment. I think I spent the next half an hour pretending to be a bush. They got out of the car and started firing at us. It is an interesting experience being shot at when you have absolutely nothing to shoot back with. I loved everything about that whole job.





Here some discrepancy exists with the account of the first man on the scene, John Purnell, who in 2007 recalled of the events that night:




I’ve never for one second associated Ian Blair with [the incident] in any shape or form, and his story of seeing the gang get out of the car and then being shot at is totally impossible. They didn’t fire at him. When the men got out of the car there were three people present: a cab driver, Phil McVeigh and myself. At that stage there wasn’t another police officer in sight. I wish there had been.





All parties agree on the salient point that the four IRA men, having hurriedly abandoned their vehicle, then ran down a flight of steps from Rossmore Road and pushed their way through the unlocked front door of a block of council flats at 22 Balcombe Street, adjacent to the station. In a flat on the first floor, an elderly couple, John and Sheila Matthews, were just settling down in front of their black-and-white Baird television set next to the two-bar electric fire in their sitting room to enjoy an episode of the American police drama Kojak. They both initially assumed that the loud gunshots that they could hear nearby were part of the show’s soundtrack. The couple were soon disabused on this point.


A moment later, four wild-eyed young men carrying handguns barged through the front door and announced that they were taking them hostage. Mr Matthews, a retired postman, had his legs tied together with his wife’s tights, while Mrs Matthews was dragged into the hall with a gun at her head by one of the gang, later identified as a London-born carpenter-turned-Irish Republican named Harry Duggan. Duggan shouted at the police gathered at the front door of the building below them, ‘Fuck off, you bastards!’ There were some further remarks of this sort, both to and fro, over the next few minutes, with the police using megaphones for amplification. The lengthy exchange rattled the flat’s front windows.


A six-day standoff ensued. The police surrounded the building and, with a telephone dropped onto the balcony of the flat from the roof, continually talked to the four Irishmen, who identified themselves only as ‘Paddy’ or ‘Mick’ for the officers’ benefit. Over the course of the week the latter’s tactics ranged from what might be called the Sweeney school (‘You come down here or we’ll kick your arses up to your shoulder blades’) to the more reasoned approach of remarking how the men were betraying the principles of Wolfe Tone – the eighteenth-century father of Irish Republicanism – at which, eschewing the conversational high road, Duggan angrily threw the negotiating phone out the window with another colourful epithet. The ASU men weren’t without a mordant sense of humour, however, because from time to time the strains of Engelbert Humperdinck’s 1967 hit ‘Release Me’ could be heard issuing loudly from the flat’s front room.


In the late morning of the sixth day, with the hostage-takers’ request for a plane to take them back to Ireland having been refused by negotiators, and having long since exhausted the Matthews’ supply of tinned goods and instant coffee, some cardboard boxes containing sausages, Brussels sprouts, potatoes and peaches were lowered to the flat from the balcony above. In what may have been a psych-ops exercise on the part of the authorities, a BBC radio broadcast stated that armed members of the Special Air Service were about to be deployed to resolve the crisis. This seemed to focus the Irishmen’s minds, and shortly after their midday meal, all four ASU men came out with their hands up to be swiftly driven away to the nearby Paddington Green Police Station. Their two hostages were in turn taken to University College Hospital, where a spokesman said they were ‘shaken and weak’ but otherwise unharmed.


In an apparent revenge attack five days later, a powerful homemade bomb exploded at Biddy Mulligan’s pub in Kilburn, north London, sending eight customers to hospital with injuries. Under questioning – which the UK National Archives describe, perhaps euphemistically, both as ‘intense’ and applying ‘deep psychology’ – the four ASU members gave up the address of a nearby London flat they and their colleagues had used as their base for the previous several months. When they visited the premises, the police recovered a list of other potential objectives, such as the British Museum, Madame Tussauds and the National Gallery, as well as 10 Downing Street and Buckingham Palace.


The authorities found evidence that the unit was also considering less obvious targets, including power plants, water-pumping stations and sewage works. A typed note attached to an eighty-six-page ‘Action List’ included the dates and venues of specific functions, among them events held by the British Law Society, the Coldstream Guards and the passing-out parade of the Junior Sea Cadets, a national organisation of 9–12-year-old boys sponsored by the Royal Navy.


In February 1977, the four Balcombe Street hostage-takers were found guilty at the Old Bailey of twenty-five terrorism-related charges, including seven murders. Each of the men was given twelve life sentences, with the recommendation that they serve not less than thirty years. One of the defendants saluted the bench with a V-sign and another shouted ‘Up the Provos!’ as they were taken down to the cells.


After twenty-two years, all four were released under the terms of the amnesty negotiated under the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. On 10 May of that year, the men made a dramatic appearance on stage at a special Sinn Fein conference in Dublin, where they enjoyed a ten-minute standing ovation as Gerry Adams, the absentee MP for Belfast West, hailed them as ‘our Nelson Mandelas’. The remark was prominently featured in the daily US papers serving cities such as New York and Boston with large Irish immigrant communities.


It’s worth lingering on the Balcombe Street siege and its aftermath for a moment, if only because the whole affair seems to highlight certain fundamental characteristics of British life on the eve of the year this book seeks to revisit. Whether in the long campaign of violence itself, or such details as the haphazard manner of the police stakeout, or the press photographs of the interior of the Balcombe Street flat, with its fashionless mahogany and chintz furnishings, Formica-topped kitchen, coffin-sized radiogram and tobaccostained floral wallpaper, it’s an illustrative story.


The US city of Boston happened to be celebrating its ‘Billion-Light Christmas Bonanza’ over the weekend of 12–14 December 1975, with a gaudily lit downtown ‘starlight garden’ and ranks of sparkling, Disneythemed dancing holograms, so that the grim black-and-white pictures of the Matthews’ Dickensian front room must have seemed to belong to some primitive, faraway world. There may have been no village in the rural Carpathians where living conditions were quite as archaic as in parts of Britain in the hangover years following the Swinging Sixties.


***


Apart from the matter of basic home furnishings or personal style, it sometimes seemed as if the UK wasn’t really a properly formed country at all, as much as a series of geographically connected tribes linked by physical proximity and their exposure to certain words that defined the era: inflation, shortages, strikes, redundancies, violence, hooliganism, divorce, Europe. It was a time of unease and despair, punctuated by disaster. A three-day working week, and homes plunged into darkness by recurrent industrial action. Desert emirates cutting off the nation’s oil supply. The pound in freefall. Terrible crimes against the person reported in the daily press, of which the sprees of the so-called Black Panther and Yorkshire Ripper were only the most heinous.


And in the background loomed still greater calamities and afflictions across the world. The ice age was returning. The governments of large parts of the world – Uganda first came to mind – lay in the hands of homicidal maniacs. Nobody was quite sure if the UK was really in or out of Europe. Kohoutek’s Comet was hurtling towards the planet. Lord Lucan had apparently gone berserk and murdered his children’s nanny. The Bay City Rollers had the biggest selling single of the year in the pop chart. For some unfathomable reason, people wore extravagantly flared trousers and ties, and jackets with lapels the width of hang-glider sails. And overlaying it all was the pervasive economic gloom that led the leader writer of the Wall Street Journal to compare aspects of the contemporary UK to the Weimar Republic of the 1920s.


