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            PREFACE

         

         This book gives a woman’s view of Margaret Thatcher the woman. It recounts through my eyes what she was actually like, charting the events that led up to her resignation and showing how her gender played a part in her overthrow. If she had been a man, I am sure things would have ended up differently, and I don’t think that story has been told. It was not her lack of femininity that led to her downfall, but the reverse.

         No. 10 was, for her, an extended family and it protected her from how others saw her. I was right at its heart, part of her inner circle along with other civil servants like Andrew Turnbull, Charles Powell and Bernard Ingham. This book describes how it felt and what was happening.

         My view of her is a rare one. I was the only other woman in the Cabinet Room when Margaret Thatcher resigned, and over those last eighteen months of her premiership I was working closely by her side, watching the events and the behaviours that led to her downfall. I was the first ever female private secretary at No. 10 and, indeed, across Margaret Thatcher’s earlier ministerial career, her first ever female private secretary, a story in its own right. Since then, I have worked to get more women in power across Britain and have also led organisations at the top myself, and I now bring this wider perspective to my view of her as a woman. But the key source of the book is my diary, which makes events of some thirty years ago feel as if they were happening now.

         I was an insider-outsider. I did not and do not share her political or world view and I was never really ‘one of us’ (the term she is said to have used for like-minded people), although we did get along. As a civil servant, I saw it as my job to be politically neutral, but my own personal leanings were left-wing and I was (and am) a feminist. I think that women and men, although different, should always enjoy equal opportunities and that the very real obstacles that stand in the way of equality should be removed. Indeed, I went on to become chief executive of the Equal Opportunities Commission, a statutory body set up by the Labour government a few years before Margaret Thatcher became Prime Minister to promote equality between women and men. This was a body that Margaret Thatcher disliked, believing that it was down to women’s personal efforts whether or not they succeed. They needed no hand up from men, she thought.

         Margaret Thatcher didn’t see herself as a feminist. She once said that she ‘owed nothing to Women’s Lib’ and has been much criticised by women for not supporting other women. The reality was more complex, as this book explores, but I could see that she naturally gravitated to men, rather than women, and I know from the speeches we wrote together that she was ambivalent about women working when they had small children, despite combining her own career with raising twins.

         And yet her legacy to women, although deeply controversial, is enduring. In 2016, Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour chose her as the most influential woman of the past seventy years. Not all the judges agreed, not least the Conservative peer Karren Brady, but the majority recognised that Margaret Thatcher was too major a figure for women to ignore and acknowledged that her influence extends far and wide, for better or worse.

         I hope this book will persuade others to take a second look at Margaret Thatcher the woman, and to discover a more rounded picture of what she was like and a deeper understanding of why she behaved as she did.

         Up until now, it has been hard for many people to see the real woman behind the mythology. For some of her ardent supporters, she is the Iron Lady, following a line of historical women, including Boudicca and Elizabeth I, who encouraged others to see them as having, as Elizabeth is reported as saying, ‘the body of a weak, feeble woman but the heart and stomach of a king’. For people who hate her, the same sexual ambiguity applies, albeit expressed negatively. She is a witch or an old hag, two long-standing images for older, powerful women who do not fit the normal feminine stereotype. This lives on – young people who weren’t even born when she was in power burnt images of her at the stake when she died. And, at the hand of some feminists, she has been the victim of a kind of sexual excommunication. When she died in 2013, Glenda Jackson agreed in Parliament that she was a woman, ‘but not on my terms’. Hilary Mantel, a year later, published a short story about helping the IRA gun Margaret Thatcher down, in which she said the former PM was ‘not of woman born. She was a psychological transvestite.’1 It’s all very strange.

         This kind of asexual mythology about women in power continues today. In the 2016 American presidential campaign, Hillary Clinton was subjected to unprecedented personal vilification with chants of ‘kill the bitch’ at Donald Trump’s election rallies and T-shirts on sale depicting her as Medusa beheaded by Trump. Julia Gillard, the first female Australian Prime Minister, faced placards saying, ‘Ditch the Witch’. At the time of writing, the UK now has a second female Prime Minister, who, on appointment, was regularly compared to Thatcher. Theresa May found herself swiftly dubbed ‘The Iron Mayden’ by The Sun, while the Daily Mail heralded the ‘Steel of the New Iron Lady’ when she publicly committed to leaving the single market.

         My own experience of Margaret Thatcher is still vivid in my mind, and she was nothing if not feminine. I remember how, on first meeting her in my early thirties, I was shocked to discover her empathy, her charm and her underlying vulnerability as well as her inner reserves of strength. She was so different from her media image in this respect. And yet I struggled to reconcile this softer side with her aggressiveness and outright meanness toward some of her colleagues. Looking back, I see her more clearly now – through a different, more mellow lens. I am in my early sixties, close to the age she was then, and I have more sympathy for her, woman to woman. I now know that what she achieved must have been extremely hard won, and I can see that she bore the scars as well as the trophies of the struggle.

         Indeed, many of us have experienced and overcome discrimination or seen it happen to our partners or daughters since Margaret Thatcher left power. There are a great many women, including myself, who have tried to find effective personal strategies to succeed in a world that is often still dominated by men. Margaret Thatcher was not the only woman then or since to feel that she had to work harder than the men around her to get on. Even now, it’s not uncommon for women who want to be taken seriously as a professional to have to change how they present themselves in order to be accepted in a position of authority. In Margaret Thatcher’s case, on the advice of men, she lowered her voice and wore less fussy clothes. And there are many women, not just our first female Prime Minister, who get angry when they feel that the men around them don’t pull their weight, or they fail to show due respect, or they seek to undermine them. 

         Times have not changed all that much. Who are we talking about here? A woman who works exceptionally hard, becomes isolated from her colleagues who resent the power she has given aides in No. 10, who is admired for her determination to see through a difficult job but disliked for her iron grip and inability to listen. In short, a woman who is seen as bossy, unreasonable and power-mad. A ‘bloody difficult woman’, Ken Clarke called Theresa May when the role of PM was in her sights, likening her to Margaret Thatcher.

         Women alive today have more in common with Margaret Thatcher than they may care to admit. She is a person – indeed, a woman – like us. Her history is undoubtedly part of our future, the stories we tell about her matter, and it shouldn’t just be men who tell them. That’s why I have written this book.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            22 NOVEMBER 1990

         

         This is how my diary records the events in the Cabinet Room on the day Margaret Thatcher announced her decision to resign. She had met her Cabinet colleagues one by one the night before and been told that they did not think she could win the leadership election she was fighting with Michael Heseltine. She’d resolved to sleep on it and the next morning she chose to tell the same ministers collectively of her decision. My diary entry records:

         
            We were waiting for Cabinet to start. Officials from the Cabinet Office who take the notes were gathering outside and asked me how long Cabinet would be. ‘Very short,’ I said. They seemed surprised and worried that their business would not be cleared.

            Cabinet ministers started to arrive and were crowding close together in front of the closed double doors, like ‘frightened sheep’, Charles Powell, one of my private secretary colleagues, subsequently said. Some of them knew – they’d just been told. Perhaps by John Wakeham, the Energy Secretary.

            We all trooped in when the Prime Minister arrived. The five private secretaries were the only civil servants present apart from the Cabinet Secretary, Sir Robin Butler. The private secretaries sat in a line. I tried to look at the Prime Minister but she was outside my line of vision. Then I heard her speak. She began by saying she intended to resign and then started to read her resignation announcement. But within a few words, she started sobbing and couldn’t go on.

            Cecil Parkinson, the Transport Secretary, said, ‘There’s no need for you to read it out, one of us can do that for you, Margaret.’ Later that day, he would be resigning himself out of genuine loyalty to her.

