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‘Economics is the method; the object is to change the soul.’


– MARGARET THATCHER, THE TIMES, 1981


 


Not odd, said God, I’d have you know,


It may seem easy down below


To keep the Bishops all in tow


Just propping up the Thatcher show


Up here, you see, there’s hell to pay


She wants to tell ME what to say!


– MICHAEL FOOT MP, THE TIMES, 1984




















PROLOGUE


GOD AND MRS THATCHER







‘All the great political questions of our day are primarily theological.’


– ARCHBISHOP WILLIAM TEMPLE, 19421





THE OBITUARIES HAD long been composed; the commemorative pull outs were ready to be printed. Much ink would be spilled over Lady Thatcher’s passing as commentators and journalists filed in earnest to have their say on the first draft of history. Tweets rather than pin-badges were now the chief form of popular protest but it was a more fleeting and disposable kind. Summations of her reign in 140 characters clogged up the Twitter feed, both the sweet chirps of birds and the raspy hiss of vultures. Reporters were dispatched across the kingdom – to Tyneside, Toxteth, Basildon, the Clyde and, of course, to her childhood home of Grantham – all in a desperate bid to gauge that ill-definable thing: the national mood. ‘Thatcher gave me my first home’, ‘Thatcher took away my livelihood’, came the cries, but anyone born after she had left office in 1990 looked on in bemusement. ‘Wasn’t she an old lady who had lost her memory?’ was the response from one seventeen-year-old.


For a brief moment, Britain appeared to have rewound itself back to the 1980s. In Trafalgar Square, anti-Thatcher protestors geared up for a re-run of the poll-tax riots, although on this occasion the officers on horseback were not necessary. The left tried in vain to resuscitate the lost passion and solidarity of yesteryear, all together now for one last chorus of ‘Maggie, Maggie, Maggie, out, out, out’. It was as if they were at a reunion gig of a group they had loved in their youth; they could remember the lyrics but somehow the anthem was not as resonant or powerful as it had once been. Meanwhile former ministers rehearsed well-worn anecdotes of Thatcher hand-bagging foreign dignitaries or of her rustling up shepherd’s pie in the No. 10 kitchen; all revelling in that kinky mix of the regal and domestic that so defined the Iron Lady. Her admirers immediately began the process of canonisation heralding the miracle worker St Margaret, while her detractors were determined to cast her as the Antichrist, the Iron Lady who had had the nation in the jaws of a vice and mercilessly tightened until it could stand no more. How could the media sustain this for nine days until her funeral? How did it ever sustain it for the eleven years she was in power? It was, however, a purely domestic preoccupation. American broadcasters soon lost interest, while one Spanish television channel simply re-hashed material it had used for The Iron Lady film starring Meryl Streep.


Lady Thatcher’s funeral in the City was an extraordinary day. The crowd was a mixture of tourists out to see the London they had been promised in the guidebooks, day-trippers from Middle England there to ‘pay their respects’ and City folk hanging out of their office windows avoiding work. All waited until the ceremony was over, not in mourning as such, rather as respectful observers. The British spectator stood patiently and seemingly in harmony with British pomp and ceremony, occupying the narrow City streets not designed for such spectacles.


I spent the day in the media tent opposite St Paul’s Cathedral telling any broadcaster that would give me airtime that Lady Thatcher was a devout Christian, that she had been a preacher before she had entered politics and that the funeral service reflected her Methodist roots. ‘So for our listeners at home, who may not know, could you tell us what exactly a Methodist is?’ enquired one interviewer, who I noticed was sporting a pair of ‘Gotcha!’ engraved cufflinks.* I had an inkling that Margaret Thatcher would have been appalled, both by his question and by his choice of accessory.


Even from the grave, it seems, Margaret Thatcher was determined to tell the Church of England what true Christianity was: a heavy dose of ‘hell and damnation’ from the King James Bible and a rousing rendition of ‘I Vow to Thee, My Country’. The Bishop of London’s sermon certainly went down better than his words had done thirty years previously. Back in 1982 he had scripted the Archbishop of Canterbury’s notorious ‘pacifist’ sermon delivered at the Falklands War thanksgiving service in St Paul’s. On that occasion, Thatcher was reportedly ‘livid’, but on this day, one would imagine, she would have had no such quibbles.


It was not a send-off like Winston Churchill’s: there were no steel cranes bowing in unison along the Thames. Perhaps the equivalent would have been if that towering shrine to Thatcherism, Canary Wharf, had ceremoniously switched its lights on and off. But Thatcher wanted no such show, no lying-in-state either. In the end, she had judged it about right, seemingly rekindling her populist antennae in death, which some would say she had lost at the end of her political life. Nonetheless, few could ignore the incongruity of a woman lauded as Britain’s greatest peacetime Prime Minister being given a funeral with full military honours. This was not the burying of an international stateswoman (as evident by the congregation turnout at St Paul’s), rather it was a fitting send-off for the lower-middle-class girl from Grantham who had spent her life rattling the British establishment, but who in death had the Queen, the Church, the BBC, the military, even former enemies in her party, finally celebrating her as one of them.


If George Orwell described England as ‘a family with the wrong members in control’, then Margaret Thatcher was the cruel but indomitable aunt whose favoured nieces sang her praises while those black sheep whom she had disregarded waded in with tales of woe. In death as in life, Thatcher’s presence cast a piercing spotlight on Britain, but instead of revealing it to be either in discord or harmony, her passing simply demonstrated how much it had changed. As a sombre and respectful silence greeted the gun carriage and the pallbearers carried the coffin up the steps into St Paul’s, that woman’s shadow, which had loomed so large for so long, gently faded as the sun burst out over Paternoster Square. The mood was not morbid nor was it celebratory, but rather one of relief. Thatcherism had finally been laid to rest. As the renowned historian Peter Hennessy reflected: ‘The 1980s is no longer politics, but history.’




• • •





I DOUBT MANY people have uttered the words ‘God’ and ‘Mrs Thatcher’ in the same sentence. To some it may border on blasphemy, even heresy; to the less religiously or politically sensitive, the idea that religion played any significant part in the 1980s is not immediately obvious in a decade dominated by union conflict, deindustrialisation, market liberalisation and the Cold War. Scour any books on the decade and you will find little reference to religion, the Church of England, and next to nothing on Margaret Thatcher’s personal faith. To a large degree this absence is indicative of a broader problem: the secular mindset of most historians of contemporary Britain, which has meant that religion is largely omitted from writings on the twentieth century (although, for obvious reasons, historians and commentators have been forced to confront the issue in the twenty-first). Crudely speaking, those analysing Britain’s experience hang their work on two central narratives. Firstly, Britain’s withdrawal from empire and its decline as a global economic superpower and, secondly, its transition to a mass democracy and the development of its welfare state. Yet few ponder on that other major change, which was no less dramatic and would have as great an impact on Britain’s political culture, namely the collapse of Christianity. Historians of the nineteenth century, of course, find it impossible to ignore religion. Victorian politics, to a degree, was dominated by the tussle between Nonconformists, Catholics and the Church of England, as Britain’s religious minorities and non-believers, no longer silenced by persecution, fought the long, hard battle for equal recognition before the law. Christians of varying shades spearheaded the great causes of the century from the anti-slavery movement and temperance to social and electoral reform. Parties and votes were sliced along denominational lines, with the Conservative Party firmly positioned as the protector of the Church of England and the Liberal Party forwarding the interests of the Nonconformists. These bonds were not so fixed as to prevent a High Anglican (William Gladstone) from becoming leader of the Liberals, nor an Anglican of Jewish origin (Benjamin Disraeli) to take charge of the Conservatives, but the lengths to which both went to reassure their separate Christian constituencies reflected the enduring strength of these allegiances.


It is commonly assumed that Christianity ceased to have a pivotal role in British politics from the Edwardian period onwards. Disillusionment replaced faith as Britons dropped the cross somewhere amidst the muddy mass slaughter of the Somme, and so it followed that with declining observance came the de-Christianisation and the eventual secularisation of British politics. Nonconformist grievances became faint cries, the pulpit was no longer the training ground for would-be MPs and the ties between parties and denominations, which had defined the previous century, withered away as class replaced religion as the central dividing line in the mass democratic age.


And yet Christianity in twentieth-century Britain was remarkable not for its sudden death but for its lingering influence on both the left and the right. The formation of the Labour Party owed much to its Christian impetus. It was this spiritual inspiration, which distinguished British socialism from its more secular and radical manifestations on the European continent, that was one of the many reasons why the party was able to quickly evolve into a centrist force. A survey of the first intake of Labour MPs, that was conducted in 1906, revealed that only two out of the forty-five had actually read Karl Marx, with many more citing the Bible as their chief influence.2 The sacraments could still arouse as much passion as protectionism in Parliament, as the Church of England’s failure to secure the revision of the Prayer Book in 1927–8 demonstrated. Led by Conservative evangelical laymen, Home Secretary Sir William Joynson-Hicks and the Attorney General, Sir Thomas Inskip, MPs twice rejected the proposed new version out of fears that the Church had gone too far in accommodating Romanist practices. The cause of Protestant England had been defended and protected by parliamentarians although the debacle was to have important consequences for Church–state relations. A red-faced Church was determined that no such intervention would ever happen again and thus set itself on the path towards greater autonomy from Parliament.


All three parties – Liberal, Conservative and Labour – could claim a Christian ethos and continued to feed off their spiritual heritage. The post-war settlement, which massively expanded the responsibilities of the state in the areas of education, health, welfare and housing, was not simply a political consensus but more profoundly a moral consensus forged out of the shared hardships of the Depression and the War and the common ground between Tory Anglicans and Christian socialists. In many senses, the post-war settlement, which was to be baptised the ‘New Jerusalem’, was the pinnacle moment in Britain’s Christian politics and one in which the churches, especially the Church of England, played a pivotal role. Things were, however, beginning to change. When, in 1964, Harold Wilson proclaimed that the Labour Party ‘owed more to Methodism than to Marxism’, it was a sentiment with which most party activists could agree, but not for much longer. Soon a more radical form of secular socialism took hold: one that embraced identity politics (that of sexuality, race and gender) but, oddly, seemed to ignore religion as a form of identification. At the same time, One-nation Conservatism began to detach itself from the Church of England and in membership and tone was no longer exclusively Protestant or even Christian.


Nonetheless, most of Britain’s post-war prime ministers were men of faith even if they became wary of preaching the Gospel to an increasingly secular electorate. Harold Macmillan would always reach for his Bible in times of trouble, Harold Wilson could claim a solid Nonconformist underbelly, while Edward Heath was one-time correspondent for the Church Times and cited Archbishop William Temple as one of his chief influences. Labour’s Jim Callaghan was born into a devout Baptist household and had been a Sunday school teacher in his youth and, even though he later became a semi-detached member, he always acknowledged the debt he owed to Christianity.3 The exception was Winston Churchill who, when asked whether he was a ‘pillar of the church’ replied, ‘Madam, I’d rather describe myself as a flying buttress – I support the church from the outside.’4


Despite declining religious observance, priests did not hide behind their altars and retreat from public life; indeed political engagement was believed to be one way that the Church could connect with the ungodly masses. The Anglican bishops, still with their treasured twenty-six seats in the House of Lords, persisted in offering well-intentioned (but not always well-informed) interjections on the pressing issues of the day. On the key matters that dominated post-war politics – the evolution of the welfare state, decolonisation of empire, legislation on sexual morality, immigration and industrial conflict – the Church of England did not simply let its views be known, but, in many instances, was crucial in shaping the outcome.