To Britons of a certain age, it must seem that their whole lives have been spent contemplating the prospect of some form of imminent financial Armageddon. The annual inflation rate in the UK in December 1975 was 25.15 per cent, which was bad, certainly, but down from a high of 27.25 per cent the previous August, the worst such figures anywhere in the industrialised world. A future Conservative prime minister would characterise the era as one of ‘darkened streets, unlit offices, sports matches cancelled, frozen, broken-backed Britain ruled under a permanent state of emergency’. It would be going too far, but not, perhaps, going entirely in the wrong direction to say that the prime minister, Labour’s Harold Wilson, was at times in despair at the reigning state of affairs and at his apparent inability to rectify the situation. Barbara Castle, Wilson’s Social Services Minister, would write of a particularly fraught Cabinet meeting that spring:




Harold was sitting in his chair, obviously in a shattered state. Mike [Foot] sat at one end of the table opposite him; Jim Callaghan at the other, head in hands. ‘Have a drink,’ said Harold morosely and as I helped myself he added, ‘I was very insulting to Barbara just now and I apologise.’ I went over and kissed him affectionately on the forehead. ‘Don’t I get a kiss?’ said Jim, gloomily. ‘God knows I need it.’ So I kissed him too and sat down next to him … Harold had obviously calmed down a bit, but he was still in a pretty neurotic state, so for an hour we had to listen to him.





As we’ll see, the married Wilson, who, it turned out, was salving his melancholy in the arms of his Deputy Press Secretary, also married and twenty-two years his junior, would abruptly resign from office in March 1976, giving rise to a whole raft of conspiracy theories yet to be fully scotched. Was he the victim of a plot by the security services, who thought he had communist sympathies and was in fact a KGB asset, or had the onset of Alzheimer’s disease already dulled his faculties? In some ways, Wilson stands as the human embodiment of his nation in the mid-1970s: a once-brilliant success story increasingly mired in a state of paranoia and quite possibly what we would now characterise as clinical depression, operating in a disturbed political climate at a time of exceptional turmoil.


Of course, it’s always a mistake to try and assemble random historical facts into a neatly unified pattern that few people would have recognised at the time. Whether in their claim that Britain overnight became a socialist Mecca with the advent of the welfare state in 1945, or that the country as one succumbed to a priapic fit characterised by the sight of bare-thighed young women swaggering around Carnaby Street in their Mary Quant miniskirts to a backdrop of herbally tinged joss sticks and the wafted strains of Sgt Pepper in the Summer of Love, twenty-two years later – with a sort of communal nervous breakdown triggered by the Suez Crisis at the midpoint between the two poles – social historians are always keen to identify what seem to them to be the transformative shifts in our national life. Such judgements are generally only possible with the aid of hindsight. Few of those confronted by the individual pieces of the jigsaw can picture the completed puzzle.


It should be said that there were several points of light, too, if not distinct optimism, amid the doldrums, even if it sometimes took a friendly outsider to locate them. Bernard Nossiter, a prize-winning reporter who served as the Washington Post’s London correspondent in 1976, began his book Britain: A Future That Works by mocking all ‘the scribes and prophets of doom’, who had for so long queued up to predict the nation’s wholesale collapse. On the contrary, Nossiter argued, despite ‘undeniable material challenges’, Britain under Harold Wilson and his immediate successor in office was ‘healthy, democratic [and] as stable a society as any of its size in Europe’. Making the choice of leisure over goods and moving towards an economy based as much on services and the arts as on manufacturing, the UK ‘might be a model for the future of all successful post-industrial Western nations’, he added.


Nossiter found grounds for cheer in a wide variety of British walks of life, large and small: increased longevity, ever-improving and largely cost-free healthcare, better universities, greater variety in the shops, more books sold, cleaner air, the return of fish to the Thames. Speaking about leisure, Nossiter informed his readers that there were 265 state-run sports centres in Britain in 1976, up from twenty-three in 1971, with plans for another 500 by 1980. People were flocking to huge new indoor retail malls, such as the Birmingham Bull Ring or Brent Cross in north London, while forsaking such traditional resorts as Skegness or Clacton for more exotic destinations like Miami or Los Angeles for their holidays. The average attendance at an English First Division football match stood at a fraction under 30,000, modest by modern standards, but often enlivened by the crowd’s creative adaptation of the lyrics of popular Top 40 hits and willingness to put the boot in to the opposition fans.


Even England’s more pastoral summer sport of cricket had staunched its long post-war haemorrhage of paying customers by introducing a series of comparatively breakneck limited-overs competitions and, just the previous year, an inaugural World Cup. The West Indies beat Australia in the final, which saw the normally cathedral-like calm of Lord’s transformed into a reasonable facsimile of Wembley, complete with rattles and horns and a blaze of flags, along with singing, cheers and ‘even a few jeers from the shirtsleeved patrons of the Tavern’, the Daily Telegraph tutted.


The frivolous side of life dominated the press on Friday, 2 January 1976, the day marking the beginning of the end of the extended festive season. ‘ARISE, SOOTY OBE!’ was the banner headline in the Daily Mirror, referring to the New Year’s Honour conferred on Harry Corbett, the middle-aged operator of the nation’s beloved yellow bear glove puppet. The Daily Mail also reported on the award but was chiefly exercised by the matter of ‘GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENT’S SECRETS FOUND DUMPED IN WHITEHALL SKIP’. The Times led with the ever-popular ‘SALE FEVER JAMS ROADS’, noting that after a disappointing Christmas, retailers had got off ‘to a bright start’ to 1976, while the Wolverhampton Express and Star combined three media staples into the surely unbeatable ‘SALE FRENZY BLOCKS TRAFFIC: ROYALS DELAYED’, splashed under its masthead.


Turning to the classifieds, readers were urged to take advantage of seasonal bargains on ‘Real Imitation Leather Chesterfield sofas’ for ‘that gentleman’s club look’ retailing at £135 (£1,080 in today’s money) apiece, or treat themselves to a winter break at ‘newly built deluxe hotel, with fully carpeted guests’ lounge and large TV’ on the Isle of Wight, with single rooms starting at just £7 a night. Meanwhile, a ‘spacious, three-bedroom luxury flat’ in London’s desirable St John’s Wood was offered for just £24,500 on a ninetynine-year lease, while a four-bed manor house in Sevenoaks with ‘two acres of woodland, rhododendrons, shrubs and lawns, with a carpet of bluebells in season’ was yours for £30,000, or £200,000 and £240,000 respectively.


There was a good deal more in the press promoting the virtues of threepiece suites, fitted carpets, cars, cameras, cold remedies, castor oil, miracle ointments, denture repairs, toupees, trusses and medical aids in general. Much of Britain’s employment landscape still existed in a sort of extended Edwardian limbo, with ‘Wanted’ columns full of openings for domestic servants, private chauffeurs (‘only Rolls-proficient men need apply’) and ‘well-spoken English girls’ for immediate employment as nannies – including one vacancy for a ‘privately-educated young woman to oversee Lady Charlotte, aged three, and twins Georgina and Edward, aged two months, in tandem with other resident staff at home in Kensington’. Many of the displays for goods and services retained their essential 1950s air of apology for the tastelessness of having to promote their wares in the first place, with taglines such as ‘If we have a rival in our field, we should be glad to know of it’, or ‘Any Interested Parties are invited to correspond or call by appointment at our Premises’.


On 3 January, a Saturday, the press all led with variants of the Mirror’s ‘WHIPLASHED!’ to describe the gales that had buffeted much of the British Isles, with winds recorded at 109mph at RAF Wittering in Cambridgeshire. Coastal streets were flooded, rail and air traffic came to a standstill and roads everywhere were blocked by fallen trees. The roof of one of the stands at the Stoke football ground blew off and the Old Vic Theatre in London was evacuated when scaffolding collapsed, smashing a plate-glass window and causing a heavy chandelier to crash to the ground in the foyer. Eleven people died in a variety of accidents. In retrospect, perhaps it was only an apt way in which to start what would prove to be a consistently turbulent year.