            But Margaret Thatcher was not going to fail to do her duty, however hard it might be for her and everyone else. She didn’t answer but carried on, though breaking down every fifth or so word. It was absolute torture to hear her and very profoundly shocking. Having seen her at such meetings many times before so very much in control, I found it horrible to see her thus. Cabinet ministers were visibly crying. David Waddington, the Home Secretary, was wiping great tears from his cheeks with a large white handkerchief. Tom King, the Defence Secretary, was looking at us, because he could see that we – too – were crying, and was amazed that civil servants might feel this way. Certainly I was crying and I had no handkerchief. It hadn’t occurred to me to bring one, as I had no expectation of being affected in this way. This was bad enough, but then, when she got to the end she said, ‘I doubt you all heard that, so I’ll read it again.’ And she did, with the same emotion.

            The Lord Chancellor then read out what was a clearly prepared statement. Lord Mackay spoke in a clear, steady voice, turning to her and looking at her. ‘Your place is already assured in history,’ he said. Kenneth Baker then spoke. He said, ‘The party love you, you are the greatest Prime Minister this century.’ This was subsequently amended to ‘one of the greatest’ in the Cabinet minutes, a civil servant perhaps correcting the presumed hyperbole spoken at this emotional moment.

            Douglas Hurd, the Foreign Secretary, then spoke. He would be a contender for the prime ministerial office just an hour later. ‘The hardest thing of all is the hurt this has caused you.’

            By the time this was over, shocked at my own reaction but unable to control it, I was starting to sob and was profoundly relieved that I might soon be able to leave.

            Margaret Thatcher then said, ‘We must stop Michael Heseltine. It’s like a cult – it is frightening. But the main thing now is that we must stop him. One or perhaps more of you must stand and we can discuss that later. You may have a better chance than I because if you’ve been in power as long as I have, you get enemies. You won’t have to suffer the spite of those who have resigned.’

            We left – very quickly. I sat at my desk, tears running down my face. ‘What’s the matter? What happened? What could have happened?’ said the duty clerk, Diana Smith. ‘Don’t ask,’ I said, sobbing and running for some tissue from the women’s toilet. Of course, she knew the PM had just announced her intention to resign. But she – like me before I witnessed it – could not imagine the horror of it when thought became reality.

         

         Why was I so upset? The emotion took me completely by surprise. Like most people in the country, and many in her own party, I thought that Margaret Thatcher should go. She might be a commanding figure on the world stage but at home she was out of touch. She had instigated and dug in behind the desperately unfair and unworkable poll tax and she was damaging relations in Europe. She was an immensely unpopular Prime Minister, and I could see why, despite being part of the bubble that was No. 10.

         When the moment of her resignation came, I had been thinking, rather cold-heartedly, that this would be a historic if painful moment, like the beheading of Mary, Queen of Scots. I wanted to be a witness, actively choosing to go into the Cabinet Room to see it when I could have stayed outside. I was thinking of it like a drama, in which the protagonists are on a stage and the audience are in a very different place.

         Civil servants are natural bystanders to the political process – we remain when ministers and Prime Ministers move on or are forced to leave – and I was thinking like a civil servant. When I had worked – before my time in No. 10 – for Lord Young as private secretary, one day there was a reshuffle and suddenly the new Secretary of State for Employment was Norman Fowler. David Young left with scarcely a goodbye. Norman Fowler arrived a few minutes later, a backlog of red boxes from his last job in tow in a trolley. We looked up from our desks, as it were, and then we looked down. The work of government goes on regardless, whoever is in charge.

         But these events were far more momentous than a ministerial reshuffle, and they were a great deal more personal and bloody for her. Margaret Thatcher was not just someone with whom I had worked closely over the past eighteen months, most often at her side whenever she left the confines of No. 10 for trips in Britain, poring over her papers to pre-digest them for her back in the office, writing speeches with her over a drink. I felt a personal connection too: she had treated the private secretaries, including me, like family, and No. 10 was her home. However detached I was feeling mentally about the events, it was impossible for me not to feel sympathy for her as a person at that moment in that room.

         Here she was, suddenly vulnerable and small, a woman surrounded by a room full of men she felt had betrayed her. She was trying hard to keep her dignity, and not succeeding. Whatever I thought of her as a politician, I felt desperately sad for her and shocked to witness this terrible loss of control.

         
            * * *

         

         How did things get to this point, both for her and for me? That is what the rest of this book is about, starting at the beginning, for me at least.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            ABOUT ME

         

         This is not just Margaret Thatcher’s story but mine, then in my early thirties, now in my early sixties. So I will start by introducing myself.

         I wasn’t a typical member of Margaret Thatcher’s No. 10 circle. At the time I first met her, in 1989, I had been in the civil service for six and a half years. Professionally, I was completely apolitical, there to serve, and rightly so. Personally, I thought of myself as left-wing and voted for the Labour Party. I had even briefly been a party member as a student, but I was just too independent-minded to tie myself to a particular party for more than a year.

         I think that independent streak came from my father. In his prime, he was six foot four, over twenty stone, and his shirt sleeves were always rolled up because the sleeves were always too short. He was the type of man who when he saw a ‘No Entry’ sign simply stepped over the fence to take a look. He worked for himself, as a printer running a family business, and he converted an old army ambulance into a caravan in which he sometimes lived. He didn’t fit the normal mould.

         I was a child of my times. I grew up in the ’60s and ’70s and had been heavily influenced by my sister, Diana, who was seven and a half years older than me and became an art student, first in Birmingham, then at the Slade in London, while I was still growing up. This was an individualistic, radical, anti-establishment time for many young people and she was right at the heart of the alternative culture. The first LP I bought was The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan. I listened to it in my early teens in my bedroom, while secretly smoking cigarettes Diana let me have. My abstemious, devoutly religious, Conservative-voting mother would not have approved, had she known. But that was part of the fun. Rebellion.

         Like many intellectual teenagers of my age, I was rejecting the kind of life my parents had led, particularly my mother. In truth, my mother and I were probably far more alike than I was able to recognise at the time. I grew up expecting women to work, and to work hard, because that’s what my mother did, and I took that lesson into my own life. My mother never stopped – not just working in the business, but being a mother to five children, acting as a carer to my father’s elderly parents in their final years, and undertaking all the cooking and cleaning in the house as well as the maintenance of my grandparents’ ambitious three-acre garden, which my father had inherited. One of my strong memories is of her on her knees, weeding, a small figure in a huge garden that bore more resemblance to a jungle. It was an impossible task, but she took it on and didn’t complain. When my father left her when I was seven, she brought up five children alone, working full time to keep the show on the road. She was independent, that’s for sure, but she got all the bad things that go with that and none of the good.

         My life was, and is, far more fortunate than hers and I have her to thank for that. She had shone educationally in Canada, where she grew up, especially in the study of literature, and she had been offered a free place in a Canadian university. But this was blocked when my grandparents decided to come back to Britain with their four surviving children, having lost all their money in the Great Depression and seen the death of their youngest child in a farm accident. They had gone to Canada after World War I to make a new life. But they left all that and my mother’s career prospects behind when they returned to Dorset. My mother ended up working in a dairy and then, when she married my father, was editor of the Wimborne News, which my parents published together for a while, until that part of the family printing business was destroyed by fire. Later, after they split up, she became a secretary and then a charity organiser.

         My mother had been keen that I got a good education, and entered me successfully for a government-subsidised place at a prestigious private secondary school, Talbot Heath, in Bournemouth, a long bus ride away from our bungalow in Wimborne. It was the same school my sister had already attended from age eleven with a full state scholarship. Talbot Heath was at that time a ‘direct grant’ school – one that received a government subsidy for providing free places for poor students like me who passed a special exam.