To a certain extent, all this activity has been obscured by the blanket theory of secularisation. But this sociological concept – that is, an understanding that modernisation precipitates the gradual erosion of religion in the public and private sphere – is a relatively unhelpful explanation in the case of Britain, which even today maintains a somewhat complex relationship with Christianity. Crudely speaking, whereas America has a secular state but a largely devout public, Britain has a Christianised state and a predominantly secular electorate. Statistics on churchgoing, which clergymen have morbidly obsessed over since the first religious census in 1851, have traditionally been the litmus test for the strength of belief in Britain. Yet the notion that the spiritual health of the nation should be judged on the number of those who spend a few hours in a church on one day of the week is a rather restricted method of calculation to say the least. Throughout the ages, people went to church for a myriad of reasons, including poor relief, education, compulsion and social expectation as well as out of genuine faith. Christianity has always filtered into and shaped various aspects of British life, be it philosophy, culture, politics or class.


It is, however, an undeniable fact that from the late 1960s, Britain, like most other Western countries (with the exception of the United States) experienced a dramatic decline in Christian worship and affiliation. Yet, on the eve of the Thatcher years, Britain could hardly be called ‘secular’, for in education, broadcasting, law and, of course, in ceremonial character, Britain remained identifiably Christian. Enoch Powell was surely right when he wrote in 1981: ‘The nation was once not as religious as some like to believe, nor is it now as secular as people now like to assume.’5 The blend between the secular and sacred may have been less obvious by the late-twentieth century and no longer a decisive factor at election time but it remained a notable undercurrent running through political thought and action. In short, Christianity still mattered, and it would matter significantly during the fractious years of the 1980s.


The broad aim of this book is to examine the interrelationship between religion and politics in post-war Britain. It is thus a two-pronged story concerning the politicisation of Christianity on the one hand and the Christianisation of politics on the other. It therefore seeks to demonstrate how the political class sought inspiration (and legitimisation) from the Gospel for their political ideas and policies and how the Established Church, to the same degree, viewed engagement in politics as part of its spiritual mission. The 1980s represent a key juncture in this narrative for two reasons. Firstly, in 1979, unbeknownst to most of the public at the time, Britain had elected its most religious prime minister since William Gladstone, one who from the very first moment of her premiership referenced her spiritual motivation by reciting a prayer on the steps of No. 10. Margaret Thatcher, though, did not simply draw on Christianity for rhetorical ornamentation for, as the daughter of a Methodist lay-preacher, she had a clear understanding of the religious basis of her political values. In fact, it was no accident that Britain elected a Nonconformist woman precisely at the time that its ‘Nonconformist conscience’ died; the conviction politics of the Iron Lady satisfied a thirst for certainty in an age of profound doubt. Just as the emergence of Thatcherism needs to be set within the context of Britain’s economic and industrial decline, so too does it need to be analysed within the context of the country’s religious decline.


Secondly, one of the most politically damaging and forceful challenges that Margaret Thatcher faced throughout her premiership was from the Church of England. While the Labour Party endured a period of self-inflicted paralysis, it was the Established Church which, rather surprisingly and often willingly, stepped up as the ‘unofficial opposition’ to defend what they considered to be Britain’s Christian social democratic values. In the pulpit, at the picket line, on the Lords’ benches and in the inner cities, the Anglican clergy routinely condemned neoliberal theory and practice as being fundamentally at odds with the Christian principles of fellowship, interdependence and peace. How and why the Established Church sought and gained such prominence at a time of declining faith is one of the central themes of this book.


The Conservative Party and the once-dubbed ‘Tory Party at Prayer’ became locked in a conflict that would have political, spiritual and, in some cases, personal consequences. For many, though, this was not a minor political spat; it reflected a serious theological gulf. Was the biblical message principally about individual faith and liberty as Margaret Thatcher enthusiastically proclaimed, or collective obligation and interdependence as the bishops preached? Of all the biblical references that littered the sermons and speeches of politicians and clergy in the 1980s, it was the parable of the Good Samaritan that was most frequently evoked. For Margaret Thatcher, the story of a Samaritan helping an unknown, battered man, who was lying helpless in the road, demonstrated the supremacy of individual charitable virtue over enforced state taxation. In her uncompromising words: ‘No one would remember the Good Samaritan if he’d only had good intentions; he had money as well.’6 For the Anglican leadership, on the other hand, the parable meant something quite different, namely the universality of human fellowship and the scriptural justification for the indiscriminate redistribution of wealth. As the Bishop of Stepney made clear: ‘The point of the story is not that he had some money but that the others passed by on the other side.’7 Behind these differing interpretations of one parable lay contrasting conceptions of Christianity, of political values and, indeed, of the nation itself.


It is, of course, possible to examine the 1980s not in terms of competing theologies but in terms of ideologies, namely the polarisation between left and right. If the contribution of the Labour Party is downplayed slightly it is because the left had abandoned the post-war consensus (to an even greater degree than the right) and was entangled in a civil war, which had much to do with the decline of its traditional working-class support base and very little to do with Christianity. This is a book chiefly about the conflict between the Established Church and the Conservative Party, not about the various fortunes of Christian denominations in post-war Britain. But, of course, it is impossible to tell this story without reference to them and, in particular, to the rise of the ecumenical movement. Nor does this narrative deal sufficiently with that province where the convergence between religion and politics was most apparent and most damaging: Northern Ireland. This is in part because the Troubles were a sectarian conflict rather than a theological war of words on the rights and wrongs of capitalism. If anything, the toxic mix of the religious and the political in Northern Ireland revealed the tameness of the debate in Britain.


Of course Christians can be found on both sides of the political spectrum and Christianity itself has been both a progressive and a conservative force throughout history. If there is one scriptural certainty, it is that biblical interpretation is elastic and can be moulded to justify whatever one wishes to endorse, be it the ‘invisible hand’ of the market or the socialist utopia. In this specific case, the Church of England shifted further leftwards while the Conservative Party took a sharp turn to the right, causing an irrevocable breach between two institutions that had been close allies for over 200 years or more. Cracks in this relationship could be dated back to the early 1900s but the final break would only come in the 1980s under Margaret Thatcher.


It might be said that both the Church of England and the Conservative Party have transformed more than any other British institutions in the twentieth century. Paradoxically, for two organisations supposedly concerned with tradition and preservation, both have shown a remarkable ability to adapt in order to survive. That the Church of England was not only able to maintain, but, in many ways, strengthen its role as the Established Church in a secular pluralised society may have been by default rather than explicit design. Arguably, it has proved remarkably successful. The Conservative Party has gone through a similar process of reinvention. In the age of mass enfranchisement, the party of land and privilege gradually morphed into promoters of the free market and the upwardly mobile class, while maintaining its paternalistic tone and old establishment associations. It was not an easy transition and, like the Church, it consistently faced complaints from within its membership. But, by doing so, the Conservatives were able to become the most successful political party of the twentieth century. Collectively, what it does suggest is that all the heated debate over what is ‘true’ Conservatism or ‘true’ Anglicanism – a favourite navel-gazing pastime of both Anglicans and Conservatives – ultimately reflects a wilful misreading of their complex histories.


Margaret Thatcher, however, stands apart from this narrative. This is due to the fact that both the left and the right (for different reasons) have chosen to grant her an almost mythical-like status. Your opinion of Margaret Thatcher is immediately given away by how you refer to her; some literally spit out her surname with an emphasis on the first syllable, others prefer the overly familiar ‘Maggie’. Even after her death, the political class and the public still struggle to speak of the former Prime Minister as a part of history, consumed as they are in a seemingly exhaustive debate over whether her time in power offers the cause or the remedy for today’s problems. This hints at one of the main motivations of this book: a wish to consign Margaret Thatcher to the past and locate her place within it rather than see her as an ahistorical phenomenon of either saintly or devilish proportions.


By and large, the British prefer their prime ministers to be pedestrian rather than charismatic characters. One need only compare the palatial grandeur of the White House to the poky flat above No. 10 to illustrate this point. The post of prime minister, curtailed as it is by a parliamentary chamber and constitutional monarch, facilitates the British dislike and distrust of strong leadership. Yet Margaret Thatcher is one of the few occupiers of No. 10 to have subverted this tradition.


The legend of the Iron Lady is well known and remains remarkably intact. Margaret Thatcher, it appears, was gifted with superhuman capabilities. She was a woman from humble origins whose great mental and physical resilience made her the ‘best man for the job’. She emerged unscathed without a hair out of place from the ashes of the bombed-out Grand Hotel in Brighton and successfully crushed the enemies within as well as threats beyond our shores. She was Boudicca, beating the bureaucrats in Brussels; she was Elizabeth I, always flirtatious but firm with her ministers; and in the end she was sacrificial St Joan, burnt at the stake having been betrayed by her own party. Margaret Thatcher has now been accorded a place at the dinner table with these high priestesses of history. She bulldozed her way through the New Jerusalem, unleashed Britons from the chains of socialism and set the people free.


Recent biographers and historians have quite rightly put a dent in this mythology as Richard Vinen, John Campbell and others have reminded us that Thatcher was in fact an incredibly pragmatic and canny politician and that the ‘ism’ she spawned was not as coherent an ideology as she herself liked to proclaim nor as the left liked to presume. Charles Moore’s highly illuminating and balanced official biography offers a detailed portrait of her character and time in Downing Street that is never likely to be surpassed. God and Mrs Thatcher is not strictly a biography, rather Margaret Thatcher’s life and times are used as narrative hinges to explain the fundamental shifts that took place in Britain’s political and religious values in the second half of the twentieth century, and the ensuing debate in the 1980s (chiefly between the Established Church and the Tory Party) about those values. In short, the aim is not only to show how Margaret Thatcher recreated Britain, but also to address a much more intriguing question: how did Britain create Margaret Thatcher?


Margaret Thatcher was very much a product of provincial interwar England. But, crucially, she escaped and then benefited from the opportunities that were opening up to women. In one sense, her story is a classic tale of mid-twentieth-century social embourgeouisement: a grammar school girl ‘done good’, although marrying a millionaire certainly eased the journey. She was not a throwback to Britain’s Victorian past, but most definitely a twentieth-century woman: one who witnessed Britain’s imperial decline and accepted the new American empire, indeed more readily than some of her contemporaries.


The two defining moments that shaped the politicians of her generation – the Depression of the 1930s and the Second World War – she experienced from a distance. What Margaret Thatcher did experience (albeit via her father) was the collapse of Nonconformity and the decline of the Liberal Party as its central mouthpiece. She was a product of Britain’s changing religio-political landscape and it is this, possibly more than any other factor, which explains why a lower-middle-class girl of Nonconformist origins was able to become the leader of the male-dominated party of the establishment.