***


Nor could it be concluded from events elsewhere in early 1976 that this was likely to be an era of undisturbed peace and prosperity for humanity as a whole. The Atlantic Alliance had recently been tested, first by Britain’s refusal to commit troops to the cause of the long US campaign in Vietnam, and then by the appointment of 57-year-old Anthony Crosland as Foreign Secretary. As the US Secretary of State and globetrotting superstar Henry Kissinger wrote of his opposite number, ‘Crosland’s articulate petulance – combined with a languid, offhand manner – served to turn him into the enfant terrible of diplomacy. He also turned out to have a bizarre sense of humor, inventing a game in which each side scored points whenever the other committed some absurdity.’ Kissinger once ruefully told me that he had been debited ‘many marks by Crosland’ when at a state dinner attended by the royal family in July 1976, a senior US diplomat had in all seriousness enquired of Prince Philip if he had fought for the Axis side in the Second World War.


Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) between the United States and the Soviet Union similarly reached a nadir in 1976, with Kissinger reporting, ‘We went to [the Kremlin] in February, proposing a workable way forward. They turned us down flat.’ There were no further substantive arms control talks that year.


Leaving aside the bloody aftermath of the decade-long US adventure in South East Asia, civil wars or coups erupted in Morocco, Nigeria, Argentina, the Congo, Angola, Lebanon, Uruguay, Algeria, Syria and Thailand. There were repeated terrorist outrages of varying degrees throughout Western Europe, not to mention the continuing IRA campaign in Britain itself. A series of riots broke out among the residents of the racially ostracised Soweto township in Johannesburg against the centrally imposed apartheid regime of the National Party in Pretoria, while the 50-year-old schoolteacher-turned-Marxist fanatic known as Pol Pot blithely continued his psychotic reign of terror that, over time, by the most widely accepted estimates, led to the deaths of fully a quarter of Cambodia’s 7 million citizens, through execution, torture, starvation and disease.


A frantic edge also crept in to the behaviour of the leaders of China, where the death in January 1976 of the long-serving Prime Minister Zhou Enlai saw large crowds gather in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square to mark his passing. The late premier’s elderly boss, Chairman Mao Zedong (himself to die later in the year) interpreted the demonstrations as being directed against state orthodoxy, if not to create a rival icon to himself, and ordered his Red Guard to disperse the mourners. In response, a crowd of over 100,000 forced their way into nearby government buildings to protest their affection for the values enshrined by Zhou, and as many as 600 men, women and children died in the subsequent purge of ‘counterrevolutionary wreckers’ said to have disturbed the peace.


Taken as a whole, this all fell some way short of fulfilling the ‘year of universal harmony and goodwill’ heralded in international affairs by the United Nations Secretary General Kurt Waldheim (who, unlike the Duke of Edinburgh, actually was a former Wehrmacht officer) in his annual address to the General Assembly in January 1976.


***


Louis Kirby was at this time a 47-year-old pipe-smoking former political correspondent, who had recently been handed the unenviable job of editing London’s Evening News. Born in Liverpool, Kirby had started his journalistic career as a reporter covering weddings and funerals for the Wolverhampton Express and Star, then spent two years in Bermuda before joining the Daily Mail’s Manchester office in 1953. He remained with Associated Newspapers for the next half-century – a remarkable record of loyalty, even in an era when journalists were less inclined to flit promiscuously from title to title and group to group – serving in turn as the paper’s lobby correspondent and chief reporter with the Mail’s sister paper, the Daily Sketch, before taking over the reins at the News in 1974.


Kirby’s brief was to turn the ailing broadsheet into a tabloid without lowering its editorial standards or compromising its mid-market appeal. The tone of the News was a curious paradox as a result. Although dedicated to ‘the fundamental interests of the common man’ and fiercely opposed to the ideas that ‘material gain should inevitably be the prerogative of the upper crust’ or that management ‘need rest in the hands of a public-school elite’, to quote two of Kirby’s editorials, the paper was plagued by a series of shop-floor disputes throughout the 1970s.


By the middle of the decade, the News was selling some 600,000 copies a day, roughly half the total it had enjoyed in its prime, although sometimes the figure sloshed around like water in a bathtub, gaining or losing 100,000 or so in response to a particularly arresting headline or a photograph of a swimsuit-clad Princess Margaret on the front page. The paper’s distinctive red, black and yellow delivery vans remained a familiar sight around Greater London each weekday afternoon, darting between shops and pitches like so many shoals of tropical fish, but changing consumer habits eventually brought about a merger with its long-time rival, the Evening Standard. As critics observed, even by 1976 the News seemed to have abandoned the ideals of its glory days as the respectable working Londoner’s outlet of choice in its bid to match its more disreputable competitors. But despite being dumbed-down (or perhaps for that reason), the paper remained defiantly old-school, with its curiously dated spot-the-ball competitions on the back page and its tendency to take every opportunity it could to display images of scantily clad women. Above all, it was a recognisably British confection, with all that implied in the mid-1970s.


‘I just didn’t have the heart for it,’ Kirby told me shortly before his death at the age of 77 in 2006:




It wasn’t the London newspaper I really wanted. The things that most interested me were politics and the whole way the state grew out of all recognition from how our fathers and grandfathers would have known it. You didn’t even need a passport to travel around in those days, and look at the way we’re treated now. I certainly didn’t want the [News] to become a paper for the chattering classes … And yet every time you went to a [board meeting] and said anything about serious journalistic standards, the people in the room would begin to shift their feet and start coughing and you knew you’d lost them. But then the moment you said something about beefing up the paper’s gossip columns, or having lots of photos of toffs arsing around and women with their chests hanging out – anything with shock value – everybody would be sitting there beaming.





Looking back on it, Kirby thought that 1976 was really the year the world went a bit barmy. It seemed to him like looking at an old-fashioned lantern show, full of flickering images of Sweeney-like car chases, bombings, strikes, the Sex Pistols, a scorching summer and fashions that ran the gamut from flares and spandex to young people with safety pins through their noses. ‘Of course,’ Kirby concluded, ‘that’s hindsight. But even at the time, it did feel like the curtain was finally falling on the peace-and-love scene of the 1960s. One had an uneasy feeling about what was coming next.’









I


Winter


THE PARANOID STYLE


Just after 6 o’clock on the wet Monday evening of 5 January 1976, a dark red Ford Transit van came over a hill to be confronted by a man in army uniform flashing a powerful torch at it on an otherwise deserted road near the town of Kingsmill, about 40 miles south of Belfast in County Armagh. The van was carrying a driver and eleven other men, who were on their way home after working a shift at a textile factory in the nearby village of Glenanne, and they seem to have initially assumed that the man with the torch was nothing more ominous than a member of the British Army out on patrol, a common enough sight in an area known as ‘bandit country’ for its frequent clashes between the security forces and members of local paramilitary units. As the vehicle came to a stop, however, several other figures dressed in combat fatigues and with blackened faces emerged from behind the hedges flanking the road. A man ‘with a clipped English accent’ and with an Armalite assault rifle in his hands, briskly ordered all twelve men to get out of the van and to line up facing it with their hands on the roof. A moment later, he asked, ‘Who is the practising Roman Catholic here?’