         My school was posh – we wore hats, and there were boarders – and I felt totally out of my social depth when I first went there. But, after a while, I found my feet, coming top of the year in some subjects, especially in English, directing form plays, and becoming the chairman (as they artlessly called it then) of the school debating society.My Dorset accent slipped effortlessly away to be replaced by received pronunciation. But I was never a candidate for school prefect or head girl – too much of a rebel to even want to be in the field. I still felt I didn’t ‘belong’ in this school, or at home for that matter. I was going to strike out and become my own woman, make my own way.

         My mother was trying to get me the future she’d been denied, but the education she secured for me increasingly set us apart. When it came to the crunch, she expressed ambivalence about me going to university, saying (correctly) that I would never return home. Didn’t I want to stay at home and become a secretary? But she was always incredibly proud of my educational attainment, and became prouder still of my later career.

         When I was a child, even well-educated women were expected to see their main job as finding the right man and starting a family, but I hated this idea, determined at that point never to marry and certainly not to have children. My grandmother, who by the time I was fifteen or so was living with us, bossily hammered this traditional view of womanhood into me almost daily. I argued with her with a teenage ferocity and then flounced off to my room, where I spent most of my time reading and doing my homework, very consciously using education to help me leave home as soon as possible.

         In 1975 – the same year Margaret Thatcher became Leader of the Opposition – I left Dorset to go to University College London to read English. My father (who was still living in the same town as my mother, sleeping in one bedroom above his business) drove me there with my possessions – a spare pair of jeans, a bag full of T-shirts and my few precious books and LPs. We travelled, as we had always done when taking my sister to college, in his Mini (how did he fit in?) via the back routes, passing Salisbury, Stonehenge and other places he loved along the way. But on this occasion we stopped for the first time to buy a cup of coffee at a roadside restaurant, my father proudly explaining that the business was now doing well enough for us to afford this. Stopping in cafés, and indeed any form of eating out, was almost unknown in our family at that time. Packed lunches and coffee from flasks in a parked car or picnic site were the norm when we went out. My parents had lived through the war and had very little money to spend on themselves. Austerity, as it was with Margaret Thatcher’s family, was taken for granted.

         
            * * *

         

         My first direct experience of what it felt like to be a woman in a world where men mostly held the power came at university.

         Having been to an all-girls school, and largely taught by women, I expected my gender to pass without notice, as it had throughout my school days. I was taken aback to find that the relatively small number of men on my course dominated the discussion in seminars – their voices seemed so much louder, their presence so much larger physically, and they seemed so much more confident about what they had to say than the women in the room. I scarcely spoke in these seminars myself, despite having been a confident speaker at my school, even winning a prize in a Rotary Club southern area debating competition as part of a three-person team. But here I felt like an outsider looking in and I watched the way the men behaved with interest, rather than resentment. This was their world and I had my own.

         Sadly, a significant minority of male academics across the different faculties also seemed to regard their female students as fair sexual game, facilitated by the liberated sexual politics of the day. Such were the times that everyone turned a blind eye to what would be seen now as sexual harassment. It made the environment for female students a far more complicated one than for most of their male peers, and very different from my experience of school.

         I was a feminist, as most intellectual women were at that time, and read feminist books about how women had been badly treated in the past, but I was still optimistic about my future. I felt we were at a point where we could make up new rules. All we, as the next generation, had to do was to break free of the old stereotypes, be ourselves, be determined and work hard and we would succeed. Not that any of that was easy, I knew, but I was entirely up for the fight.

         It wasn’t until later that I really understood the systemic nature of the obstacles that many women were still facing and came to realise that individuals alone could not always surmount them. Lack of equal pay was endemic and usually invisible. More apparent was the discrimination that often kicks in where women form a tiny minority in the workplace or when women become pregnant and have children, as I later discovered.

         In the Treasury, where I worked after No. 10 for nine years in different roles, women started talking to each other about the issues they were experiencing, which included a negative, bullying and long-hours culture in which it was difficult for them to thrive. Many senior women were starting to leave. After returning from my first maternity leave, I was posted without discussion into what would have widely been regarded as ‘women’s work’, becoming head of Human Resources. I used this position to seek to change the culture of the Treasury – which came under fire after the disastrous events of Black Wednesday, when Britain was forced to take the pound out of the Exchange Rate Mechanism – and I improved performance management, promotion and working practices. After giving birth to another child and moving to another job in the Treasury, where I helped reform the approach to public services and redesigned the public expenditure system, I decided to leave too. Changing the Treasury was not going to happen overnight and despite the improvements it was still not a good place for women to work.

         Then, in the Department for Education, I was in charge of childcare and early years policy, and saw how lack of access to affordable, good-quality childcare held many women back. I was able to secure increased investment in both childcare places and quality and extend free nursery education to more children.

         In my forties, I became chief executive of the Equal Opportunities Commission, the statutory body charged with defending and promoting women’s rights. There, I found out just how widespread sexual harassment, unequal pay, discrimination against pregnant women and problems for working women with families really were, and we worked to identify and address the underlying causes.

         Before I started working for Margaret Thatcher in my early thirties I was really just at the start of my journey, in terms of awareness of what it is like to be a woman in a man’s world. I could see that women were still facing discrimination at work, and I felt strongly about women’s rights, but I thought the best response was to work even harder and be even better than the men around me to get on. My objective was to be treated and regarded the same as any man, i.e. as a person and an individual, not as a representative of my gender. So far, this strategy had worked very well for me and, as it happened, it was pretty close to the position held by Margaret Thatcher. When asked, ‘What’s it like to be the first female Prime Minister?’, she replied, according to Carol Thatcher, ‘I don’t know – I’ve never experienced the alternative.’2

         
            * * *

         

         How did I end up working in the civil service?

         I’d decided to read English at university because I loved books. They helped me imagine and understand different worlds and different lives. But I was interested in politics too and that thread eventually took me into government as a career. I got to the civil service in a roundabout way, though.

         After graduating with a First, my plan had been to become a lecturer in English, specialising in American literature, an interest sparked by a wonderful semester spent on an exchange programme at Dartmouth College in New Hampshire at the end of my second year. I began a PhD in American literature at University College London but spent part of my time undertaking research in the USA, thanks to a special bursary. But when the time came to apply for academic jobs, it turned out that there were no full-time posts of this kind being advertised in Britain. After the allotted three years of research, my state-funded grant came to an end and I was on benefits until I could find a job, all the while trying to finish off my thesis. I was living in a tiny bedsit above a fish and chip shop on York Way in Camden, getting around on my mother’s old bicycle and spending money only on necessities but still finding it hard to make my modest means meet. I’d had a number of relationships with men but was unlucky in love, felt stuck in a rut and eventually concluded that I had no choice but to move away from the academic world, leaving my PhD unfinished.

         I did not have the contacts that might have led me to a suitable job in, for example, publishing or journalism. Eventually, I applied for the fast-stream civil service on the advice of my PhD supervisor. This was a fair and open competition (though not without its hidden bias, as subsequent research showed). No contacts were required, so I had a chance. I applied mostly on a whim and part of me considered joining the establishment to be ‘selling out’, especially as I would be working for a Conservative government. But, if I got the job, I reasoned that I could do some good, whatever the government, and that whatever I did would be relevant to very many people’s lives, unlike some of the academic activity I saw around me.

         To my surprise, the civil service accepted me. Getting into the fast stream was a rare thing in those days for a woman, particularly if you were non-Oxbridge. I started working in the Department of Employment in September 1982, aged twenty-five, genuinely excited but uncertain what to expect. I hadn’t asked to go to that particular department, favouring the Department of Education, but in the mysterious ‘sorting hat’ process that existed, this was the one that came out.