Margaret Thatcher would often indulge in the fact that she was an outsider in her party, and it is true she was. Although she respected and often displayed an embarrassing reverence for the old establishment, it was always an admiration she felt from a distance. She married into it, she worked for it, adopted its habits, tastes and values more than she cared to admit, but throughout her life she always understood that she was never truly a member of the club. Much like Methodist founder John Wesley’s semi-attachment to the Church of England, Margaret Thatcher always had one foot in and one foot out of the British establishment. On the surface, it was her gender that marked her out, but in fact it was her Nonconformist class-consciousness, formed at a time when such distinctions still held sway, which was the source of her anti-establishmentarianism.


The religious faith of leaders is not to be underestimated. It can drive some to war, others to peace; some left, others right. One’s faith and religious heritage is not something that is confined to the head or the heart, it manifests in different ways: in personality, outlook, style and language. When speaking of Margaret Thatcher’s Nonconformity, one cannot simply consider personal faith, but also her class and principles. If Thatcher was a conviction politician, then at the root of her politics were her religio-political values. These were assumed and accepted precepts about God and man applied to the political sphere. This is not a book about policies, but ideas. It is less about what Margaret Thatcher and her contemporaries did, more about what they believed.
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CHAPTER ONE


‘GOD BLESS GRANTHAM’







‘My “Bloomsbury” was Grantham – Methodism, the grocer’s shop, Rotary and all the serious, sober virtues cultivated and esteemed in that environment.’


– MARGARET THATCHER, 19951


 


‘In Grantham it was like swimming in a very small pool: you keep bumping into the sides.’


– MARGARET THATCHER, 20102





IT IS NECESSARY for all modern political leaders to construct a personal narrative. Their journeys must be enlightening tales demonstrating their sound character, verifying their populist credentials and making them flesh in the public mind. The result is often a series of self-conscious, politically motivated, dewy-eyed reminiscences, which often do little more than provide material for satirists. Margaret Thatcher’s tales of growing up in Grantham were different. She paraded the family’s humble origins and upbringing more than any other modern politician. The parable of the young Margaret schooled in the principles of the market in the family grocery shop in Grantham became central to Iron Lady mythology. ‘I had precious little privilege in my early years,’ she would declare, in a calculated swipe at the gentlemen squires that dominated her party and the champagne socialists that filled the Labour benches.3 Her predecessor, Edward Heath, was actually from lower stock – the son of a carpenter and a maid from Broadstairs in Kent – but few voters knew it. Heath never hid his heritage, but he never traded on it either. Few could say that about Margaret Thatcher.4


In fact, Thatcher rarely referred to her Grantham beginnings until her bid for the Conservative leadership in 1975 when, in a radio interview just before the first ballot, she marked out her provincial roots and class credentials as key to understanding her political values:




All my ideas about life, about individual responsibility, about looking after your neighbour, about patriotism, about self-discipline, about law and order, were all formed right in a small town in the Midlands, and I’ve always been very thankful that I was brought up in a smaller community so that you really felt what a community could be.5





What began as a simple rebranding exercise to alter the public perception of Margaret Thatcher as a privileged millionaire’s wife would later come to serve as the moral foundations for the reformulation of the Conservative Party under her leadership. Out went the Disraelian ethos of ‘one nation’ and in came the shopkeeper’s ethic of ‘getting on’.


Thatcher’s purposeful reminiscences supposedly harked back to a time when the community governed rather than the state, when free enterprise and personal responsibility reigned and when the church (in her case the Methodist chapel) was the focal point of town life and the fountain of moral guidance. She weaved the historical with the personal in what amounted to a seemingly naive but damning critique of Britain’s record since 1945. Her recollections were a conscious exercise in historical revisionism, a narrative that challenged the deeply entrenched view that the pre-welfare age was a blot on the nation’s conscience; far from it, according to Thatcher, it was a time when hard work, pride and patriotism prevailed. In the 1960s, at the height of modernist optimism and Prime Minister Harold Wilson’s ‘White Heat’ technological revolution, Thatcher’s quaint provincial tales would have been laughed out of the conference hall. But in the hazy and chaotic years of the mid-1970s, they touched a nerve. Hers was, of course, a highly edited narrative for obvious reasons: the grocer’s daughter rather than the millionaire’s wife suited the austere times of 1970s Britain. From the moment Thatcher became leader of the Conservative Party, Grantham was routinely referenced as a worthy guide for a nation in crisis.


Thatcher’s evocation of her early years was so deliberately political that it is easy to dismiss it all as pure spin. And yet, as the local archives reveal, Margaret Thatcher’s account of Grantham was not too distant from the reality; although it was not always as benign or as simple as she liked to claim. Understanding Grantham, however, is key to understanding Thatcher; not only the religious and political values to which she subscribed but also crucial to explaining some of the naivety and short-sightedness in her political thinking.


As a former minister and one of Thatcher’s loyal lieutenants, Lord Parkinson, made clear: ‘It all goes back to Grantham. Grantham was the essence of Thatcherism.’6


I. Open all hours


GRANTHAM, A SMALL town in the heart of the East Midlands, has always been a stop-off point en route to somewhere more exciting. Today, its buildings are uncomfortably meshed together and act as layered sediments of centuries of social and economic change.7


There is medieval Grantham with its quaint alms-houses and timberframed thatched-roof pubs that are dwarfed by St Wulfram’s Church, whose steeple still dominates the skyline. There is also Georgian Grantham; no sweeping circular crescents like that of Bath or Bristol, just a few rows of houses in perfect symmetry, which still house the town’s professionals. The dominant architectural style is Victorian, reflective of the fact that in the nineteenth century Grantham developed into an important engineering centre and railway depot. But there are no vast factories or affiliated culture of working men’s clubs as in the industrial north, only endless rows of small terraced houses designed for Grantham’s workers. All roads lead to the main square with its faux-grand town hall honouring the moment in 1835 when Grantham assumed charge of its own governance. There are signs too of Margaret Thatcher’s inter-war childhood: the bustling high street and those ‘palaces of escapism’, the (now redundant) cinemas. Finally, there is post-war Grantham with its brutalist maze-like shopping centre and municipal post-office, which is awkwardly plonked on the edge of the square. Today, with Woolworths and Marks & Spencer gone, it is pound shops and charity shops that dominate, with the largest employer the local hospital and the mammoth supermarket warehouses situated on the fringes of town.


With a population of approximately 20,000, Grantham between the wars was a medium-sized place run by the local borough council, then in the hands of the small businessmen: the brewers, tradespeople, manufacturers and shopkeepers such as Margaret Thatcher’s father, Alfred Roberts. On the periphery were the working class, a mixture of agricultural, railway and industrial workers. The nobility’s influence, although fading, still lingered with Lord Brownlow, the local grandee of the nearby Belton estate. Brownlow served once as mayor and served as Lord Lieutenant of Lincolnshire between 1936 and 1950, but was clearly content to leave the day-to-day governing to Grantham’s petite bourgeoisie.


Grantham did not escape the Depression although in her memoirs Margaret Thatcher offered a somewhat sanitised description of the queues outside Grantham’s labour exchange, remarking ‘how neatly turned out the children of those unemployed families were’, which in her view was evidence of the ‘spirit of self-reliance and independence … in even the poorest people of the East Midlands towns.’8 Importantly though, Grantham was no Stockton-on-Tees, where widespread unemployment and poverty in that deprived part of the north-east would compel the local MP, Harold Macmillan, to pen The Middle Way in 1938: the founding tract of twentieth-century One-nation Conservatism. The 1930s Hunger Marchers only travelled through Grantham, they did not originate from there. The Depression was a defining moment for the ruling class, which swung the political barometer firmly in favour of statist solutions, but as Thatcher later remarked in her memoirs: ‘Things look different from the perspective of Grantham than from that of Stockton.9 It was true, they did.


Alfred Roberts, a working-class man whose family had been in the shoe-making trade, had arrived in Grantham via Northamptonshire in 1913. Over the course of three decades, he would go from grocer’s apprentice to owner of two shops and mayor of the town. Roberts immersed himself in Grantham’s social, religious and political life in his multiple roles as lay-preacher at Finkin Street Methodist Church, trustee of Grantham Savings Bank, governor at the local school, president of the Chamber of Trade and the Rotary Club, as well as alderman on Grantham’s borough council. In Margaret Thatcher’s eyes, he was the embodiment of individual aspiration and social responsibility, but he was no exception. In these days of genuine local autonomy, men like Alfred Roberts not only felt a social and religious expectation but also enjoyed genuine power and prestige. Her mother, Beatrice, in contrast, is a lightly sketched figure in the Grantham parable. Thatcher once remarked that ‘at fifteen we had nothing more to say to each other’. Speaking in 1985, Margaret Thatcher likened her mother to Martha in St Luke’s Gospel. In the story, Mary dutifully sits and listens intently at the feet of Jesus while Martha is preoccupied with household chores. The biblical comparison is an unfavourable one and suggests that Margaret considered her mother, like Martha, a woman with the wrong set of priorities.


Margaret was born above the shop on the 13 October 1925, four years after the Robertses’ first child, Muriel. Thatcher once compared living in the No. 10 flat to living above the shop, for ‘you are always on duty’. In one sense she was right; being a grocer did mean unsociable hours. The shop was open until 7 p.m. on weekdays and 9 p.m. on a Saturday, although it was closed on the Sabbath. More importantly, as one of Thatcher’s biographers has noted, the grocer was the centre point of trade at its most basic level, the intermediary between the market and the home.10


The small grocer was king in the inter-war period. Supermarket chains had not yet achieved their dominance, while the expansion of the high street and a rise in disposable incomes precipitated an increase in independent shopkeepers from 275,000 in 1911 to 362,000 by 1931. The establishment of the National Federation of Grocers’ Associations in this period reflected the independent grocers’ strength but also a desire to protect their interests against the emerging threat of the Co-op and chains such as J. Sainsbury, which even in the 1930s took 30 per cent of all sales. The grocery business was more than just a profitable trade, for during the ‘hungry thirties’ food inevitably became a politically potent issue, especially as women – traditional regulators of the household budget – now had the vote. As the political class clashed over whether protectionism and imperial preference was the solution to Britain’s economic woes, so consumer behaviour assumed ever-greater importance. The Empire Marketing Board, established in 1926, urged consumers to buy only imperial goods: an initiative that was adopted sporadically in Grantham. Under such circumstances, Alfred Roberts must have felt the threat of competition and political pressures on his business, but it was equally possible that, in his role behind the counter, he felt that he was dutifully serving the nation and the empire too.