The only such person was 56-year-old Richard Hughes, who remembered that, at that point, two of his co-workers had reached out and squeezed his hands, apparently in the belief that he was about to be shot. For a moment, the three men had stood staring up at a distant red glow in the cold night sky, which seemed like another terrible omen. ‘I thought I was a dead man,’ Hughes recalled.


Instead, the man with the English accent advised Hughes to turn around and to run with the utmost speed away from the van. Still terrified, he paused to ask in which direction he should go, and at that the man with the rifle, dropping the formality of his tone, told Hughes to ‘just piss off down the fucking road’. As he did so, he was followed by two of the other men in combat uniform, who unceremoniously bundled him over a wire fence to the side of the road and ordered him to lie face down in the wet bracken. At that point, Hughes recalled, a burst of automatic gunfire had rung out, followed by a ‘terrible silence’ and then the sound of the man with the English accent shouting, ‘Finish the bastards off!’


In the ensuing bloodbath, ten workmen, aged from 19 to 58, lost their lives, while an eleventh, 32-year-old Alan Black, shot eighteen times, survived only by lying motionless beneath the body of one of his colleagues and pretending to be dead. He later remembered how the youngest of the victims was crying out for his mother at the moment a gunman shot him point blank in the face. Other men were moaning in their death throes, and parts of the van itself had disintegrated in the chaos, half its front dashboard blown into the road, the shattered instrument gauges adding a surrealistic touch to the horror.


‘The noise of the gunfire was deafening,’ Black recalled:




And what they’d done, they’d deliberately shot us all at waist-level, I suppose to stop anyone running away. And that lasted maybe ten seconds. And the next thing … I was hit multiple times and so was, I take it, everyone else. It was made even more awful because of these screams of pain … The [teenaged victim] fell across my legs. It was absolutely horrific. He was crying out, “Mother! Mother!” And the next thing, the gunfire stopped and the same guy that had done all the talking told them to finish it off.





One of the first police officers on the scene, Constable Billy McCaughey (himself later imprisoned for committing a sectarian murder) recalled, ‘When we arrived, it was utter carnage. Men were lying two or three together. Blood was flowing, mixed with water from the rain.’ Another emergency responder remarked that the victims were ‘just lying there like dogs, blood and body parts everywhere. It was like a scene from a butcher’s shop.’


More than thirty years later, thus speaking in the tones of the twentyfirst century, the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg ruled that there had indeed been a breach of Article 2 (Right to Life) of their charter that week in County Armagh. But this referred to ‘the lack of proper zeal and integrity’ of police investigating the deaths of six Roman Catholic civilians who had perished in two separate gun attacks by Loyalist paramilitaries on Sunday, 4 January, roughly twenty-four hours before the Kingsmill massacre. In the nuanced view of the court, which awarded each of the bereaved families €10,000, ‘the [Catholic] victims’ human rights were demonstrably infringed by the United Kingdom government, [and] in particular by the subsequent 1999 enquiry into the six deaths, which had lacked the requisite independence, transparency and accountability’. Events such as those on 4 January were regrettable in themselves, the court held, but were exacerbated precisely because they were ‘insufficiently prosecuted [to] any reasonable standards a civilised society might expect’.


These were of course eminently fair points on the court’s part, even if relatively few outside the legal profession could hope to possess the judges’ academic objectivity on the issue. To laymen, there had been first a terrible mass murder, followed by the next night’s even greater atrocity on the road outside Kingsmill. Taken together, the events of early January 1976 were a stark reminder that the Irish sectarian struggle of the time was by no means confined to the streets of the British mainland. To this day, no one has ever been held to account for the Kingsmill slaughter. A 2011 report by the Historical Enquiries Team of the Northern Ireland Police concluded only that members of the Provisional IRA had in all probability committed the crime and, perhaps unsurprisingly, that the victims were ‘specifically targeted because of their religion’.


Other than the central tragedy of the lives lost, perhaps the most important aspect of both the ASU attacks around the British mainland and the twin tragedies of 4–5 January 1976 is the insight they provide into the impenetrable logic of Ireland’s troubles as a whole. On one level, there was a large and, to varying degrees, disaffected Irish population in London, more than 500,000-strong by 1976, with roughly 1,000 new arrivals swelling their numbers each week from the Republic, which constituted what the UK Cabinet delicately termed a ‘broadly receptive pool of potential or active support for the IRA, and which assert[ed] itself in repeated attacks on life in the city’, with no fewer than a dozen bombs exploding around the West End on the single day of 29 January 1976.


There were unlicensed Irish pubs and clubs, as well as popular establishments like the evocatively named Biddy Mulligan’s, clustered around the Kilburn area, where it might have been thought unwise to openly express excessive sympathy for the British crown. At that time, the Provisional IRA even operated a branch office from an otherwise nondescript four-storey family home flying a green flag with the silhouette of a man holding a rifle on it, overlooking the banks of the Grand Union Canal near Kensal Green Cemetery, and there were frequent marches protesting the British presence in Ulster.


The ground was fertile for a degree of direct action on the streets of the English capital and other cities, therefore, in opposition to the Westminster government’s policy, and when no such activity existed, the tabloids of the day often seemed to compete to fabricate it. The Daily Mirror, for instance, reported in February 1976 that the IRA had ‘hired assassins from behind the Iron Curtain to gun down British troops’, while the Daily Express alleged that ‘billions of pounds of social security benefits [had been] illicitly diverted to fund the IRA campaign’.


On another level, the Northern Ireland question also played a starring if necessarily submerged role in the secret-intelligence controversies that so beset the final weeks of the Harold Wilson government. Colin Wallace, who had served as Senior Information Officer of army operations in Belfast, later wrote about an MI5 campaign to present – or smear – Wilson as under both KGB and IRA control by insisting that his ultimate aim before leaving office was to see a ‘Red Shamrock Irish Workers’ Republic’ established in the UK. To that end, Wilson was alleged to have used his meeting with the IRA in early March 1976 to encourage them to end their latest ceasefire – if true, either an unorthodox request by a sitting prime minister or an intriguing glimpse into the looking-glass world of what was coming to be called the ‘secret state’.


We’ll return to the vexed matter of Wilson and the UK’s security establishment, but for now it’s enough to note that the whole question of British direct rule of Ulster, which was first introduced in March 1972, was sufficient to unite the feuding creative duo of John Lennon and Paul McCartney, the first of whom took part in a march holding a banner reading ‘For The IRA – Against British Imperialism’, while the latter released a single with the striking title ‘Give Ireland Back to the Irish’, which, despite a BBC ban – or for that same reason – became a Top 20 hit. It was an anomaly by a songwriter whose next release was a close adaptation of the beloved nursery rhyme ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’, which hit No. 5 on the chart.


***


Speaking to a Cabinet subcommittee in the week after the Kingsmill tragedy, Harold Wilson, somewhat belying his reputation as a Republican sympathiser, gloomily predicted a ‘long and involved’ standoff over Ireland, with a ‘likely unsatisfactory outcome’. As the bombs and shootings continued, both in Ulster and on the mainland, the British public ‘might well come to demand a strike at the [IRA’s] heart’. As in Vietnam, Wilson continued, the struggle was rapidly coming to encourage the view that ‘a great power cannot beat determined fanatics, [but] they cannot ignore them, either’. The prime minister had no immediate suggestion to break the impasse, remarking merely with the note of world-weary ennui that characterised his final weeks in office, ‘It is a fact of human life that there will be outrages perpetrated by a fanatical or mentally disturbed minority against the peaceful majority’.