         Norman Tebbit was the Secretary of State for Employment when I joined, famous for his heartless ‘on yer bike’ advice to the growing numbers of unemployed who could not find work where they lived. Given my politics and my recent unemployment, working for Norman Tebbit and the civil service should have felt like walking into the lion’s den but, strangely, I found I loved it. I enjoyed working with highly intelligent people on issues that affected a huge number of lives. I was excited by the challenge of moving to a new post every year, which was part of the training. And I even found the discipline of working for ministers with whose politics I disagreed surprisingly enjoyable. I found them to be hard-working, committed and passionate and it was difficult not to respect that. I persuaded myself I was serving a higher cause – good administration – that was important whatever government was in power – and of course it is. I also liked thinking myself inside ministers’ heads so I could write their White Papers, speeches and briefs and work on policy ideas on their behalf. I thought it important as they had been elected, unlike me, to execute what they had promised the public they would do.

         And I worked incredibly hard, which crowded out opportunities for reflection or doubt, as the ‘real me’, passionate to the core, got driven ever more deeply underground by the hierarchical and conventional culture of the civil service. Through my training I learnt how to be impersonal, objective and clear in how I wrote and acted – and to be ambiguous only when (Yes Minister-like) I needed to be.

         Once inside the civil service, I felt very much in the minority in terms of gender; there were, of course, plenty of women in the civil service, but they were largely working in junior, administrative and secretarial roles. The world I aspired to was the one dominated by men, so it was to them that I looked up.

         The whole point of the fast stream was rapid progression to senior levels and I found myself aspiring to reach the very top before too long. Before I knew it, it was mostly work, work, work in my life, and very long hours too, but I also found time to buy my own flat and set up home in 1985 in Stoke Newington (then an up-and-coming area of east London), enjoy holidays with friends and indulge in photography, with the benefit of the SLR camera I’d bought second-hand as a student, as well as taking up a new pursuit, gardening, that in later years was to become something of an obsession.

         In 1988, I was headhunted from the Department of Employment to work in the Cabinet Office, where I went on secondment. Through this job, I came across my future husband, John Nightingale, a civil servant in the Department of Social Security (later renamed the Department for Work and Pensions). From the first time I talked with him over the telephone I was smitten, engineering a business meeting with him so I could meet him face to face, and I was even more in love with him when I discovered how tall and handsome he was and that he was a novelist. Unfortunately I also discovered that he was living with someone else and, despite clear attraction on both sides, our relationship remained brief and platonic. We lost contact.

         In the same year I met John Nightingale, I was put forward by the Permanent Secretary of my home department for the job of private secretary (home affairs) at No. 10 and eventually I found myself being interviewed by Margaret Thatcher in March 1989 in a shortlist of one for the job.

         My story now moves to the present tense.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

            MEETING MARGARET THATCHER

         

         It’s March 1989, I’m thirty-two, and I am pacing nervously in the downstairs waiting room at No. 10, a few yards from the Cabinet Room and only five minutes away from what at that moment feels like the most terrifying moment of my life. A clock is ticking…

         I’m about to break through a glass ceiling – or I hope I am. I’m facing a one-to-one job interview with the Prime Minister and, if she accepts me, I will be the first ever female private secretary at No. 10.

         Like Margaret Thatcher, or rather Margaret Roberts, when she started out, I am on my own, with only my own inner resources to point the way. I don’t have the right family background – we are both the children of small businessmen – or an old boys’ network on my side, or the self-confidence that men naturally have from centuries of domination. My name is definitely not written on this job.

         I did have the best degree in English in my year. But no work of literature I have studied has prepared me for this moment. The books I most love hold few, if any, clues for how women might compete on equal terms with men. Women might momentarily take the world into their hands, in Shakespeare often masquerading as men to do so, but love is the real ending of every woman’s story, not power – and it still is in most books today. The feminists I’ve read – women like Simone de Beauvoir – see it very differently, of course. Their answer is for women to establish a new world order, not to take on jobs currently carried out by men and try to succeed on their terms. I like their ambition but I know these women are visionaries and intellectuals: they’re not having to make their way in the real world, like me.

         If I’d followed those literary or feminist tomes, I wouldn’t be in this room today. I’m on my own and I can only do my homework and do my best. As I pace around the book-lined room with its antique furniture and ticking clock, I run through my carefully prepared script about why I am the right person for the job.

         I know she will expect me to be accomplished in the traditional skills required of a fast-stream civil servant aspiring to reach the very top of the civil service. As one of five private secretaries in her private office, in my case specialising in home affairs, I will need these to help her work through the numerous boxes of paperwork she faces every day. This would mean mastering complex briefs on her behalf, summarising them for her accurately and succinctly, and advising her on the best options. I would also need to be able to write speeches and manage her correspondence, either replying on her behalf, in many cases, or drafting replies for her to sign for more important letters. I would put together a programme for her visits across the country. Like her, I would have to work all hours and still maintain sound judgement, determination and drive. I would be beside her on most of her UK visits and liaise with her security team to ensure that she was safe wherever she was.

         My plan is to tell her that I have already won the trust of Lord Young, the Secretary of State for Employment, acting in a similar role as private secretary. Famously, she praised him for ‘bringing her solutions, not problems’. He is not, as the Spitting Image caricature of her had it at the time, one of her ‘vegetables’. When I worked for him, he had been in a very hot political seat, trying to contain unprecedented levels of unemployment and prevent it reaching three million, and was promoting her signature values of self-employment and enterprise. I’d joined his private office as a junior private secretary and had been asked to stay on beyond the normal term of office and was given a promotion in post.

         But telling her about that won’t be enough, I think. Like every woman then, and many women still, I feel I need more than just an edge over male competition to win the day. As I remember it, fourteen generalist fast-stream trainees, out of thousands of applicants, were chosen in 1982,3 the year I entered the civil service, and less than five of the successful candidates were women. When I reached the end of an extremely rigorous selection process, I asked the male chairman of the final selection panel what they were looking for. He said, ‘People like us.’ I thought he was wrong. I believed and still do believe that diversity would make the civil service and society stronger and it seems that I persuaded him on that day.

         My wild card to put in front of Margaret Thatcher is my passion for reform, and I think it will speak to her heart. Like her, I have an outsider’s sense that the world as it is now is not right. I want the world to change and am determined to make it happen. Passion is not something civil servants are supposed to have (at least it wasn’t in those days). Objectivity and a healthy cynicism are the qualities that senior civil servants prize.

         I am currently working in the Cabinet Office as part of a tiny four-person team led by a Permanent Secretary taking forward a major reform of the civil service called ‘Next Steps’. If you open Peter Hennessy’s book Whitehall,4 you’ll see a photograph of us there. All this is ultimately the brainchild of Margaret Thatcher and her Marks & Spencer guru Derek Rayner. The idea is to bring management, leadership and business efficiency into the major services of government – from the administration of benefits to the registration of cars – setting them up as arm’s-length executive agencies. I know from my time claiming unemployment benefit just how necessary this reform is. There is major resistance, of course, but it is our mission to drive straight through old ways of doing things, taking on all the vested interests across Whitehall. It is a brilliant job, I love it, and I am going to tell her so.

         The trouble is, my passion for making the world a better place is driven by a very different vision from hers. I have seen what she has done in government at first hand and don’t like much of it. One reason I am in the civil service is Mrs Thatcher – but not in a good way. I’d been unemployed for a year in Thatcher’s great recession. That was the year that massive cuts fell on arts departments as a result of her reforms, and all the lecturing jobs for which I was hoping to apply dried up.