Whereas Grantham’s working class would have shopped at the nearby Co-op, Alfred Roberts’s store catered for a distinctly middle-class clientele. The fact that Roberts’s shop also had a sub-post office, however, meant that the working-class residents would stop by to collect their pension, unemployment benefit or deposit money into their savings accounts. This did not make Roberts’s shop an off-shoot of the state, but did mean that the heterogeneous mix of Grantham society would come through its door, all assured of their place and defined by which part they used. As one Grantham resident, Vic Hutchinson, has recalled:




I remember how proud I was when made school prefect and Captain of Newton House, tassel and all! My pride, however, was deflated somewhat, but only temporarily, by of all people the aforementioned Alfred Roberts who when serving me in the post-office, commented, ‘what on earth is the school coming to?’ The veneer of humour failed to hide his lack of confidence in this jumped-up Co-op shopper.11





During the Depression, though, it is highly likely that the Co-op store posed a threat to Roberts’s business. Situated not far from his shop on St Catherine’s Road, it offered cheaper priced goods and the additional incentive of the ‘divi’. Queuing for the dividend was an annual event for Grantham’s working-class residents as it was for the other four million Co-op members of Britain. Redistribution through consumption had been its founding principle; however, in practice, this meant taking business away from private small shop-owners. It is little wonder that Alfred Roberts and other tradesmen in Grantham viewed the Co-op’s arrival with even greater suspicion than the local Labour Party.


Margaret Thatcher later claimed that she had ‘little privilege’ in her childhood, but this was down to her parents’ thrifty values, rather than a lack of money. Funds were made available for things deemed worthwhile, such as Latin or piano lessons, while birthday gifts and pocket money were invested in saving stamps. The Robertses purchased their first radio set in 1935 (relatively late for an inter-war household) and their first car (second hand) just after Margaret left for university in 1942. If thrift was considered a virtue, then debt was the ultimate vice. In a presidential speech to Grantham’s Rotary Club in 1936, Roberts spoke of the ‘manacles of debt’ as the ‘curse of mankind’ and, as bank trustee, publicly pledged to ‘get Grantham saving’.12 From the archives, it is striking how often debt is a recurring theme in Alfred Roberts’s dealings, whether it be balancing the council budget or maintaining the church finances.


As a grocer, Roberts was especially sensitive (but not necessarily sympathetic) to the dangers of credit. His business was vulnerable if account holders did not settle up and thus eyeing up people’s ability to pay was crucial. But, above all, it was his Methodist gut that told him that debt was wrong. Methodists tended to view credit as being just as corrupting and damaging as drink or gambling. ‘Before I ever read a page of Milton Friedman or Alan Walters,’ Thatcher claimed in her memoirs, ‘I just knew … thrift was a virtue and profligacy a vice.’13 It is therefore not without irony that her government oversaw an unprecedented expansion in personal credit. In the inter-war years, as Margaret Thatcher admitted, to say that an individual ‘lived up to the hilt’ was the worst possible insult.14 This was in part down to the rise in hire-purchase consumerism, which increased twenty-fold between 1918 and 1938 with 80 per cent of cars, 90 per cent of sewing machines and 95 per cent of pianos all bought on credit. An existence financed on the ‘never-never’, rather than through hard work, which could literally be taken away as quickly as it was delivered, contravened what it meant it be part of the stable middle class. The key indication of middle-class status – home ownership – which even in 1939 included nearly 60 per cent of the middle classes, was of course the biggest gamble on the ‘never-never’ of them all.


II. Methodism maketh the man


ALFRED ROBERTS MAY have spent the majority of his time behind the counter but he defined himself in terms of his religion rather than his trade. Methodism was not a compartmentalised aspect of his life but a seven-day-a-week preoccupation, which underlined every thought, word and deed. The chapel was where he met his first (and indeed his second) wife, it was where he both received and bestowed spiritual instruction, and it would also act as the springboard for his entry into public life. For the Roberts family, their class, religion and politics were an indistinguishable set of allegiances headed by a man who was a leader in each sphere, as a shop owner, lay-preacher and town councillor.


‘Our lives revolved around Methodism,’ so said Margaret Thatcher.15 Even by inter-war standards, her religious upbringing would have been considered austere; viewed through the lens of today’s post-Christian Britain it seems positively archaic. The family would say grace before and after every meal and her parents were strict teetotallers – only keeping an old bottle of sherry in the house for guests. ‘For us, it was rather a sin to enjoy yourself by entertainment … Life was not to enjoy ourselves. Life was to work and do things,’ Margaret Thatcher later pondered, evoking a childhood frustration for what must have been a stifling upbringing.16


To the contemporary reader, the classifications of Baptist, Presbyterian, Congregationalist and Methodist may seem a little blurred or inconsequential, but in inter-war Britain, distinct denominational identities still mattered. Since its advent in the eighteenth century, Methodism had made the impressive leap from breakaway sect to a prominent place in the mainstream of British life. Founder John Wesley was Lincolnshire-born – in Epworth about fifty miles from Grantham – but it was while at Oxford that he had established his Holy Club. Wesley’s group soon became known as ‘Methodists’, a derogatory name given because of their orderly and pious approach to life. But like most labels that begin as an insult, it stuck. Wesley’s aim was to create a Bible-based ‘new model army of saints’ as an antidote to what he considered to be the self-serving and unholy preoccupations of the Established Church. Wesley, however, never saw himself as a Nonconformist but always considered himself a member of the Church of England.


Methodism had started life as an evangelical revival society, but officially broke away from Anglicanism following the Plan of Pacification in 1795 and soon emerged as a substantive force in its own right. Missionaries were sent out to spread the Word, first to colonial America (where Wesley himself preached), then to other parts of the British Empire, and Methodism soon became one of the leading forms of Christianity in the colonies. Like all Reformist sects, it was defined by its missionary zeal and prioritisation of Scripture over tradition and reason. ‘Methodism was born in a revival’ and the ‘evangelistic spirit is the breath by which it lives’ affirmed the Wesleyan Conference in 1912. It differed, however, from Calvinism and Presbyterianism, in its rejection of predestination (the idea of a division between elect and non-elect) and upheld the concept of free will bestowed by God’s universal grace. It thus centred on man’s individual relationship with the Almighty, which was made explicit through Covenant services in which worshippers would publicly reaffirm their faith. Other identifiable features were its communal expression through congregational singing (most notably through the hymns of John’s brother, Charles Wesley) and the precedence of the sermon over the sacraments. Even so, Methodism was always closely aligned with the Church of England, modelling its worship on the Book of Common Prayer. For this reason, its distance from Anglicanism was always more cultural than theological.17


Like other Nonconformist sects, Methodism was devoid of land and patronage, thus its growth was largely dependent on its laity and communities. As the ecclesiastical historian Adrian Hastings has made clear, initiative and liberty were woven into its culture: ‘[Nonconformity] stood for a freedom seen theologically and evangelically, but they expressed it at every turn as a sociological and political freedom too.’18 Methodism may have had a nominally centralised structure with its yearly gathering of ministers, but it was not hierarchical (in that there were no bishops) and therefore its growth relied on the local chapels and circuits led by ministers and aided by lay-preachers. A lack of hierarchy meant that the laity played their part, but it also made orthodoxy hard to enforce.


From its earliest beginnings, Methodism had always been an uncomfortable agglomeration of disparate groups, but by the 1850s it had split into two identifiable strands (in addition to other splinter groups). Primitive Methodism was strong in Cornwall, Wales, the Potteries, Yorkshire and the coalfields of Durham and Northumberland, while Wesleyan Methodism was the dominant strand amongst the lower-middle-class communities of Lincolnshire, Bristol and the central halls of the northern towns of Manchester, Sheffield and Leeds. Whereas Primitive Methodists were ‘low church’, Wesleyan Methodists tended to be ‘higher’ in both their practices and composition. Socially conservative and the most conformist of all Nonconformists, Wesleyan Methodists tended to take a somewhat disparaging and snobbish view of their more radical Primitive counterparts. Needless to say, it is significant that the Robertses were Methodists and not Anglicans or Quakers, but it is equally important that they were from the Wesleyan rather than the Primitive branch of Methodism.


The changing of labels, from ‘Dissenters’ to ‘Nonconformists’, and, at the turn of the century, ‘Free Churches’, was an indication of growing acceptance and legitimacy. The building of Westminster Central Hall in 1912, directly facing both Westminster Abbey and Parliament, was a symbol of Methodism’s specific achievement and the fact that it was no longer seen as the rebellious cousin of the Established Church. Paradoxically, just at the point of acceptance, Methodism began to decline, although in the 1930s there were still approximately 860,000 Methodists, of which just over half, 500,000, were Wesleyans. This evangelical flame would eventually be snuffed out in the 1960s; the inter-war years would prove to be its last flicker.


Scripture and individual salvation may have been at the heart of Methodism, but there was no denying its communitarian impulse. ‘Christianity is a social religion,’ so said John Wesley, ‘to turn it into a solitary religion is to destroy it.’ But the definition of what was meant by ‘a social religion’ differed within the strands of Methodism and changed over time. Wesley himself had been a champion of the anti-slavery movement and prison reform. As these battles dissolved, so the next generation of Methodists channelled their energies into education, temperance, sabbatarianism and disestablishmentarianism, reflecting the distinct priorities of Methodism as well as the unifying Nonconformist battle against the privileges of the Established Church. By the 1920s, these issues had more or less dissipated (or become irrelevant) and Methodists, like all Christian denominations, embraced the new causes of the age, principally social reform and pacifism. The development of what became known as the ‘social gospel’ within the Christian churches closely paralleled and contributed to the social democratic shift then taking place within British politics.


In 1932 the various branches came together under the Methodist Union. That this merger came at a time of declining membership was no accident; the hope was that it would revive the fortunes of Methodism. But the cause of religious unity, much like that of a political coalition, is often an indication of weakness rather than strength. The amalgamation of Primitive and Wesleyan chapels, with their differing practices, communities and associational cultures, was an awkward process for all involved. In Grantham, however, unification would not take place for another twelve years, in 1944, after Margaret Roberts had left for university. In this period, Grantham boasted three Methodist chapels as well as Baptist and Congregational congregations, a Roman Catholic church (directly opposite Roberts’s shop) as well as the Anglican parish of St Wulfram’s. Rivalry between the churches was still evident, but at a time when the cinemas were beginning to attract a greater number of devotees than the church, ecumenicalism slowly became the order of the day. Civic and political culture was no longer arranged so tightly around denominational lines, especially as new clubs such as Rotary established themselves as non-denominational and open to all.


During the inter-war period, what was deemed respectable secular culture such as classical music concerts, sporting events and dances began to infiltrate chapel life. Handel, Haydn, Mendelssohn and Elgar had never been so popular and bridged the gap between sacred worship and secular entertainment in the same way that Christian rock would attempt to do thirty years later. Musical concerts at Finkin Street Church were the highlight of the Robertses’ social calendar and were probably the only occasions when the chapel would be filled to capacity. These events proved a hit with a young Margaret Roberts who later confessed that ‘it was the musical side of Methodism which I liked best’.19 Such developments, however, represented piecemeal changes. Much like a suited man loosening his tie, inter-war Methodism may have been more relaxed but it was still restricted.