The bitter truth of Wilson’s aphorism, at least as it applied to individual acts of violence, struck home again shortly after 7 o’clock on the dismally wet evening of Tuesday, 20 January 1976, in a darkened side street just north of Leeds city centre. A 42-year-old mother of three named Emily Jackson, who worked as a bookkeeper for her husband’s building firm, had taken up position outside the town’s Gaiety pub earlier that evening to pursue her supplementary job as a prostitute. In due course, she was approached by a small, soft-spoken man of about 30 at the wheel of a lime-green Ford Capri. The man’s courtship technique was direct: he briefly looked Jackson up and down and then asked her how much.


‘A fiver,’ she replied. The woman got into the car, and the two of them drove off together in the direction of the town centre, before parking on a patch of derelict land behind a dimly lit block of flats in Enfield Terrace, near today’s Leeds City College. Once there, the man, who somewhat unimaginatively gave his name as John, apparently had a change of heart based on his sudden revulsion at his companion’s sickly sweet brand of perfume.


Pretending that the Capri had stalled, the man then got out to look under the bonnet, while Jackson fatally volunteered to help him by holding her lighter while he examined the engine. As she did so, he took a step backwards and hit her twice with a hammer he removed from under his jacket. The man then dragged his victim’s inert body into an adjacent yard, pushed up her sweater and bra, and pulled down her skirt and underwear. Taking a cross-ply Phillips screwdriver from the car, and by now ‘seething with hate for her’, as he later put it, he proceeded to stab her a total of fifty-two times in the neck, breasts, lower abdomen, groin and back. Following this frenzy, he then searched the yard until he found a rough-hewn plank of wood some 3ft long and thrust it violently between the woman’s legs.


‘I left her lying on her back, and never took anything from her,’ the man later remarked. ‘Just as I was about to get back in the Capri, a car came round with its lights on and stopped a few yards from us. I didn’t know what make of car it was, but it scared me. I put the hammer and the screwdriver on the car floor and drove away. I went straight back to my mother-in-law’s house for a cup of tea,’ he added.


Two passing workmen found Emily Jackson’s lifeless body at around eight the following morning. A news photograph was taken of the scene as plainclothes officers with long sideburns, all of them smoking and dressed uniformly in heavy winter coats with upturned collars, peered into the recesses of a puddle-stained yard surrounded by crumbling brick walls – the whole tableau reminiscent of some ghastly Jack the Ripper outrage of nearly a century earlier.


Apart from the human suffering, the terrible story of the serial killer later named as Peter Sutcliffe also serves to illustrate some of the joyless detail of life as it still existed for many residents of a large industrial area in 1976: streets of undifferentiated red-brick houses packed together as tight as dominoes, where indoor plumbing was far from universal, family members took a bath with bowls and pitchers in front of the kitchen stove, and where many young women, destined for a life of cultural and material poverty that could leave them looking haggard and washed-up before their 30th birthdays, went ‘on the game’, as the jargon of the day had it, simply in order to make ends meet. Social revolution might be in the air in the form of the rollout of Concorde and the advent of punk rock, but looking out over many British city streets on the darker days of 1976 was still to be immersed in a scene of Dickensian antiquity, although even that great chronicler of Victorian slum life might have been shocked by the sheer profusion of sexual liaisons of one form or another by no means bound by any consideration of mutual affection.


It has to be said that the initial investigation into the brutal death of Emily Jackson was neither distinguished by forensic brilliance nor by excessive tact on the part of the West Yorkshire Police. As constituted in 1976, that force was a chronically cash-strapped, somehow recognisably northern-provincial agency, suffused with certain old-school if not Wild West attitudes. Women such as Emily Jackson and her fellow victim, 28-year-old Wilma McCann, found fatally stabbed and dumped in a park in the Chapeltown area of Leeds ten weeks earlier, were officially described as of ‘doubtful morals’ when it came time to brief the press, although some of the in-house terminology was considerably less elevated. Such individuals were ‘whores’, ‘slags’, ‘bints’, ‘prozzies’, ‘slappers’ and ‘tarts’ – not exactly asking to be bludgeoned and left to die like a dog in a municipal wasteland, perhaps, but not to be mourned in quite the same way as the mayor’s lady wife, either.


Before taking his leave of Emily Jackson, Peter Sutcliffe had paused to repeatedly stamp on her upper thigh, leaving behind an impression of his shoe which was in time identified as a Dunlop Warwick boot, size 7. It later emerged that Sutcliffe had actually been questioned by the authorities as far back as 1969, after he had seen fit to hit a local prostitute across the back of her head with a stone rolled into a sock, an assault that brought a visit to his home from two officers but no subsequent criminal charges, and that a work colleague had been sufficiently alarmed by his behaviour to write a letter about him to the police.


In all, Sutcliffe would be brought in for questioning on roughly an annual basis throughout the 1970s, and on at least one occasion his interviewers had missed the fact that at the time he was wearing an identical pair of Dunlop boots as in the photograph they were showing him of the marks on Emily Jackson’s body. It also transpired that his car had been spotted in the Leeds red light area no fewer than sixty times in the months immediately before and after the January 1976 attack. Even Sutcliffe was surprised by the police lassitude in the matter, later telling a court, ‘It was just a miracle they did not apprehend me earlier – they had all the facts.’


Sutcliffe, a name now synonymous with evil, was born in 1946 in Bingley, an otherwise irreproachable market town located just north of Bradford. Somehow, it fails to come as a surprise to learn that he had a violently troubled upbringing: his mother, Kathleen, was regularly abused by his father John, who was also an alcoholic. Taunted as a mummy’s boy at school, his home life was equally chaotic. In one pivotal scene, his father posed on the phone as his wife’s lover, luring her to a local hotel to expose her infidelity to him, and bringing both the adolescent Peter and his younger brother with him to witness the ensuing confrontation. This seems to have been a formative if not a defining moment in all the family members’ lives. Peter later remembered that his father had ‘had a wild look on his face, like an animal. I think it may have turned his mind.’


Peter Sutcliffe left school shortly after his 15th birthday and began a series of menial jobs, including working as a gravedigger, a profession his colleagues reported he had enjoyed rather too much, even volunteering to wash corpses on overtime, before drifting into the long-distance driving business in 1975, when he was 29. He was dismissed by one employer for the theft of used tyres but found another haulage job at around the time he assaulted Emily Jackson.


Having known her since they were teenagers, Sutcliffe had married 24-year-old Sonia Szurma, the daughter of Ukrainian and Polish-born refugees, in August 1974. She, in turn, was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia, thus adding another layer of complexity to Sutcliffe’s already troubled view of women and what constituted an acceptable adult relationship with them. One way or another, their marriage would soon fall short of the mutually respectful, monogamous ideal. Sonia began an affair with their local ice-cream salesman, and Peter spent much of his off-duty life spying on sex workers or soliciting their services. Sutcliffe’s marriage turned into his parents’ marriage with the volume up.


He started attacking women in earnest in July 1975, when he viciously beat and stabbed a 36-year-old victim, who survived only after extensive brain surgery. A second woman he assaulted a month later escaped to tell police that her attacker was about 30, small, gap-toothed and with a distinctive Bradford accent. West Yorkshire detectives eventually called on Sutcliffe a total of eleven times to enquire about his possible involvement in the series of violent crimes in their area. They cleared him on each occasion.