         The negative impact of Margaret Thatcher’s economic policies has been clear for me to see. In one of my first roles in the Department of Employment, I had worked in Sheffield for the Manpower Services Commission, where I had seen the destruction of the steel industry that used to be at its heart. There were former steel workers employed as messengers in the civil service, bringing round the morning’s post and, sometimes, our tea. And when I learnt to drive, I did so amongst the deserted buildings of the steel industry, their windows broken and shattered, the roads that housed them free of cars and people. Rightly or wrongly, the people of Sheffield blamed her, and so did I.

         But I am a civil servant, and my job is not to question but to serve the government of the day – and I am passionate about that too. But I do have a problem with Mrs Thatcher that I am going to have to suppress. I recoil whenever I hear her voice on the radio and turn the television off when she is on. The truth is that, as a woman, I find her hard to bear. There is her voice, which sounds artificial and false to me. And when she talks of the importance of marriage and traditional values, she makes every woman who believes traditional roles should be changing flinch. Educated women of my generation are trying to break free of the stereotype that a woman’s place is in the home. But here is a woman who talks most proudly of the skills she’d learnt as a housewife, despite an Oxbridge education and wielding power over a Cabinet full of men. Her message seems to be that being a housewife is still the natural role for most women, just not for her.

         There is something else, too, something I am not yet prepared to admit to myself, but which I can identify now, looking back: sheer prejudice. In my head is that Spitting Image puppet of Margaret Thatcher, looking and behaving in a way that no woman would really want to be. I have seen the cartoons and read the articles about her, many of them written by women, which depict her unfavourably as a bossy headmistress, matron or witch. All this reaches down deep into a dark, misogynous vein that continues to exist today.

         For men, these images tap into that sensation of powerlessness that domineering mothers, school matrons and impossibly attractive women make them feel. During the day, they might appear to submit to this feminine power but they still look for ways to assert their dominance when they can.

         For women, a dislike of powerful women is different. These are the women we don’t want to become, or the women who stand in our way. Unlike men, we have to confront them openly and break the spell of their power. It’s all there in the stories we grow up on, fairy stories such as Snow White or Cinderella, films like The Wizard of Oz or books like Alice in Wonderland and The Chronicles of Narnia, many of them modernised and packaged for our children in television or film adaptations. These girl heroes are young, powerful and fascinating and find themselves with the task of bringing order into their troubled world. The person who stands in the way is the older woman – women who hold sway not just over young women but also grown men, like the wicked stepmother in Snow White, the Red Queen in Alice in Wonderland, the White Witch in The Chronicles of Narnia or the Wicked Witch of the West in The Wizard of Oz. The young women always win in the end, but what happens to them when they become old?

         If we fail to get the message that older women are to be despised or feared as a child, we find it again in the pages of grown-up classic novels and plays – from the silliness of Mrs Bennett to the imperiousness of Lady Catherine de Bourgh and Lady Bracknell, or the madness of Mrs Rochester or Miss Havisham. The young female heroines in these stories achieve the life of their dreams in spite of, not because of, these older non-role models, often fighting them along the way.

         There are many women who see other women as some kind of threat, even today, and a dislike of women is not confined to misogynous men. Indeed, recent research shows that over half of misogynous tweets in the UK and USA are written by women.5

         I can’t stop thinking about the fact that Margaret Thatcher is said to regard other women in a competitive space with hostility or at least not to feel comfortable with them. The truth is that I don’t feel comfortable at the thought of meeting her. I think that she may have it in for me because of my sex. And I have very good reason to worry. I’ve been told that, up until my candidacy, the word from the man who was in charge of No. 10 until the end of 1988, Nigel Wicks, was that she would not accept any woman as a private secretary and Whitehall had been discouraged from putting them forward. At the Department of Education, when she was Secretary of State, she had had no female private secretaries. 

         The way appointments to this particular job work is that every relevant Permanent Secretary (the civil servant head of departments of state) is invited to put forward their best candidates for the home affairs private secretary job. But they have also been told not to suggest any women.

         Geoffrey Holland, the head of my home department, the Department of Employment, which amongst other things is responsible for equal rights, told me that he had decided he would break the diktat and nominate two women for this role, one of whom is me. The new head of No. 10, Andrew Turnbull – a man married to a working woman, unlike many senior civil servants at that time – has interviewed all the candidates, decided to shortlist me and has put only one name forward to Margaret Thatcher for interview. If she didn’t like me, she could move on to the next one on the list. Andrew was unaware of the ban, I was to learn many years later, as it had been issued before he arrived, but he had been cautious enough to consult two of the other private secretaries in the office before he put my name forward, saying that I was the strongest candidate. One, who had been there the longer of the two, said Mrs Thatcher would never appoint a woman. The other, younger colleague said it was important to put the best candidate forward.6 And that is how my interview today came about.

         
            * * *

         

         Andrew Turnbull arrives to take me up to the Prime Minister. He’s tall, quietly spoken, commanding, with the faintest hint of a grammar school education in his accent.

         He smiles, tells me not to be nervous and takes me up the No. 10 stairs to meet her in the study. If he’s worried about what will happen in the next few moments, he doesn’t let it show. Lining the stairs are the pictures of previous Prime Ministers, all of them men. There are a lot of them. I try not to get breathless.

         I’ve already walked up these stairs once – on the day Andrew interviewed me amongst many other candidates for the job. He is the principal private secretary, the most senior of the five private secretaries and my future line manager and, in those days, the person who had that role was the top person at No. 10. He later goes on to become the Head of the Civil Service and Cabinet Secretary. He holds a lot of power – but nothing compared to the woman I am about to meet.

         It’s not how I expected it to be.

         The first thing I notice are her high heels and attractive shoes, as she walks slightly sideways down the very steep stairs from the No. 10 flat to the landing below, on which I am now standing. She’s wearing a grey suit, she’s smiling and carrying a bowl of blue hyacinths and saying, ‘Caroline, how nice to meet you. I brought these hyacinths down here for you. I thought you’d like them.’ With surprise, I realise she’s the same height as me, not tall at all.

         She takes me through into her study, places the bowl on a small occasional table between us and invites me to sit down in one of two feminine, chintz-covered armchairs. She sits in the other, crosses her legs, of which she is clearly proud, and folds her hands in a sympathetic listening pose. I do the same. She looks much younger than most women at sixty-four, almost ageless, and she seems entirely comfortable within her own skin.

         She asks me questions about myself and, fighting through the nerves, I tell her about Next Steps, how Lord Young liked my work and how I believe in change. My mouth is still working, if a little dry, and I’m making eye contact with the most powerful woman I’ve ever met.

         Amazingly, she listens – and she likes. She smiles at me, offers me the job enthusiastically and takes me downstairs to show me the private office. I am greeted by busy smiling faces, handshakes and a relieved and slightly surprised Andrew. Charles Powell, the private secretary for foreign affairs, pops up suddenly and introduces himself in a very posh accent – his surname is pronounced to rhyme (to my ear at least) with pole, not Pow-ell. He shakes my hand with an unassuming grin and he takes what appears to be a habitual place by her side, with an ever so slightly military sort of air. He’s tall, slim, with greying, wiry hair.

         
            * * *

         

         Andrew Turnbull told me some time later that he had said to the Prime Minister that she was to interview me and then report back to him about what she thought. She was not to decide there and then. That way, she would not feel on the spot. There were other strong candidates to interview if she was not absolutely certain or decided outright that she didn’t want me. I learnt only very recently from Andrew that it was normal practice to give a shortlist of one and allow her to reject candidates.7 Andrew has also told me since that my interview was very unusual, as Margaret Thatcher was notorious for talking all the way through and not giving candidates much of a chance to speak.