The temperance movement had been the great battle of the nineteenth century but by the inter-war years many had abandoned the cause. Teetotalism was no longer a condition of Methodist membership although it was still widely encouraged, especially at Finkin Street Church, which had its own temperance secretary well into the 1950s. Despite tight legal restrictions, betting achieved greater respectability in this period largely down to the popularity of American-imported greyhound racing, which the British embraced as something of their own. For Methodists, however, a flutter on the dogs, horses or football pools was tantamount to a false belief in luck over the will of God. In 1925 the Wesleyan Methodist conference banned the use of raffles or lotteries, judging that they debased the spirit of charity and appealed to man’s selfish motive. Tellingly, speculation in the realm of finance was also considered a morally reprehensible activity that capitalised on other people’s loss without rendering commensurate Christian service: a judgement that seemed vindicated following the Wall Street Crash of 1929. By Margaret Thatcher’s own admission, her father too viewed the financial dealings of the City of London as institutionalised gambling.20


That the Robertses’ piety was out of step with changing times is best illustrated in Alfred Roberts’s uncompromising stance on the preservation of the Sabbath, which as councillor he fought hard to maintain in Grantham. Dubbed by the local paper as the ‘most controversial and revolutionary subject’ ever to be debated, in 1938 he passionately argued against a Labour proposal for the playing of games and amusements in the local parks on Sundays.21 In a debate that hinted at both the religious and class tensions in Grantham, Councillor Goodliff pointed out that as golf clubs were permitted to open on a Sunday and the public parks were not, the restrictions whiffed of one rule for the middle class and another for the working man. In a spiritual plea, Roberts responded that although ‘there was no such thing as compulsory Christianity’ (pointed words from a Nonconformist), ‘there was such a thing as drifting into a life which was absolutely and totally devoid of any spiritual inspiration’. The proposal was rejected, it was said, largely due to Roberts’s performance. The idea was raised once again by Labour councillors, in altogether different circumstances, during wartime in 1942 for the benefit of the munitions workers. Showing little sympathy for leisurely pursuits, Roberts remarked somewhat bitterly that he worked harder than any munitions worker and had enjoyed fewer days off since 1939. On this occasion, he reluctantly accepted defeat, although he coupled it with a warning that Sabbatarianism (and by implication Christianity) was losing its hold: ‘We are eating into our English Sunday as fast as we can.’ He was later to be proved right.22


Roberts may have struggled to enforce the Sabbath in Grantham but he had more success within his own household. ‘Bach not bowls’ should define the day according to the guidelines of the Methodist Christian Observance of Sundays, published in 1939, which in the Robertses’ home meant that board games, sewing and even newspapers were forbidden.23 The family would attend chapel both morning and evening services, while the daughters would also twice attend Sunday school. Margaret had the additional role as pianist for the younger children until she was relieved of her duties when she went to university. For the Robertses, the chapel was a social centre as much as it was a place of worship. On Fridays the two sisters would attend the Methodist Youth Guild, Tuesdays evenings were set aside for the ladies’ sewing club, while Alfred and Beatrice also had their separate weekly prayer meetings. Speaking in 1993, Margaret Thatcher admitted that she frequently tried to get out of going to chapel: ‘I think it was a little bit too much. I was the only person at school who went to church quite as often. It would have been a little bit better to have a little bit less.’24


A copy of Margaret Thatcher’s childhood catechism kept in her personal archives at Churchill College, Cambridge reveals the type of religious instruction she received. The catechism (a Greek word literally meaning ‘indoctrination’) was conceived as a spiritual ‘Q&A’ covering redemption, sin and judgement as well as the Ten Commandments, Beatitudes, Lord’s Prayer and the Apostles’ Creed. Margaret Roberts’s copy is heavily annotated but there are no signs of boredom: no doodles or boys’ names encased within a heart and arrow, only the markings of an attentive and serious scholar. The young Margaret seems to have been extremely taken with the notion of sin and service, which she underlined at several points: ‘What is sin?’ ‘Sin is disobedience to the will of our heavenly father in thought, word or deed.’ This was a Methodist instruction, which principally stressed the individual relationship with God, the Christian notion of service and the all-encompassing nature of sin.25


The Sunday service at Finkin Street Church would follow the standard form of six hymns alternated with prayers and lessons before climaxing with the preacher’s sermon. Most of the children of the congregation were spared the sermon, sneaking out before its commencement, but the Roberts sisters were made to dutifully listen. Margaret Thatcher later recounted how she and Muriel used to impatiently time the preacher and would get agitated if the sermon went over fifteen minutes. Afterwards, it was common for the speaker to be invited to supper by one of the congregation, with Alfred Roberts, lay-preacher and local grandee, often willing to step in as host.


Alfred Roberts was given his first taste of leadership at Finkin Street Church, serving on both the Leaders’ and Trustee boards. It was here, sitting round a table discussing age-old problems such as the appalling state of the lavatories, that Alfred Roberts learnt the tedious art of governance by committee. The minutes reveal a preoccupation with declining membership particularly in the weekly Bible-study classes which, in 1928, had an average of thirty-two but by 1946 had decreased to just seven: a downwards slide that was never halted. It was customary for all churches to administer a poor fund for destitute members of the congregation and records reveal that a Mrs Wright, whose husband was seriously ill and could not work, was deemed deserving and was regularly sent one pound throughout the 1920s. Chapel finances remained the chief worry, and, as chairman of the Circuit Finance Committee, something with which Alfred Roberts was intimately involved. Account books for Finkin Street reveal that it was seriously in debt, sinking under the weight of two-pound per week interest payments to Midland Bank; a situation that was only resolved when the Wesleyan Conference agreed to step in. Thrift was not always practised as much as it was preached, it seems. One contemporary accused Finkin Street of offering ‘cheery chats for weary wives’ while the ministers shamelessly profited from their flock.26 There is no evidence of any wrongdoing in the archives; the truth was that the building was nearly a century old and substantial funds were required to maintain it.


Finkin Street Church is an imposing stone building, situated down an intimate side street of Georgian houses. Until 2013 it had been registered for sale but the only potential buyer – a chain of Italian pizzerias – had been forced to pull out once it was realised that the interiors were protected under its Grade II-listed status. It is still used by a small congregation of Grantham’s (now amalgamated) Free Churches but in a building with a capacity of 600 that takes ten hours to heat in the winter, it is ill-suited to the contemporary demands of this small, dedicated congregation. The church may have escaped the common fate of commercialisation that has befallen many former places of worship in Britain, but preservation has not helped its cause. Unlike other recycled sites of Britain’s industrial landscape – the factories converted into gentrified apartments, the quarries buried under new shopping complexes, the redundant chapels transformed into mosques – Finkin Street Church remains a shell to Britain’s lost Nonconformist age.
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Finkin Street, c. 1920. ‘Wesleyan Chapel’ is carved in stone on its exterior








Built in the Tuscan style of the 1840s, Finkin Street’s denominational tradition is proudly carved in stone on its exterior. Inside, the layout looks much like a civic chamber with its semi-circular two-tiered auditorium. Closer inspection reveals it to be a spatial representation of the ‘priesthood of believers’, with no altar dividing the shepherd and his sheep. All eyes are directed towards the organ for the hymnody and the elevated pulpit, which is situated in the middle rather than to the side. Most churches tended to have two separate (often encased) pulpits, one for the ordained, another for the laity. Finkin Street is testimony to the spirit of egalitarianism in Methodism, with its singular stand.
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Inside Finkin Street. All eyes are focused on the pulpit and the organ for the source of Methodist worship: the sermon and the hymnody








At Finkin Street, sermon duty would alternate between the chapel minister, local circuit preachers and, as its records reveal, even visiting speakers from distant parts of the empire, including Australia, West Africa and Hong Kong. In 1918, the same year that women were granted the vote, Wesleyan Methodists lifted the ban on female preachers. Several women officiated at Finkin Street, particularly in wartime, although there is no evidence that Margaret Thatcher’s mother, the ever-practical, ever-in-the-background Beatrice, ever took the plunge. Watching would have been the young Margaret Roberts, probably fidgeting on the hard uncomfortable wooden pews with her legs impatiently swinging to and fro as the sermon reached beyond the reasonable quarter of an hour. In her memoirs, Thatcher recounts how those Sunday sermons left a lasting impression, particularly one on Christian charity and illegitimacy, and a wartime sermon linking the fighter pilots of the Battle of Britain with the Apostles and another on God’s providence. By far the most inspiring figure in the pulpit, however, must have been her father. Standing at over 6 ft tall with his shock of white albino hair and in Thatcher’s own description, affected ‘sermon voice’, one would imagine that Alfred Roberts assumed the air and authority of an Old Testament prophet. Margaret Thatcher later remarked that he was a ‘powerful preacher’ whose sermons were full of ‘intellectual substance’.27 It was certainly true that Roberts was a famed local preacher who would tour the local chapels it is said, often with his youngest daughter in tow. A circuit calendar from 1944 shows that Roberts preached at least four times a month in different locations, at both afternoon and evening services.


Lay-preachers were not simply foot soldiers, but esteemed officers, particularly those gifted with a rhetorical flair and an ability to rouse the troops. They were required to undergo some training and would be responsible not just for the sermon, but the entire service. For a man like Alfred Roberts, who had left school at an early age, it is quite possible that this tutelage, and the respect he gained from preaching in various pulpits across Lincolnshire, stirred a sense of self-belief that fuelled his political ambitions. Methodists sought to stir the individual’s imagination through the sermon in the hope of leading the flock to a deeper, more conscious faith. As far as we know, Alfred Roberts did not partake in open-air preaching; religion, like politics, had gone ‘inside’ by the inter-war years. His sermons therefore would have been delivered within the confines of a chapel and preached to the faithful. Yet this was no easy mission. Roberts had the unenviable task of keeping the laity ‘converted’ at a time when many were drifting away.


But if we have the image of Alfred Roberts in the pulpit, what of his words? A collection of his sermon notes, kept by Margaret Thatcher and now housed in her personal archive, serve as a fertile source into the mind and manner of a man to whom so much has been attributed, but so little is known. Mostly dating between 1941 and 1945, these handwritten notes were jotted down at the back of his daughter’s chemistry book, possibly due to the paper shortage during the war. They reveal an impassioned man at work, with some parts illegible with frequent crosses out, underlining, capital letters for emphasis as well as bullet points to be hammered home to the flock.
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‘The Kingdom of God is within you’: Alfred Roberts’s sermon notes c. 1940








Like a musical score, the underlying aspect here is the rhythm of the preacher’s delivery: all staccato sentences, repetition of phrases, a built crescendo followed by exaltation. But there is little appreciation of language for its own sake: no flowery semantics, just simple words of faith.28


As would be expected, the notes contain the essential ingredients of the dissenting tradition: individual salvation (‘The Kingdom of God is within you!’) and the Protestant work ethic (‘It is the responsibility of man ordained by the creator that he shall labour for the means of existence. It is a supreme act of faith.’). ‘You possess all you need,’ Alfred Roberts insisted. ‘There is nothing to acquire. Learn to recognise what is already yours.’ All that was necessary was hard work, for ‘a lazy man’ was one who had ‘lost his soul already’.