***


Early in January 1976, the BBC screened three successive programmes on the theme of ‘Why is Britain becoming harder to govern?’, exploring the theory that the post-war national consensus epitomised by jolly workmen and their paternalistic bosses who went around in bowler hats and carried a copy of The Times rolled up under their arms finally seemed to have run its course. In fact, it appeared to some of the programmes’ contributors that a culture of rampant egoism had replaced the former note of self-effacing service to Queen and Country and was now the distinguishing characteristic of much of Britain’s population under the age of 30. Many blue-chip panels of bishops, Cabinet ministers, charity organisers, chairs of local government committees, senior police officers and sundry academics and headmasters were paraded on screen to that end. The formidably highbrow Professor Anthony King, of the University of Essex, spoke of a rising tide of ‘mass alienation from the dictates of authority’, and the Labour MP John Mackintosh, known for his advocacy of devolution, worried that popular disenchantment with the established political parties might allow the rise of a ‘dangerous Hitlerite alternative which will impose its right-wing programme’, a reference to the National Front Party, which had fielded ninety candidates (all of whom lost their deposits) at the most recent general election, largely on a platform of trenchantly stated opposition to current levels of non-white immigration to the UK, frequently expressed in bluntly demotic terms. (The author vividly remembers a Union Jack-laden speaker van repeatedly circling the streets of central Cambridge at around this time, from which the peak-decibel slogan, ‘Don’t be a cunt, Vote the Front’ issued at intervals.)


Apart from such abstract considerations of the UK’s governance, the ruling Labour Party was itself divided over the question of possible public-sector spending cuts, which remained a live political issue throughout 1976, with the Cabinet split on both narrowly economic and more broadly ideological lines. Denis Healey, the generally pragmatic Chancellor, had demanded total annual savings of £3.77 billion, and was challenged by Dr Kissinger’s friend (and until 8 April, Secretary of State for the Environment) Anthony Crosland, who argued for the more modest figure of £2.45 billion. Chairing a Cabinet meeting on 15 January, Harold Wilson noted ‘the widespread impression that there are serious and acrimonious differences between colleagues in the present difficult situation’, adding that there was a ‘pervasive mood of unease’ about the ‘continuing questions both at home and abroad commanding HM Government’s attention’.


One such challenge of the kind Wilson noted was the recurrent issue of Britain’s hotly contested fishing rights with Iceland, or ‘Cod Wars’ as the press dubbed them. The dispute had begun as long ago as 1952, and had dragged on cyclically ever since, seeming to resolve itself only to flare up again with renewed vigour, much like one of the premier’s own gastric attacks, he privately noted, at roughly biennial intervals.


The central problem concerned whether Iceland had the right to unilaterally extend its territorial waters to first 4, then 12, and ultimately to as many as 200 miles around its coast, an area traditionally fished by large British trawlers operating out of English east coast ports like Hull and Grimsby. To the press, here was a story that combined the principle of Britain’s unrivalled sovereignty over her home seas with a comic whiff of nineteenth-century jingoism in one irresistible package. Images of British fishing boats clashing with their adversary’s somewhat ramshackle coastguard vessels were a staple of the nightly news in the early weeks of 1976. In one incident on 7 January, the Royal Navy frigate HMS Andromeda was rammed by a harpoon-firing Icelandic patrol boat. Back in Westminster, Anthony Crosland, who represented Grimsby in Parliament, took time away from debating the nuances of public spending cuts to announce that the whole affair was both ‘faintly ludicrous [and] yet a more pressing threat to the Western alliance’ than any other issue currently on the world stage.


For all its tendency to follow the plot of some bygone Peter Sellers comedy in which a global superpower is invaded by a ragtag force clad in chainmail and carrying longbows and suitcases, Crosland was surely right to note the serious implications of the latest spasm of the Cod Wars, as configured in early 1976. As even ‘Sunny Jim’ Callaghan, the Foreign Secretary, put it in a Cabinet meeting on 15 January:




The dispute over fishing limits with Iceland has been discussed by the Defence and Overseas Policy Unit, and it was agreed that the time factor is now working against us. It is true that under naval protection our trawlers are catching twice as much fish as the Icelanders have offered us, but the situation will change in the course of 1976 when additional countries come to claim a 200-mile fishing limit, as we might like to do ourselves. The Secretary-General of NATO has taken it upon himself to mediate in the dispute. We have publicly welcomed his initiative, but have privately warned him that it will not be enough for him to secure a reinstatement by the Icelandic government of their earlier offer of a 65,000 ton catch. We have said that we are prepared to reduce our figure to below 100,000 tons to achieve a settlement, but the Icelanders must also move on their figure. [Failing] that, we need to consider what other direct measures we might adopt.





Loosely translated: The members of Her Majesty’s Government were men of peace, but if someone wanted a war they could have it, at least up to the point of the nation’s ability to wage one. By early 1976, observers at a major British set-piece event such as the State Opening of Parliament could only ruefully note that all the Edwardian gold braid and sashes on display looked distinctly Ruritanian when one came to consider how few British soldiers, sailors and airmen remained on active duty.


After a series of meetings held over the early winter weeks, the Cabinet’s response to the fishing-rights standoff was split down ideological lines, with a small majority of ministers, including Roy Jenkins, Judith Hart, Denis Howell and Roy Mason, all supporting various shades of direct intervention and the likes of Barbara Castle, Michael Foot, Shirley Williams and Tony Benn lobbying for the negotiated option. Denis Healey, for all his relative prudence with the nation’s finances, was the most consistently bellicose member of the pro-war group, automatically downcast the moment that prospects for peace brightened and striking one reporter covering a constituency meeting in Leeds as ‘flushing red in the face’ on the subject of Iceland, leading to genuine fears that the Chancellor ‘might literally explode’ when describing the perfidy of Geir Hallgrímsson’s right-leaning Independent administration in Reykjavik.


‘If we go to war, it will be because we have had it imposed upon us. Each of us is at his post, ready to defend a state where respect for the rule of law and common decency among men finds one of its last refuges,’ Healey announced, sounding more like a crusading statesman asserting the primacy of man’s inalienable rights in the face of an encroaching fascist tyranny than a modernday politician addressing a quarrel between two rainy islands in northern Europe about the ownership of some fish swimming around in the inhospitable waters between them.


Harold Wilson himself played little direct part in the great cod debate, or for that matter in any of the other pressing issues awaiting his attention on the weekly Cabinet agenda. One way or another, Britain’s only prime minister to date to have formed administrations following four general elections was a sadly reduced figure from the firebrand who had electrified his audience with his 1963 ‘white heat of technology’ speech and his scorn for the old-boy network that at a stroke had seemed to make him the voice of the future, not just for his party but for the nation at large. Perhaps by now there was little to personally admire in Wilson, a strange mixture of progressiveness and pipe-smoking, mac-wearing 1950s northern tradition, his critics sniffed, but at one time, his undoubted political skills had commanded the respect of subordinates and enemies alike. Many of the reforms of his first two terms in office had been pushed through with only a wafer-thin working majority in the Commons. But by January 1976, Wilson was no longer the obsessive micro-manager or peerless tactician of old. According to his otherwise admiring biographer Ben Pimlott:




News began to leak out of No. 10 of recurrent stomach upsets, and lengthy consultations with his doctor Sir Joseph Stone. ‘Harold talked a lot about his health,’ says a close official. ‘He was very worried about it, and so was his wife. He had Joe Stone with him a lot of the time, especially if he went abroad.’