         Was it really true that she had expressly banned women? Or was it an interpretation by well-meaning men of what they believed to be her wishes? Or did it simply reflect their own views? There clearly was some kind of issue for her, as I have discovered since that she prevented the head of the No. 10 Policy Unit, Brian Griffiths, from going ahead with the appointment of a second woman to his team, probably a year or two before my arrival. ‘I think, Brian,’ she said, ‘that we should find out if this one is working first.’8 Bernard Ingham had had a number of deputies who were women during his time at No. 10, as well as female press officers, but he, unlike Brian, did not consult her on those appointments.9 She was the only woman in an all-male Cabinet and it was she who decided who got those jobs. If you look at the photos, you can see she is clearly enjoying her unique position. She had once appointed a woman to her Cabinet, Baroness Young, but she demoted her not long afterwards and, according to Charles Powell, she scarcely allowed her to speak when she was in Cabinet meetings.10 But, then again, there was not a single woman in her successor’s first Cabinet and only two after that.

         She had had ‘run-ins’ with women in her lifetime that seem to prove the point. It started with her own mother, who according to other residents of Grantham was ‘a right old battleaxe’ and of whom Margaret later said, ‘I loved my mother dearly, but after I was fifteen we had nothing to say to each other. It wasn’t her fault. She was weighed down by the home, always being in the home.’11 She listed only her father as a parent in Who’s Who.12 But perhaps there was more to this – her sister said that their mother was ‘a bigoted Methodist. Margaret and I were never close to her … We just didn’t click with her,’ and ‘Mother just didn’t exist in Margaret’s mind.’13 And then there was her headmistress, Miss Gillies, who tried to stop her learning Latin, an essential language at that time for entering Oxford, which led to a furious row. Margaret eventually got her own way by organising her own private tuition.14 Not to mention the Conservative women in Finchley who tried to block her nomination to become the Conservative candidate.15

         Maybe it worked both ways. At Somerville, her college at Oxford, she found it hard to fit in. The women there disliked her affected voice and preoccupation with her appearance.16 Men were generally more appreciative and more welcoming of what Margaret Thatcher had to offer.

         Over the years I have often asked myself, why did she agree to take me on, and with such spontaneity and grace, given her apparent attitude to other women? 

         Perhaps she saw a tiny part of her young self in me. The barriers she overcame must have been very much greater than mine but there were echoes she would recognise. There was a profound bias then against women in politics that remains to some degree to this day, despite there now being a second female Prime Minister. When Thatcher was elected as a young woman to Parliament, there were only a tiny number of female MPs, growing to a pitiful twenty-seven when she became Prime Minister. When I worked for her, there were forty-seven, only fourteen of whom were Conservative. It was a hard slog getting into that world and difficult, when she did, to get herself accepted as an individual.

         By the time I met her, she was a woman at the very height of her powers, with all of that water under the bridge. Fortunately for me, she couldn’t find it in herself to stand in a very junior woman’s modest way on that journey. I was no threat. Perhaps she remembered a distant echo of the women whose authority she had had to challenge in order to achieve her goals. Why should she be like them now, to me?

         Whatever the truth of the matter, there’s no doubt we connected at that moment. I saw the individual in her, and she in me. I liked the side of Margaret Thatcher that I met on that first meeting. She was a woman who listened, was interested in other people, showed a natural ability to put herself in others’ shoes, and cared about the emotional, not just the professional, side of things.

         But would she accept me, once she got to know me, and would I start to feel genuinely comfortable with her? What was already clear to me was that I was going to enter her personal world, not just her office. By giving me the job, Margaret Thatcher was welcoming me into a small circle of people with whom she shared her work and her life and who were given the opportunity to see her as she really was. 

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 4

            MARGARET THATCHER’S NO. 10

         

         30 MAY 1989

         I loved the Narnia books as a child, particularly The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. Four children walk through a wardrobe door into a supernatural world. Three are enlisted as powerful kings and queens to fight in a war on behalf of the godlike lion Aslan against the forces of darkness. One boy is enticed into the sleigh of the evil but strangely compelling and beautiful White Witch. Returning through the wardrobe, ordinary life greets them: no more battles, just the boring cycle of lessons, exams, school holidays and growing up, all taking place in the country, well away from World War II. It’s a relief, of course. But they’ve been changed completely by what they saw beyond the wardrobe door, even if their original world is just the same as it was before.

         Looking back on it now, my time at No. 10 with Margaret Thatcher had something of that exciting but disorientating quality – but without the reassuring moral absolutism of the black-and-white, good-versus-evil fight going on in Narnia.

         
            * * *

         

         It is my first day at No. 10 and I am walking out of my ordinary world, down Downing Street and through that famous black shiny door, which is magically opened by someone in a uniform hidden inside before I have a chance to knock on it.

         From the spacious entrance hall with its black-and-white chequered floor, I take the long corridor that leads straight to the Cabinet Room. There’s a strange stillness to the place. My feet are muffled by the thick carpet, which I can see has quite recently been laid but still has the odd small stain along the way.

         I turn right outside the Cabinet Room’s double doors and go past the bottom of the staircase that leads to the study, the State Rooms and the flat. I walk through the single door nearby, to the outer private office, where I am to take my desk. Naturally, I am nervous. But I also can’t wait to discover what is really going on behind these famously closed doors.

         Outside these walls, there’s talk of a Prime Minister who is autocratic, increasingly unpopular with the public, and fractious with her closest colleagues. No. 10 is taking some flak too. Two civil servants inside – Bernard Ingham, the press secretary, and Charles Powell, one of my fellow private secretaries – have been accused of getting too close to their political boss. Bernard Ingham was famous for his briefing against ministers – calling the Leader of the House, John Biffen, ‘semi-detached’ a year before the Prime Minister sacked him, for example. And it is claimed that they had both overstepped the line on the issue of Westland helicopters, leaking a letter in a row between Michael Heseltine and Margaret Thatcher.

         This was no storm in a teacup. Heseltine, then Secretary of State for Defence, had stomped out of Cabinet in a rage over the Westland affair and resigned outside in Downing Street in front of the cameras, with his long blond hair in disarray and everyone else’s mouth wide open in surprise. Not long after, he was followed by Leon Brittan, Secretary of State for Trade and Industry.

         Was the office out of control?

         Rumours were circulating throughout Whitehall of a row between Margaret Thatcher and her two most senior ministers, Geoffrey Howe, the Foreign Secretary, and Nigel Lawson, the Chancellor of the Exchequer.

         
            * * *

         

         But it’s time for me to find out about the actual ropes around here.

         As I walk in the door of the private office, there is a man sitting at the desk I am here to occupy and he’s going to give me a handover. That’s before crossing over to take up a seat at another desk in the same office, that of private secretary for parliamentary affairs. He’s called Dominic Morris and he’s very tall: six foot four inches, I guess from the considerable crick in my neck. He has a military sort of manner, a loud, extremely confident voice, a kind face and a sense of humour. It would be difficult to think of anyone more different from me but I instantly take a liking to him.

         He introduces me to the man sitting beside him, Paul Gray, whose desk is a few inches away, parallel with mine. He has a beard, another thing that Margaret Thatcher is said to hate, but she had been persuaded to put aside any prejudice she might have had by being reminded of her admiration for the bearded chief executive of the Rover Group, Graham Day.17 He’s the economic private secretary and, like all economic private secretaries, is on secondment from the Treasury. On the other side of my desk, abutting mine, I shake the hand of Amanda Ponsonby, who is facing me. She’s the Prime Minister’s personal secretary – a political and personal appointment – but she is also acting as diary secretary and will be reporting directly to me. She’s in her early thirties, like me, with blonde hair, a pale complexion and a lovely, unassuming manner. I feel at home with her immediately, even though it is clear she comes from a much higher social class than me.