Roberts would remind his audience why they were not Roman Catholics, evoking Martin Luther’s edict ‘individual salvation by faith alone’ and also why they were not Anglicans, judging that a church ‘under the tutelage of Kings and Princes’ was merely a temporal vehicle hosed in holy water. Alfred Roberts, however, appreciated the nature of Christian unity: the ‘diversity of administration but the same Spirit and Lord.’ Above all, Christianity in Roberts’ view concerned free will, a spiritual inwardness and an individual Covenant with God. Roberts was not rigid and prescriptive but intellectually curious when it came to his faith. As historian Antonio Weiss has highlighted, references to Alexander Pope and William Wordsworth in the sermon notes reveal a man who was ‘un-Piestistic’ who liked to be challenged by secular thought.29


Contained here are also instructions to prospective preachers, with Roberts setting out the requirements necessary to lead and inspire a following. First, it demanded absolute conviction: ‘…[in order to] kindle the flame in the heart of your hearer, you will have to keep the flame burning on your own altar.’ Secondly, he was cautious that it would be a slog: ‘Your task demands and deserves sheer hard work. Sweat of brains and discipline of soul … [if] you desire your sermon to make a difference to human lives and lead them more thoroughly to surrender to the sovereignty of Christ.’ Finally, he recognised the importance of being at one with the flock: ‘Never allow yourself to become aloof and out of touch with the realities of other men’s lives.’ Thatcher never made any direct reference to these guidelines even though she often quoted other pieces of advice given to her by her father. And yet these qualities can be readily associated with her leadership. There is little doubt too that Margaret Thatcher self-consciously embraced the style and tone of a preacher. As she told interviewer Brian Walden in 1983: ‘There would have been no great prophets, no great philosophers in life, no great things to follow, if those who propounded the views had gone out and said “Brothers, follow me, I believe in consensus.” No, Brian, no.’


Politics, according to Margaret Thatcher, was about conviction: an understanding which she had been taught ‘in a small town by a father who had a conviction approach’.30 Examining her father’s sermon notes, there is little reason to doubt her on this point.


Historically, Methodism always applied itself more readily to politics than Anglicanism. The Established Church was tied too closely to the state to question it. Unsurprisingly, there is clear evidence of a fusion between the temporal and spiritual in Roberts’s sermons. In a coded reference to the leading debate of inter-war politics – protectionism versus free trade – Roberts let slip where he stood on the matter: ‘God refuses to put grace on a tariff’ with the implication being that the universal freedom of market mirrored the universal availability of grace. This was a doctrinal legitimation of the ‘invisible hand’, which echoed that of nineteenth-century free trade Liberals and one that his daughter would annunciate with equal passion forty years later.


As would be expected of a dissenter, Alfred Roberts also extolled the virtues of religious liberty and condemned its opposite: religious uniformity. But this too was laced in political terms, with religious conformism likened to ‘a denominational closed shop’, thereby betraying a belief that compulsory trade union membership and mandatory affiliation to a particular faith were both infringements on personal freedom. In another extract, Alfred Roberts aligned spiritual conformity to totalitarianism: ‘Uniformity can be a soul destroying agent, as evil as totalitarianism, and totalitarianism, can end in the systematic dehumanisation of man.’ Addressing the party-faithful at the annual conference in 1989, Thatcher served up a similar homily on individual liberty in reference to her ideological battle against communism: ‘Remove man’s freedom and you dwarf the individual, you devalue his conscience and you demoralise him.’31


There is an indication though that her father, in line with other men of his generation, acknowledged the social evils of the age. In a clear reference to the Beveridge Report, published in 1942, Roberts preached that ‘ignorance, squalor, hunger and want, injustice and oppression’ was a ‘betrayal of our Lord and Master’.32 Yet, in another sermon from 1950, five years into Attlee’s Labour government, he offered a coded warning to those who invested too much faith in temporal power: ‘Men, nations, races or any particular generation cannot be saved by ordinances, power, legislation. We worry about all this, and our faith becomes weak and faltering.’ Roberts also revealed himself to be sceptical when it came to the Church’s involvement in social affairs. Going against the then consensus within Methodism, Roberts thought ‘social issues’ a diversion, which turned the church into ‘a glorified discussion group’. Margaret Thatcher would make a similar point in a speech to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1988: ‘Christianity is about spiritual redemption, not social reform.’33 In her father’s view, the real danger in the modern world was not poverty but affluence. ‘No man’s soul can be satisfied with a materialistic philosophy’ only ‘the stern discipline and satisfaction of a spiritual life’. The struggle of how to morally square the free market with the materialist culture it inspired was something his daughter would struggle with throughout her premiership.


In Finkin Street Church, to the right of the pulpit, there stands a lectern with a small plaque honouring Alfred Roberts’s service to both the church and community placed there following his death in 1970. It is apt that the only mark of remembrance to Alfred Roberts in Grantham is here in Finkin Street Church and in the form of a lectern. Margaret Thatcher obviously thought so too, making a rare trip to Grantham for the commemoration.
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A brief return to Grantham: Margaret Thatcher posing with her step-mother, Cissie Roberts (left) and sister, Muriel (middle), for her father’s commemorative lectern at Finkin Street Church








III. Translating the Gospel into everyday life


ALFRED ROBERTS MAY have been a prominent lay-preacher but he clearly felt his calling was in civic rather than religious life. He was not unique in this respect. Methodist lay-preachers tended to have the public-speaking skills and the networks necessary for politics; the Salem chapel in Halifax, for example, was known locally as the ‘Mayor’s nest’ because it was the source of so many mayors in the town.


In her memoirs, Margaret Thatcher described her father as an ‘old-fashioned Liberal’.34 Alfred Roberts had certainly supported the party in his youth, had endorsed the National Government in the 1930s (with which many Liberals were aligned) but later came out as a Conservative. He publicly declared his conversion in 1949 at his daughter’s adoption meeting for her parliamentary candidature for the Dartford constituency. On this occasion, according to press reports, Roberts claimed that the Conservative Party ‘stood for very much the same things as the Liberal Party did in his young days.’35 In Alfred Roberts’s political journey we find one of the important shifts in twentieth-century British politics: the movement of lower-middle-class Nonconformists from the Liberals to the Conservatives.


Historically, the Nonconformist vote had overwhelmingly but not exclusively gone to the Liberal Party, yet this affiliation, while strong amongst Primitive Methodists, Baptists, Congregationalists and Unitarians, was decidedly less so amongst the Wesleyans, who in fact had been Tories until the mid-nineteenth century and remained distrustful of the Liberal Party’s irreligious and radical tendencies.* Wesleyans continued to be ambivalent about their religious association with other Nonconformists and the political connection with the Liberals. Liberal Nonconformity, as a political force, suffered its first major blow in 1886, when Gladstone’s dogged fight for Home Rule in Ireland prompted seventy-eight Liberal MPs led by Nonconformist Joseph Chamberlain to enter into an alliance with the Conservatives as Liberal Unionists. Liberal Nonconformity did, however, enjoy a brief revival in the Edwardian period – chiefly during a fight over denominational education and at the 1906 election – but the drift of the dissenters into separate Conservative and Labour camps had already begun and by the eve of the Second World War this realignment would be practically complete.


The influence of Nonconformity was, of course, evident in the formation of the trade union movement and later the political party with Labour’s first leader, Keir Hardie, promoting ‘Labour and Liquor don’t mix’ as one of his key electoral slogans. The decline of the Liberal Party in the 1920s prompted a second wave of converts to the socialist cause. One such MP was Anthony Wedgwood Benn’s father, William, who defected in 1927. Indeed many future Labour stars, such as Anthony Wedgwood Benn and Michael Foot were of Liberal Nonconformist ancestry. Michael Foot’s father, Isaac, for example, had been a Methodist and Liberal MP in the West Country between 1922 and 1935 where he led campaigns against drinking and betting.


Thatcher, too, had a Liberal-voting father but he represented a different phenomenon. Alfred Roberts, born in 1892, would have cast his first vote in the ‘coupon election’ of 1918, held after the First World War and the passing of the Representation of the People Act, which had removed all property restrictions on voters. One would have imagined that Roberts would have put an ‘X’ for Lloyd George’s coalition, the eventual victors, but possibly for the last time. The Liberal Party was already in decline and soon internal factionalism and competing forces would see it collapse as a ruling electoral force. The Nonconformist vote, already fragmented, split irrevocably as the Labour Party shored up the working-class constituencies while the Conservative Party made successful appeals to wavering Liberal voters, chiefly Wesleyans. Paradoxically, just as the various factions within Methodism unified in 1932, so the political divisions within it were more exposed than ever before.


Over time the electoral map of Britain transformed as urban and industrial areas turned from Liberal to Labour, and the new suburbs, small towns and rural areas turned Tory blue. But this was far from systematic. In areas such as Cornwall and parts of Wales, the Liberal allegiance held firm even after Nonconformity itself collapsed. It was, above all, a gradual and patchy development, shaped as much by local tensions (Grantham for example shifted between Conservative, Liberal and Independent in these years) as it was by a chaotic national scene which saw two coalitions, a National Government, the entry of women into the political sphere and the largest extension of the franchise in British parliamentary history. For these reasons, it was not until after the Second World War that the dust settled on these new partisan allegiances, but the after-effects of the Liberal Party’s decline would be felt right up to the 1980s.


Some within the Conservative and Unionist Party understandably greeted the extension of the franchise in 1918 with paranoia, but party managers soon realised that capturing floating Liberal voters would be crucial in order to counter Labour’s natural advantage. This they proved remarkably effective in doing: its proportion of the vote never fell below 38 per cent while it managed to hold office (either in coalition or as a single party) twenty-five out of the twenty-nine years between 1916 and 1945. That the Conservative and Unionist Party was able to seize the initiative was largely due to the unassuming but canny leader Stanley Baldwin, in charge from 1923–37. Baldwin saw his mission as refashioning Conservatism for the mass democratic age, which involved targeting potential voters like Alderman Roberts. Even though Baldwin was a practising Anglican, he was of Wesleyan heritage; a fact he never ceased to remind Nonconformist audiences. Baldwin addressed more Free Church gatherings than any Tory before him where he would promote his party ‘as the natural haven of rest’ for the ‘independent and sturdy individualism’ of Nonconformists.36 During the 1929 election, Baldwin’s schmoozing of Nonconformists even prompted the Anglican Church Times to remark somewhat bitterly that the Conservatives ‘show themselves far more eager to gain sympathy from Nonconformists than from Church-people’.37 At the 1931 election, most of the Free Church press came out in support of the National Government. The result was a landslide for the Conservative and Unionist Party and, while some Liberals served in the Cabinet as part of the National Government, factionalism within the party would in the long run ensure that it would no longer be the dominant party at Westminster. Baldwin excelled in converting a crucial band of Nonconformists in much the same way that Margaret Thatcher would later successfully appeal to ‘upwardly mobile’ floating voters in the 1980s. This shift was to be a lasting change. Recent converts felt reassured by Baldwin’s successor, Birmingham Unitarian and Liberal Unionist Neville Chamberlain, and later Winston Churchill, who, although in character was the complete antithesis to the Nonconformist conscience, he nonetheless had been a Liberal before crossing the floor in 1924.