Colleagues noticed a slackening of pace … Officials were starting to find out that the famous Wilson appetite for red boxes was no longer as it had been. He began to resist taking boxes to Chequers, and sometimes they came back unopened … The PM’s puffy and jaundiced appearance encouraged gossip about alcohol. One paper that described him as ‘something of a late-night brandy addict’ received a writ. Close aides, however, were well aware of his increasing resort to the spirit bottle, especially before Question Time in the House.





There was another sign that Wilson’s mind might be drifting towards the early stages of Alzheimer’s that would ultimately destroy him. This was his ever-deeper sense of paranoia, his conviction that he was always being plotted against, that every setback was proof of some shadowy cabal determined, if not to assassinate him, at least to silence him politically. Even ten years earlier, he had persuaded himself that his administration was the target of a vast establishment conspiracy.


In time, Wilson’s persecution complex grew so acute that he came to believe that his enemies were following him even when he went on his summer holidays to the Scilly Isles, not a part of Britain generally known for its air of racy intrigue. When the prime minister got back to Downing Street after one such visit, he promptly had his Minister of Defence make enquiries about whether there had been any ‘unusual activity’ by Soviet vessels in the vicinity of the Scillies while he and his family had been in residence, or if any ‘foreign spy ships disguise[d] as trawlers’ had perhaps been sent to keep watch. And what about the profusion of seagulls he had seen circling above the family’s modest three-bedroom bungalow in St Mary’s, Wilson wondered? Might the birds have been fitted out with miniature cameras or directional mikes, the better to record his comings and goings?


Ben Pimlott expressed the general mood when he said that Wilson had seemingly lost his bearings by early 1976, although, like many a paranoid individual, ‘there was no disputing that there were people who truly were out to get him’. Foreign interference with the workings of the British government was one thing, but there was also ‘plenty of funny stuff to be reckoned with closer to home’.


By 1976, MI5, at least in the form of the agency’s Principal Scientific Officer and self-styled ‘spycatcher’ Peter Wright, had concluded that ‘the prime minister kept some rum company’. There was, for example, the Anglo-Austrian industrialist Rudi Sternberg, whom Wilson had knighted despite Sternberg’s close business ties with the East German regime, and Joseph Kagan, a Lithuanian-born textile manufacturer whose firm produced Wilson’s signature Gannex raincoats, similarly knighted and in turn elevated to the peerage before being convicted on charges of theft and false accounting and spending ten months in prison as a result. When asked by a TV interviewer why the British security services had taken such a close interest in their own prime minister, Peter Wright replied, ‘Because, for ten years, he collected a large group of advisers and friends around him who were not to be trusted, and we knew that.’


‘But that doesn’t make him a traitor, or even a security suspect, surely?’ the interviewer persisted.


‘It certainly does,’ said Wright.


Finally, there was the matter of Wilson’s continued if necessarily furtive exploration of the limits of his wedding vows to his wife Mary, a published poet and formidable political brain in her own right, whose home life Private Eye had turned into the long-running comic fantasia ‘Mrs Wilson’s Diary’. In the Eye’s hands, the Wilsons’ 10 Downing Street was a place of mundane domesticity, of Spam garnished with brown sauce accompanied by Wincarnis sweet wine.


It was a harmless enough bit of fun, part of the acknowledged British gift for not taking the nation’s elected officials too seriously, but by early 1976 the Wilsons’ family arrangements weren’t necessarily a laughing matter to the parties involved. Over the years, the prime minister had consistently refuted allegations that he was playing away with his Political Secretary, Marcia Williams, the future Baroness Falkender, particularly after the press had discovered that she had had two young sons born out of wedlock. (The boys’ father was later outed as the political editor of the Daily Mail.) Wilson’s actual affair with his press adviser Janet Hewlett-Davies, then aged 37 to his 59, went unrevealed until 2024.


The whole episode was tragic, but not without its farcical aspects. In January 1976, Mary Wilson, still in the dark about her husband’s infidelity, would innocently approach Hewlett-Davies to ask if they could go flat-hunting together. ‘You live in Ashley Gardens’ – a red-brick Victorian mansion block close to London’s Victoria Station – she remarked one morning. ‘We’re thinking of moving there. Could you help me look?’ Hewlett-Davies complied, and later in 1976 the Wilsons duly took possession of a flat adjacent to her own, where Mary remained until her death at the age of 102 in June 2018, twenty-three years after Wilson himself had succumbed to a combination of Alzheimer’s disease and cancer.


***


The mid-1970s were as restive in the United States as they were across the Atlantic. The Watergate scandal had brought about the first, and to date only, resignation of the nation’s president when Richard Nixon was summarily replaced by Gerald Ford. The US economy continued to stagnate as inflation hit 12 per cent in the first quarter of 1976 – a figure, admittedly, the Wilson government could only dream of – oil prices soared, and the stock market lost half its value.


Perhaps no single headline captured the US malaise of the era quite like the special, 72-point banner splashed across the masthead of the New York Daily News on 30 October 1975. It read ‘FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD’, a reference to the president’s reluctance to grant further federal funds to the nearly bankrupt city.


Meanwhile, an assortment of post-Vietnam countercultural groups persisted in their determination to subvert the status quo by detonating bombs across the country, each fresh incident drawing attention to now dimly remembered but then pervasive radical cells such as the Weather Underground, the New World Liberation Front and the Puerto Rican independence group, Army Boricua. A disproportionate number of the attacks seemed to occur in and around the San Francisco area, where such events became so common that an FBI spokesman (always male, in those days), briefing the press about the latest bomb outrage in February 1976, referred to the city as ‘the Belfast of North America’.


In the midst of this destabilised atmosphere came one of the decade’s most electrifying criminal flashpoints, as notorious in its way as the trial of the psychotic London gangland Kray twins before it, or the US football starturned-alleged-double-murderer O.J. Simpson that followed. It began early on the morning of 4 February 1974, when four members of a previously little-known guerrilla group called the Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA) abducted a 19-year-old university student named Patricia Hearst from her San Francisco apartment, pushing her into the boot of a stolen car as her fiancé ran out into the street behind them, vainly pleading with them to let her go.


In the febrile mood of the city in the mid-1970s, the few bystanders present apparently concluded that they were witnessing merely a minor domestic dispute involving a negligee-clad young woman and her rival suitors. They would soon learn otherwise.


The victim bundled away that morning was the granddaughter of the press baron William Randolph Hearst (1863–1951). He was the founder of one of the world’s largest media empires, with fifteen daily newspapers and as many weekly or monthly magazines, followed in time by dozens of TV and radio franchises, not to mention owner of a 77,000-acre estate, perched on a hilltop between San Francisco and Los Angeles. He also served as the inspiration for Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane. As a young woman who stood to inherit a quarter share of the family trust fund, then estimated at $1.4 billion ($11 billion today), ‘Patty’, as the media, over her objection, chose to call her, seemed to represent the wealth and privilege that the SLA – a broad-based protest group that, among other causes, espoused gay liberation, animal rights, feminism, Black Power and economic Marxism, which they promoted with the logo of a suitably sinister seven-headed cobra – wanted to usurp.


Three days later, the SLA sent a letter to a San Francisco radio station announcing that they had taken Hearst and were now holding her hostage as a ‘prisoner of war’. The group demanded that in exchange for her release, Patricia’s father, Randolph Apperson Hearst, feed the entire 4 million-strong population of the Bay Area three times a week, free of charge, for the foreseeable future, a daunting task even for one of his capacious resources.