         The ‘duty clerk’ – not one person but a team of young people occupying this desk individually on a rota – works at the far end of my new office and is in charge of logistics and paperwork. They pack and unpack the numerous red boxes that the Prime Minister works on each day – which Charles Powell or Amanda Ponsonby generally bring down from the flat early in the morning and Andrew Turnbull takes up every night (having taken a quick look at the contents to make sure everything is all right). He pops them just inside the door of the flat so he can get home without being caught in conversation.18 Each morning, the duty clerks then put the contents of the boxes in different trays marked with our names so that we can quickly let others know the decisions she has made. Others in the duty clerk team are downstairs in a room called Confidential Filing, carrying out filing and other administrative duties, sharing files amongst each other through a dumb waiter device installed in the corner of the private office – a small service lift like those used in restaurants to bring food up from the kitchen below. It all works remarkably smoothly, I am told, as she always does her boxes and is generally clear about the action she wants us to take.

         The duty clerk in our office at that moment, Derek Kerr, has his head down, and it is hard to know exactly what he is doing, but he is a vital part of this well-oiled machine. When I look up, it’s a different person, Diana Smith. I don’t see the change happen, they are so discreet. As if by magic. The next time it happens, I notice that they give each other a whispered handover… ‘The Prime Minister is in the study, Charles is with her, the Foreign Secretary has just left…’ 

         In the adjacent room, I know, Andrew Turnbull and Charles Powell sit. The door is almost always open and they are in there, working. When they are on the phone or giving dictation, we can’t hear them unless voices are raised.

         As I try to take all this in, the Prime Minister comes into the private office specifically to see me and shakes my hand. She is solicitous and says, ‘Look at all this correspondence. You’ve already got her buried under all that. And when you had such a good job before. Don’t worry, it’ll get more interesting, you’ll see. Especially when Parliament is back.’

         Hearing her voice from his seat next door, Charles Powell comes over with a twinkle in his eye, saying, ‘Don’t you worry, she’ll be running this place before too long!’ I notice once again that he dominates her physically, like most of the men she chooses to have around her, but he leans toward her slightly as if to soften the effect. After a few seconds, he says, ‘Prime Minister, I have just found out something that I think will intrigue you,’ and she bustles into the inner private office with him to find out what.

         A few minutes later, Sir Robin Butler, the Cabinet Secretary and Head of the Civil Service – the most senior civil servant in the land – comes in to wish me luck, shaking my hand and saying something to the effect of ‘Started at last.’ It is indeed three months since my appointment was announced. Being the first woman private secretary at No. 10 had attracted some minor interest in the media, and I am beginning to get the feeling that it has been a bit of a talking point within the higher echelons of the civil service too.

         Later, Bernard Ingham, the press secretary, drops by to say hello. A big, gruff, friendly Yorkshireman, who has retained his accent, he has heavy, overhanging eyebrows and a kind of bear-like quality. Almost huggable, in the right mood, I’m guessing, and ferociously loyal to his mistress in a scrap, I am sure. My impression is that he is as straight as a die and I immediately also feel that he is on my side, a good feeling. I can see why the Prime Minister relies on him as her spokesperson to the press and why there might be a mutual respect and fondness between them too. He explains to me that each day he holds morning and afternoon briefing sessions with the media at No. 10 on her behalf. Just as we act as the conduit between her and Whitehall and the public, so he and his team do the same in relation to the press.

         
            * * *

         

         No. 10 then was different to that of today, at least when it comes to the Prime Minister’s experience of it. The Prime Minister no longer ‘lives above the shop’, as Margaret Thatcher called it, recalling her own childhood above the family’s grocery store. In Tony Blair’s time, he and his large family moved to the bigger flat above No. 11 next door, which up to that time had been the residence of the Chancellor of the Exchequer. Meanwhile, Gordon Brown, the Chancellor, moved into No. 10. David Cameron and his family lived in No. 11 too, and Theresa May has continued the trend when she stays in Downing Street.

         In those days, there was also a clear separation of civil service and political support, with the civil servants having the greater control. All written communications from ministers and other government departments came through us, en route to her red box, with most of them remaining unseen by her direct political staff: the political secretary and parliamentary private secretary. In some ways they worked on a parallel track. They, like us, occupied an office adjacent to the Cabinet Room. Both they and the private office had their own direct access to the Cabinet Room, at different ends, and their own lines of communication. But the world of policy was ours, not theirs.

         Margaret Thatcher did have her own source of political policy advice, which was independent from that of her ministers and departments of state. This was the Policy Unit, which was a mix of civil servants and people from the Conservative Party machine. We copied them into important papers coming from elsewhere in government so that they could give a view, and they also worked with the private office on those policy speeches where she wanted to develop her own original thinking. But they had very limited direct access to the Prime Minister compared to us and they very rarely spoke to her without one of us in the room.

         In Margaret Thatcher’s time, the principal private secretary was in charge of the whole private office and No. 10 more widely, but when Tony Blair became Prime Minister, he appointed his own personal chief of staff from outside the civil service to lead No. 10. Strangely, his choice of chief of staff was Charles Powell’s brother. Jonathan Powell had in fact originally been a civil servant in the Foreign Office but was now acting as a special adviser, giving the political arm control of No. 10 for the first time. This was such a major change that Tony Blair had to modify the law under which the civil service operated.

         Theresa May had two chiefs of staff, Fiona Hill and Nick Timothy, who were housed, as I understand it, within the private office, which in my day was the privileged domain only of civil servants. All papers coming from government to the PM had to go through them first. Eventually Theresa May was forced to get rid of them, after a disastrous election campaign in 2017 and complaints that they were preventing ministers from being properly involved in policy making. But the post of chief of staff remains and, at the time of writing, is currently held by the former MP Gavin Barwell. 

         Margaret Thatcher’s press secretary was then also a civil servant, but from the time of Alastair Campbell and Tony Blair, this has also become a personal and political appointment by the Prime Minister and the job title has changed to director of communications.

         The No. 10 staff was also much smaller then than it is now and its power over the rest of government was commensurately weaker. Tony Blair stopped short of creating a Prime Minister’s department, an idea he had toyed with in opposition, but he did create a Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit and Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit and introduced a research and information unit to No. 10 as well. He greatly increased the number of political appointments (otherwise known as special advisers) working in No. 10. David Cameron abolished the first two institutions but replaced them with a Policy and Implementation Unit staffed by civil servants.

         
            * * *

         

         Midway through my first day, my predecessor, Dominic Morris, takes me on a tour of No. 10.

         First, he whisks me down to the press office, which is full of a number of busy-looking press officers who nod and smile at me cheerfully while they chatter away on the phone. Dominic explains that, amongst their many duties, press officers go on reconnaissance trips or what they call ‘recces’ to check out in advance the places the Prime Minister visits so as to identify the media opportunities and any pitfalls. They will be with us on the day to make sure the media side goes smoothly. Terry Perks, the deputy press officer and Bernard’s second in command, suddenly gets off the phone in his small office and comes over energetically to shake my hand. ‘You must be Caroline, hello! How are you settling in?’ He asks questions about where I’ve come from, how I’m feeling. He points out Sarah Charman, who is on the phone, who smiles at me. Apparently, she is just back from the ‘recce’ for my first trip with the Prime Minister and she will pop round to the private office later for a word. In No. 10, people come to the private office, not vice versa, to sort out business, I am gathering.

         Taking me back along the corridor, Dominic turns left at the anteroom to the Cabinet Room and knocks on a door. We enter the small office of the Honourable Mark Lennox-Boyd MP and John Whittingdale (not at this early point in his career an MP but a special adviser), crammed with two large, traditional desks. Dominic says that the rest of their team works upstairs.