It was for these reasons, then, that Alfred Roberts switched his allegiance to the Conservatives and why in 1935 he, along with his youngest daughter, campaigned for the National Government Conservative candidate, the Eton-educated, ex-military officer Sir Victor Warrender for the constituency of Grantham and Rutland. On polling day, the ten-year-old Margaret acted as the runner, relaying information to the committee room in Lord Brownlow’s Belton House; it was to be her first taste of politics. Margaret Thatcher was every inch a true-blue, but her political heritage was Nonconformist Liberalism. Even in the 1950s, the heterogeneous mix of Liberals and Conservatives within the Conservative and Unionist Party was still clearly evident, although it had now firmly established itself not in terms of religion but in ethos. There was deep division between libertarians and paternalists. The paternalists would have their run of it during the 1950s and 1960s; Margaret Thatcher’s ascent in 1975 would symbolise the eventual victory of the libertarian strand within the party.


Stanley Baldwin’s other great ability was to stir up bourgeois and non-unionised working-class fears about socialism, which was particularly virulent amongst men like Alfred Roberts, whose paranoia stemmed more from domestic and parochial concerns than events in Moscow. The English petite bourgeoisie now defined themselves not against the landed Tory squires, but the unionised working class. Nothing, therefore, did more to alienate them from the Liberal Party than when Lord Asquith, with the agreement of Lloyd George, allowed the Labour Party to govern for the first time in 1924. And nothing did more to further endear them to the Conservatives than when, two years later, the Baldwin government crushed the General Strikers in 1926.


In 1919 the Daily Mail had somewhat loosely defined the middle class as ‘those folk who become below the peerage, but who do not have [national] insurance cards’.38 Over the next twenty years, aided by the consumer and property boom, the middle class expanded exponentially even though this was to be a geographical divide as much as it was a class one, with the south prospering while the industrial north felt the full effects of the Depression. Importantly, though, the Roberts family did not live in the new towns – the Dagenhams or the Brents – those areas defined by light industries, the new professional and skilled working-class inhabitants, a weak religious presence and the dominance of American consumer culture. Although Thatcher would later electorally triumph in southern suburbia, she was not a product of it. Grantham, on the other hand, was still shaped by its rural and aristocratic connections, its old industries, services and traditional vocations. Alfred Roberts may have made it into the middle class, but as a self-employed grocer, he was not of professional rank. Instead, the Robertses were members of the most fluid and frustrated section of British society: the lower middle class, who tend to take a disparaging view of both the established middle class (who do not need to strive) and the lower class (who do not bother). Unlike some members of her party, Margaret Thatcher’s attitude towards the working man was never paternalistic: she was too close to the working class to be either sympathetic to it or frightened by it.


Given his strong political leanings, why then did Alfred Roberts stand as an independent on the council? The truth is that this label is misleading. Borough councils, unlike metropolitan ones, tended not to adopt party political labels during these years, although this began to change from the late 1930s onwards. Moreover, Alfred Roberts was not an independent at all but the appointee of the local branch of the Chamber of Trade. Founded in 1897, the chamber was a members-only organisation designed to protect and promote local businesses against unfair competition and to keep a watchful eye on legislation, tax and insurance. The chamber operated its own debt-collecting service and was particularly effective in curbing black-market activities during wartime. Its membership included businessmen, shopkeepers and (in this pre-NHS era) even doctors, although it refused entry to representatives of the Licensed Victuallers Association of Trade (pub landlords) and when the major industries were nationalised in the 1950s, it also barred members of those sectors from joining. Alfred Roberts’s association with the chamber dated back to 1927 and he would later serve twice as its president. One particular success noted in its minute books was over the purchasing of uniforms for Margaret Roberts’s school. The chamber fought against a monopoly, appealing to the school governors (of which Alfred Roberts was one) to ensure ‘that parents could buy clothing where they liked’.39 The chamber also hosted regular lectures on topics including business-finance, banking and the rise of the Co-op, which one would imagine only reinforced their hostility to organised labour and possibly international capitalism, for this was an organisation born out of the interests of provincial capitalism designed to protect the interests of provincial businessmen.


Even though the chamber asserted its non-partisan credentials, this was a dubious claim. Politically speaking, the chamber may not have been exclusively Conservative or Liberal but it was certainly anti-Labour. In the 1931 general election, for example, the chamber took out an advertisement in the Grantham Journal urging businessmen to support the local National Government (Conservative) candidate. The chamber worked alongside the Ratepayers Association (a lobby group for homeowners) in vetting and sponsoring new candidates for council elections. This was local democracy in action, and was, in no uncertain terms, a stitch-up. Records suggest that the chamber’s majority on the council and even its seats on the county council was largely down to fixed agreement between candidates. In 1928, a resolution was sent to the Labour Party concerning the forthcoming county council elections stating that if they did not agree to the terms set down, the chamber would fight all seventeen seats. A deal was struck where candidates would run uncontested. The independents’ run of the town council was also reinforced by their control over the aldermanic elections, voted for by councillors rather than the electorate, and awarded to ex-councillors who were judged to have given great service; one of whom would later be Alfred Roberts.


Long before Grantham became synonymous with Margaret Thatcher, it gained national notoriety as a place of corruption. In 1937, local journalist and author Oliver Anderson (pseudonym) published Rotten Borough, a parody of the dodgy dealings and self-serving pontifications of the petite bourgeoisie that ran the town.




Upon every side I see graft, complacency, hypocrisy and petty provincialism. I see the poor left to wallow in their poverty. I see the bourgeoisie blossoming in vulgarity. I see professional classes stewing in snobbery and the aristocracy static in stupidity.40





Anderson, though, reserved his greatest criticism for those who ran the Chamber of Trade and the town council, whom he considered ‘the very root of all evil:’41




the small-town bourgeois is not a man, he is not a human, he is a public nuisance, and as such, should be suppressed. Let a man make money … but not, as he does, money for money’s sake. To make money for any other reason than for what money can buy is low, brutish and immoral.42





Far from the quaint picture of Grantham life portrayed by Margaret Thatcher as one of civic duty and service, Rotten Borough is a tale of self-interest and material gain. One character, greengrocer Councillor Nurture, who bears an uncanny resemblance to Alfred Roberts, is accused of fixing the street lighting with gas rather than electricity in order to profit from his shares in the local gas company (he also has a reputation for being overly familiar with his female staff). Unsurprisingly, the book was withdrawn after just three weeks, when an avalanche of libel claims reached the publishers. The claims of corruption aside, what Anderson had got right were the distinct class and power networks in the town. There was undoubtedly a Grantham clique – men such as Stanley Foster, George Mills, Frederick Cheshire, George Green, Arthur Eatch, as well as Alfred Roberts – whose names can be found dominating the records of the town council, Rotary, Chamber of Trade and carved on the roll call of mayors in the town hall.
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Rotten Borough: The men (and two women) running Grantham. Alfred Roberts can be seen on the second row, second from the right








When the council was established in 1835, its chief purpose had been to administer public health and highways, but by the time Alfred Roberts was elected in 1927, its responsibilities, funds and sphere of influence had expanded exponentially to include sanitation, maternity and child welfare, roads and slum clearance, as well as the monitoring and licensing of public spaces. In 1929, Parliament extended these responsibilities even further by transferring the administration of the poor relief to local councils with the idea of loosening the social stigmatisation of destitution under the new bureaucratic guise of social welfare. Then borough councils were not considered as a mechanism of the state or a sphere for party politics, they were an organ for the community and a realm of local influence. This was beginning to change however. In the 1920s, as council responsibilities expanded, so did the flow of funds from central government. Grantham was not alone in seeking a central grant from the Public Works Loan Board at the Ministry of Health to invest in local housing, but what is perhaps more interesting is how it operated. Council discussions clearly demonstrate a preference for buyers rather than renters in a belief that the occupier would demonstrate more care and responsibility ‘if the property were his own’.43 The fiscal and social benefits of encouraging homeownership were discovered long before Margaret Thatcher’s great ‘Sale of the Century’, it seems. If the operations of Grantham council reveal anything, though, it is that welfare provision rarely fits into such neat patterns of public versus private, charity versus state. Grantham’s mixed economy of welfare and governance is perhaps one lesson that Margaret Thatcher did not take with her from Grantham.


It was in his role as head of the finance and rating group that Alfred Roberts became known as Grantham’s ‘Chancellor of the Exchequer’. Clearly a keen advocate for low rates and fiscal prudence, in 1936 Roberts pushed through the contracting out of the maintenance of public housing, arguing in the name of cost, efficiency and what was the best deal for ratepayers. What Alfred Roberts’s council would do for ninety council houses in Grantham, his daughter would later enforce as a principle across the land. Year after year, Roberts successfully managed to balance the books, but in 1937 he controversially set the rates at fourteen shillings in the pound, which was then above the Ministry of Labour’s Standard of Living Index and an unreasonable level for a town of Grantham’s size. In one of the lengthiest and most fractious debates in his years as councillor – which eerily foreshadow that of the Poll Tax – Roberts defended his policy by explaining that the hike was necessary because of unexpected debts relating to the local mental hospital. Only when probed did he reluctantly admit that it was also to pay for the alterations and furnishings of the town clerk’s new offices and an increase in council salaries.


Correctly sensing that the rate was unjustifiable, Roberts put the blame on those who did not pay, who were, in his words ‘sponging on the people who do’. Bad collection rates was a moot point, but when it was suggested that harsh proceedings be taken against defaulters, Roberts feared a backlash: ‘If I did that I don’t know whether I would dare walk about the streets of Grantham … I am sorry to have to be the man to move it and more sorry than ever to be one of the men who will have to pay it’ he remarked bitterly.44 Even in this period, local rates were known as the ‘unfair tax’, for, as responsibilities of local councils increased (especially in relation to social welfare), homeowners complained, somewhat legitimately, that they were paying for services for which they themselves did not benefit. It remained a contentious issue and one which Margaret Thatcher would attempt to solve, disastrously, when Prime Minister.


Local borough councils reached their peak of authority and influence in the 1930s, but soon Westminster started to usurp these powers and so began the process of centralised control. It developed an unstoppable momentum during wartime and continued apace in the late 1940s and early 1950s under successive Labour and Conservative administrations in what might be interpreted as the evolution of centralism rather than a fundamental ideological switch. Grantham’s councillors may have regretted the loss of their powers but they also recognised that their small borough council was ill-equipped to deal with growing expectations and responsibilities.


In 1945, Alfred Roberts would reach the pinnacle of his career by becoming Mayor of Grantham. At the election, one of his archrivals, Councillor Foster, generously heaped praise on a man whose ‘forthrightness’ and ‘unchallengeable integrity’ made him worthy of the role. The outgoing mayor, Councillor Dale, then placed the robe and chain on Alfred Roberts’s shoulders and handed him the seal. According to the Grantham Journal, Roberts was overwhelmed by the occasion, his stern face softening momentarily.45 The role itself was chiefly ceremonial and one often bestowed on long-serving members of the council, but Alfred Roberts (like his daughter) clearly revelled in the ceremonial side of politics; no more so than in 1945 when he led the victory parade to celebrate the end of the war. How the people of Grantham greeted his time in office is impossible to judge, although the Grantham Guardian, a paper that took a very dim view of proceedings at the town hall, often portrayed him somewhat unfavourably as Napoleon Bonaparte.