Several thousand bagged lunches were duly distributed, often to the bemusement of the beneficiaries themselves, although in the end, the project seemed to simply peter out. Two months later, a further communiqué arrived that proved far more shocking to the Hearst family. It was from Patricia herself, announcing that she was joining her kidnappers in their campaign to foment civil unrest in the Bay Area. Henceforth, she would only answer to the nom de guerre Tania, a choice inspired by Che Guevara’s romantic partner, Tamara ‘Tania’ Bunke, who was killed in August 1967 by government troops in Bolivia, where she had gone to help him incite revolution. In due course, Hearst went on to take part in the armed robbery of a San Francisco bank, in which the surveillance footage of the young heiress dressed in a black maxicoat and wielding an M1 carbine while yelling at the bank’s customers to ‘Get up against the wall, motherfuckers!’ quickly became one of the defining images of the era.


In September 1975, Tania and her colleagues were captured by authorities, hiding only a few miles away from where she had been abducted nineteen months earlier. Hearst stated her occupation as ‘Urban Guerrilla’ and asked her lawyer to inform the world, ‘I am smiling, I feel free and strong, and I send my greetings to all the oppressed sisters and brothers around the world’. ‘The revolution is going to start quite soon,’ she added to reporters. ‘I am going to start it.’ At the time of her arrest, Hearst’s weight had dropped to just 87lb, she had apparently stopped menstruating, and a court-appointed psychologist described her as ‘a low-IQ, low-affect Zombie’.


Hearst’s trial on bank robbery charges began on 15 January 1976 and unsurprisingly polarised opinion, with several news outlets portraying her as a wayward brat who had willingly chosen a life of violent crime, while by contrast, the Hearst media preferred to see the whole matter as a tragic case of an innocent young woman who had succumbed to the newly coined Stockholm Syndrome, in which a kidnap victim begins to identify with his or her captors. Speaking of this process of indoctrination, Patricia – as she now again referred to herself – told the court that at the time of the bank job, ‘I didn’t even think. I just did it, and if I had not done it and if [the SLA] had been able to get away they would have killed me.’


On 20 March 1976, Hearst was found guilty of bank robbery and using a firearm during the commission of a crime, and given the maximum sentence of thirty-five years. One of her attorneys took the opportunity to remark that if in fact there was a double standard for the wealthy, ‘in this case it went to the opposite extreme’, and his client had received harsher punishment than would have been thought proper had her name been Smith or Jones. An appeals court subsequently reduced Hearst’s sentence to seven years, of which she ultimately served twenty-two months.


Perhaps Patricia Hearst truly was a tragic victim of serial brainwashing and sexual abuse on the part of the SLA, as she always claimed. Set against this, Hearst’s detractors would point to the moment during her captivity when she and two of her kidnappers had decided to go clothes shopping together in downtown San Francisco. The SLA members had walked into a store, leaving her alone in a parked van, with the key in the ignition. She was free to leave, but elected to wait for her abductor-colleagues, who, having shoplifted some goods, were chased out of the front door onto the street by a young sales clerk. At that, Hearst had proceeded to pick up a machine gun lying on her lap, point it out of the window and squeeze the trigger. The gun jammed, however, so she laid it down, reached back and picked up another automatic weapon from the back seat of the van and sprayed a volley of bullets across the street, miraculously not hitting anybody, but successfully allowing her two comrades to escape with her and return to the group’s hideout. Later that night, one of her two shopping companions told Patty that he was proud of her and, following that, she had had sex with another of her abductors, though whether willingly or as part of the process of ‘coercive persuasion’ she claimed to have been subjected to at the hands of the SLA remains a point of some debate to this day.


IRON LADY


For those inclined to a more optimistic view of human nature, a sign that a policy of grudging co-existence, or détente, might be emerging in East–West relations came with the signing in August 1975 of the Helsinki Accords, which notionally protected human rights, reaffirmed the principle of sovereign international borders and promoted trade and cultural exchanges between thirty-five participating nations, most notably the United States and the Soviet Union. It was a significant step, at least as a symbol of the desire of the world’s two acknowledged superpowers not to go to war, let alone to obliterate one another in a nuclear exchange. But it might be fair to say that détente still remained a work in progress in the mid-1970s, and much of the ensuing friction came to revolve around the parties’ differing attitudes towards exporting their respective political systems, often accompanied by a supply of arms and other materiel, to what was then called the Third World.


When the US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger went to call on the Soviet presidium at the Kremlin in January 1976, the following public exchange occurred:




Reporter: Will Angola be among the subjects discussed?


Leonid Brezhnev [General Secretary of the Communist Party, chairman of the presidium and head of state]: I have no questions about Angola. Angola is not my country.


Kissinger: It will certainly be discussed.


Andrei Gromyko [Soviet Foreign Minister]: The agenda is always adopted by mutual agreement.


Kissinger: Then we will discuss it.


Brezhnev: We will not.





Kissinger himself later told me that this ‘strained’ repartee was sadly typical when discussing world affairs with the Soviet leadership, ‘Their side would inevitably succumb to the temptation to peddle the Marxist-Leninist line to a country like Angola, even if they had no compelling national interest there. It put the wider US–Soviet relationship at unnecessary risk as a result.’


Today, social historians may point to the Helsinki Accords as the beginning of the end of the Cold War, but if so, they fell some way short of ushering in any immediate era of ‘mutual concord and goodwill between free peoples around the world’ of the sort promised in the treaty’s preamble. In January 1976 alone, there was domestic upheaval or armed conflict to one degree or another in Venezuela, where President Carlos Andrés Pérez – later forced from office on embezzlement charges – abruptly seized control of all foreign oil companies doing business in his country. Italy, in turn, suffered one of its recurrent political crises when its elected government fell for the thirty-seventh time in thirty-three years, amidst a bribery and corruption scandal of its own.


A few days later, it was the turn of Ecuador’s President General Guillermo Lara to hurriedly resign, in his case mere minutes before a petition to that effect was due to be presented at his Quito office by a group of heavily armed troops. In Beirut, as many as 1,600 men, women and children died in sectarian clashes between opposing Christian and Muslim militias, followed by a reprisal attack that killed a further 580 civilians, two days later.


Later that week, rival religious groups similarly attacked each other around the normally sedate oasis town of Amgala, in the Western Sahara, with upwards of 200 casualties. Proving, if nothing else, the cyclical nature of much of the post-war geopolitical debate, the United States meanwhile vetoed a UN Security Council resolution that would have recognised the existence of an independent Palestinian homeland. And those were just the set-piece disputes around the world, which also saw an unrelenting continuation of various guerrilla bombing campaigns, as well as a series of earthquakes, tidal waves, shipwrecks, plane crashes, fires, strikes, art thefts and the everescalating Cambodian genocide, as well as the death, on 12 January, of the prolific British author Agatha Christie at the age of 85.


***


The Queen of Crime’s bibliography, with seventy-four novels published and 2 billion worldwide sales, second in popularity only to the works of William Shakespeare and the Bible, may be the most impressive in modern English literature. However, for sheer Stakhanovite effort the polymathic writer and composer Anthony Burgess (1917–93) could have made a strong bid for second place. As a rule, the author of A Clockwork Orange and thirty-three other novels, assorted plays, short stories, children’s fiction and scholarly linguistical and musical studies did not go gently into middle age. Burgess once said that he had expected his later fifties to ‘bring calm, indifference, tolerance, a quiescence of the passions, a cooling sorbet before the final great Yeatsian rage of lust for girls in mini-skirts or the nylon-rendings of the tricyclical Betjeman beast, but I have not found it so at all’ (I once had the pleasure of interviewing him, and he really did speak like that).
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