         Mark – bespectacled with large, dark frames, tall and gangly, with slightly untidy dark hair swept across his forehead and sporting a wide pin-striped suit – stands up to shake my hand. He is charming, serious, extremely well-mannered and, like everyone I have met so far today, very nice.

         I later learn from Dominic that Mark had been a government whip, a perfect background for his job as parliamentary private secretary, as he will know all the MPs well, including their strengths and weaknesses, and it is part of his job to keep the relationship between the Prime Minister and Parliament on an even keel. Dominic also tells me he is the son of a viscount and I am guessing that the fact that there is no salary for being the Prime Minister’s PPS is not a problem.

         His phone rings, and my attention turns to John Whittingdale, the Prime Minister’s political secretary, who has just come free. John, who has an almost puppy-like quality, also stands up to shake my hand and does so very warmly, speaking quickly in a distinctly public school sort of way. We will be working closely together, particularly when it comes to the Prime Minister’s ‘regional visits’, he explains. All the visits have both an official government element (which it will be my task to compile) and a political component, which John assembles. In practice, John explains, it is often politics that determines the location of these visits – marginal constituencies, MPs who deserve a favour, visits to the houses of prominent local supporters, that sort of thing – plus the need to cover different parts of the country on a regular cycle so that no region is neglected. But it is government policy that the visits are designed to showcase and, although the civil service is in charge of that, he and I will discuss the choices that are made. Dominic adds that John will be joining me at the side of the Prime Minister on regional tours and so we will be spending plenty of time together. I can see already that this is going to be a lot of fun.

         While he is talking I am thinking that he looks incredibly young and boyish, with a lot of blond hair and a slightly footless and fancy-free manner. I later find out that he is three years younger than me, in fact. Unlike many at No. 10, John is unmarried, but I get the strong impression that he likes women, not men. I can’t help but think of Wooster, and unlike Wooster, John is clearly much cleverer than he first appears.

         We then head up to the Policy Unit, using the narrow back stairs. The building feels very different up here, with low ceilings, a narrow corridor and small rooms overlooking Downing Street packed full of Policy Unit and political office staff sitting behind modest desks. The reason for this cramped feeling, very probably, is that the front of No. 10 was built in the late seventeenth century and it is on a domestic scale. By contrast, the back of No. 10 is an altogether different building, in effect bolted on to the tiny original house. The back was built in the eighteenth century and is much grander, with high ceilings and big rooms. It is the reason No. 10 has a TARDIS-like quality, being so much bigger inside than the modest façade would suggest.

         I am introduced to the head of the Policy Unit, Professor Brian Griffiths, an intelligent, lovely man who leaps to his feet to shake my hand. He invites me to sit in the antique armchair opposite his desk and I am taken aback as I sink much deeper in than expected. The springs are all broken, it seems, and he apologises. He doesn’t feel that he can ask for a new one, given the modest No. 10 budget. He talks earnestly about some of the policy areas on which I would take the lead in the private office, including policy on the police and criminal justice system, family policy (in which the Prime Minister takes a keen interest), the environment (in which the Prime Minister has been expressing a growing concern about global warming), drugs and the deregulation of planning.

         I’ll also be writing speeches with the Policy Unit, Brian tells me, whenever the Prime Minister wants to use a speech to develop her policy thinking, as opposed to just putting existing policy into her own words. I look forward to that as the bit of the job I am most likely to enjoy. Brian says he’s delighted by my appointment. He tells me proudly that he himself had brought in a woman and a civil servant a few years ago into the hitherto all-male nine-person team in the Policy Unit, the first ever woman to fill this role. I will be working with her, he says, as she is covering the home affairs brief. He takes me out to introduce me to Carolyn Sinclair, a smartly dressed woman with carefully coiffured reddish hair and a clipped accent. She does not look or sound like the average female civil servant of the day and she isn’t, as civil servants do not normally fill political roles. She’s originally from the Foreign Office but had been working on secondment to the Home Office before coming here, she says. She’s commanding and warm at the same time and I’m impressed.

         After we leave Brian’s office, Dominic explains that when a policy proposal comes in from a minister, I should show it to the Policy Unit and give them the opportunity to give advice too. I should also wait for other ministers to comment, particularly the Treasury (asking directly for advice if they have not been copied in), and then summarise all the main arguments, including the Policy Unit’s, into a short note, with a recommendation or options at the top which she can endorse, often with a simple yes or no and her initials.

         On our way back, Dominic takes me on a brief detour to meet Robin Catford, the appointments secretary, who advises the Prime Minister on ecclesiastical and other appointments, and Charles Fountain, the head of security, both of whom have offices facing Downing Street that feel like they are in a different century.

         
            * * *

         

         So far, the people Dominic has introduced me to have been predominantly male, but there are numerous women working at No. 10 too, many of them in teams that are all-female.

         We go down to the basement of No. 10, where a huge globe stands in the middle of the floor. Ahead lies the entrance to the garden; to the left is the entrance to the ‘Garden Rooms’ – the basement room that now houses the so-called Garden Room girls, a large team of a dozen or so women of all ages who provide round-the-clock and top-class secretarial support.

         Janice Richards, the head of the Garden Rooms, explains to me that the ‘Garden Room girls’ support the private office directly but do most of their work downstairs, only coming up to the private office to take dictation when a buzzer from one of us summons them. But, when the Prime Minister goes abroad, she always has a Garden Room girl with her as well as a private secretary. Besides taking dictation, the secretaries make the Prime Minister’s travel arrangements and handle her correspondence. Janice also manages the work of a dedicated correspondence section, a team of all women headed by Jean Balthasar who also work in the basement and receive the many bags of correspondence addressed by the public to the Prime Minister every day. The sacks lie in a corner and the team work round a big table, opening the letters, reading them and choosing the very few that will be sent upstairs for me to deal with. Others will be forwarded on to civil servants in different departments of state to send an official reply on the Prime Minister’s behalf. The correspondence I will deal with will be on high-profile issues – for example, letters from people who have lost loved ones at tragedies like Hillsborough – or because they are strongly worded personal appeals to the Prime Minister when all else has failed or when they are people the Prime Minister has known in the past. I will have to decide whether to reply to them myself or whether to ask the Prime Minister to sign a reply based on expert advice from the relevant department and my own input.

         As we go back to the private office, Dominic explains that I am the direct line manager of the head of Garden Rooms; the invitations secretary, Sue Goodchild, who organises all the receptions and events at No. 10 and has a tiny office upstairs; and Amanda Ponsonby, the diary secretary – all of them (as it happens) women. I also manage the duty clerks, a mixed-gender team. I ask him what’s involved. Fortunately, Dominic explains, they are excellent at their job and most likely all I will have to do is to write their annual performance assessment and sign off their annual leave plans.

         Actually, all of these staff take it as a given that their job is to manage upwards and organise things for their boss (in this case ultimately the Prime Minister but also me), rather than the reverse, as many women before them have done. And, as I am soon to discover, they do it exceptionally well. 

         
            * * *

         

         Once we are back in the office, I ask Dominic how many people there are in No. 10. The answer is around 100, some of whom – the cleaners and the messengers – are officially employed by the Cabinet Office but nonetheless work in the building. How do they all fit in? Quite a number of them work in shifts across the clock, so they are not all there at once. (Lord Grenville, when Prime Minister in 1806, was allocated one secretary. Disraeli had three. In the early days these secretaries, or private secretaries as we now call them, did almost everything, from penning notes to filing and dealing with the press. But over the centuries and decades, more and more tasks were delegated to the different departments and to the various staff now present in No. 10, leaving us (as well as the Prime Minister) with a quite magnificent support machine.)19 And, on top of that, there is the Cabinet Office, which provides the secretariat to the numerous Cabinet and Cabinet sub-committee meetings.
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