Post-war reconstruction brought great changes in Grantham, as it did elsewhere in Britain. The borough council promised an ambitious programme of house building, state education and full employment. It appeared, though, that the old guard would have no place in the new regime as the newly elected council declared its intention to work for the working class of the town and not be beholden to private or sectional interests. It would take seven years before the Labour Party would finally achieve a majority on the council in 1952 and, naturally, it was only fair that the number of aldermen reflected this majority. On the day of the election, it came down to a division between two candidates, with Roberts losing by a not insubstantial five votes. The Grantham Journal recorded the scene that followed:




He stood, took off his robe, looked longingly at it as he laid it on the aldermanic bench and then said with tremendous emotion and so quietly it was almost inaudible: ‘No medals, no honours, but an inward satisfaction. May God bless Grantham forever.’46
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Alfred Roberts throws down his robes as he is voted off the council in favour of Labour councillor Audus








After more than twenty years of service, Roberts had been unceremoniously booted off his beloved council. Margaret Thatcher famously wept when she recounted this story in a TV interview in 1985, calling it a ‘tragedy’.47 Years later, after her own traumatic demise, she returned to those events in 1952: ‘I thought my father’s example was so wonderful. So hurtful, but so wonderful, and so dignified … I didn’t forget it.’48


IV. There was such a thing as society


WHEN, IN 1987, Margaret Thatcher clumsily uttered the immortal words, ‘There is no such thing as society’, she handed a gift to her critics. ‘There is no such thing as society because Margaret Thatcher has destroyed it’ came the reply. But her explanation that followed is perhaps more revealing:




There is living tapestry of men and women and people and the beauty of that tapestry and the quality of our lives will depend upon how much each of us is prepared to take responsibility for ourselves and each of us prepared to turn round and help by our own efforts those who are unfortunate.49





Here Thatcher was evoking a concept of civil society (those mediating institutions between the individual and the state), which had legitimate intellectual roots on both the left and right. Admittedly though, Thatcher had a very narrow understanding of what constituted civil society. It was characteristically middle class, socially conservative and religiously inspired, with no room for co-operatives, unions or solidarity of any kind. Nonetheless, on this subject, Thatcher spoke not from an ideological perspective but personal experience for it was exactly what she had witnessed first-hand as a child.


Grantham had a vibrant and extensive network of charities, philanthropists and associations. The logo of local engineering firm, Ruston & Hornsby, adorned the fire engines, the library was built courtesy of the Carnegie Trust, while Grantham’s Rotary, the Chamber of Trade and local philanthropists provided the ‘bread and circus’ events. Associational culture certainly thrived in inter-war Grantham, but while it may not have been party-political or denominational, it was certainly class-based. The power and initiative lay very much in the hands of the bourgeoisie, with some paternalistic injection from the local landowners, while Grantham’s poor remained silent and compliant beneficiaries. Grantham’s civic life, much like its politics, was chiefly the means by which local dignitaries such as Alderman Roberts were able to exercise their public service, forward their interests and satisfy their religious conscience. One such occasion was the week-long Civic Centenary Celebrations in June 1935 to commemorate 100 years of Grantham council. Organised by the Chamber of Trade, it seems to have had less to do with celebrating the town and more to do with keeping the tills ringing with events such as a ‘shopping week’, a window-dressing competition and a ‘buy British goods’ day. The ten-year-old Margaret, then a pupil at Huntington Primary School, took part in a parade of children singing a hymn composed by local parson, Rev. E. Stancliffe, entitled ‘Grantham’s Jerusalem’:








The present yours, the future ours; we promise that, When reaping


What now you sow, you yet will know


A Grantham in safe keeping…


We swear to serve with heart and nerve


Our God, our town, our nation











Margaret Thatcher remembers being ‘immensely proud of our town; we knew its history and traditions; we were glad to be part of its life.’50 But, as the daughter of Alderman Roberts, she had a unique view of its importance and her family’s place within it. She witnessed Remembrance Day, for example, from the windows of the Guildhall ballroom as she watched her father take part in the procession with his fellow councillors. Her attitude may have been different had he fought and been parading in his uniform.†


In 1937, the town centre was once again adorned in flags, festoons and bunting for the Coronation of George VI, which Alfred Roberts had orchestrated as head of the council’s celebration committee. Grantham residents were treated to a week-long series of events which included brass bands, a classical music concert, religious services (naturally both Anglican and Methodist), a coronation carnival with acrobats and jugglers and a firework display culminating in a live outdoor radio broadcast of the coronation. It is worth remembering that during that summer of 1937, as the twelve-year-old Margaret was watching jugglers in Grantham Dysart Park, Michael Foot, then a journalist at the Tribune, was busy keeping the various strands of the left together under the ‘Unity Campaign’, while the young Edward Heath was observing the rise of National Socialism in Germany, attending the Nuremberg Rally and coming face-to-face with Goering, Goebbels and Himmler. If Foot was always the left-wing intellectual holding the movement together, Heath, forever the internationalist, then Margaret Thatcher was always the provincial girl. It is through such formative experiences that one’s political values are formed and future battles are forged.


Margaret Thatcher may have later rhapsodised about Grantham’s civic life, but, as a child, the cinema clearly held more allure and attraction. By the 1930s, Grantham could boast four cinemas, the grandest of which, the State Cinema, was said to have a staircase like that out of a Busby Berkeley musical. Finkin Street Church tried in vain to compete by establishing its own film club, although the content was strictly regulated and attendees had to endure a sermon and hymns as part of the show. Margaret Roberts was in no doubt where she would rather be. She later recorded how, as a child, she was ‘entranced with the glamorous world of Hollywood’, the historical epics of Alexander Korda and the dramatic heroines played by Barbara Stanwyck, Greta Garbo and Ingrid Bergman, as well as the musicals of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers: ‘I roamed to the most fabulous realms of the imagination. It gave me the determination to roam in reality one day,’ she wrote in her memoirs.51 This was her first taste of Americana and she revelled in it.


British actors do not appear in her list of favourites nor does she reference the visit to Grantham of arguably the biggest British film star of the 1930s, Lancashire lass Gracie Fields. Thousands of Granthamsonians reportedly turned out to hear Field’s Rochdale roar from her hotel window but not the Robertses. Admittedly, it is hard to imagine Alderman Roberts and his daughters parading through the streets of Grantham leading a chorus of ‘Sing As We Go!’ Anti-Americanism may have stirred in Conservatives such as Enoch Powell and writers such as J. B. Priestley, but not Margaret Thatcher. She may have always been a ‘little Englander’, but Thatcher was someone who from an early age eagerly embraced all the romantic possibilities of the new American empire.


One American import, in which her father was heavily involved, was Rotary International. Started by a small group of businessmen in Chicago in 1905, Rotary migrated to Britain in 1911 and by 1939 had 400 clubs with 20,000 members and Prince George as its patron. Rotary explicitly forbade partisan and sectarian affiliations and encouraged social and commercial responsibility as well as an active engagement in local, national and international affairs. Alfred Roberts had helped establish the Grantham branch in 1931, later becoming its president in 1935. Of her father’s attachment, Thatcher wrote in her memoirs: ‘The Rotary motto, “Service Above Self”, was engraved on my father’s heart.’52 Its ethic certainly complemented Roberts’s faith with its emphasis on service and individual effort for the greater good. At its annual dinner in 1934, the Grantham Journal recorded the toast delivered by Rotarian C. Bispham:




Rotary International realised that man was a gregarious and social animal, and has to live in communities where it was essential for his very existence that he should have the cooperation and help of all the rest of the members of his community. In fact, the individual was, as it were a cog in a vast machine, and for that machine to run smoothly, it was essential that every cog should give its maximum service.53





C. Bispham had articulated in 1934 what Margaret Thatcher had tried to do in 1987 with her ‘no such thing as society’ comment. This was the ‘living tapestry’, or at least how Margaret Thatcher understood it.


Given the international nature of Rotary’s organisation and spirit, it is perhaps unsurprising that events on the European continent soon dominated the weekly luncheon discussion. Not long after Hitler came to power, Rotary hosted a presentation from a Professor H. Brose of Nottingham University who had just returned from Germany. Brose was clearly impressed, remarking that ‘everybody was clothed and fed’ and there was no sign of the ‘unemployed about the streets’, as in places such as Nottingham. Welcoming the rise of fascism as an antidote to communism, Brose reassuringly concluded that Britain had nothing to fear from Germany’s ‘defensive rearmament’ and that having read Mein Kampf, he considered Hitler ‘extremely straightforward and sincere’. 54 Four months later, local cinema owner J. A. Campbell visited Germany as part of the British Rotary delegation. Like Brose, Campbell believed fascism preferable to communism and was pleased to report that Hitler, whom he had heard speak at a rally, looked favourably on Rotary even though Campbell remarked that it was below its normal strength because of the ‘boycott of the Jew’.55 It is not until 1939, seven months before war broke out, that we hear what Alfred Roberts thought of all this. By this time, Rotary had been banned in Germany and international events were conspiring towards war, even though the people still clung to Chamberlain’s promise. Roberts praised the man who had gone to Munich ‘armed only with a neatly-rolled umbrella with his mind made up and his will intent on peace’. Roberts, though, coupled this with a stark warning that although fascism may suit Germany there were fundamental principles that all should adhere to: ‘Justice, truth and liberty’. For Roberts, the primacy of the latter was paramount: ‘Liberty in its proper realm and sphere [is] vital … principles [are] greater than personality, and more important than any form of government.’56


Roberts’s take on international affairs undoubtedly hardened during the war. In one of his first speeches as mayor in 1945, entitled ‘From Bombing to Building’, Roberts judged that in a nuclear age it was imperative that those who adhered to the Christian Gospel ‘blast their way through the barricades and the obstacles of evil which opposed the peace of the world’. Offering a reassessment of Chamberlain, he concluded: ‘We were becoming a race of sentimentalists … in trying to appease an aggressive people.’ Now was no time for pacifism or compromise, he affirmed, but upholding moral truth against the Soviets: ‘They have got to be made to understand quite firmly and definitely that what they ask for is wrong.’ In light of Margaret Thatcher’s Manichaean approach to international affairs it may be that her father’s dismissive take on what he termed the ‘stupid sentimental type of diplomacy’ had some influence.57


In the run up to the war, the troubles in Europe impacted in a very direct way on the Robertses’ household. Following Hitler’s absorption of Austria in 1938, the family agreed to give sanctuary to Muriel’s Jewish pen pal, seventeen-year-old Edith Muhlbauer. Edith clearly considered Grantham rather dull, while the locals reportedly found her cosmopolitan and quixotic. She smoked tobacco, wore beautiful clothes and make-up and was said that Alfred Roberts feared that she might turn into ‘one of those girls in Amsterdam’. It appears not to have been a happy encounter on both sides; Edith only spent a few weeks at the Robertses before going to live with Mr Wallace, the dentist, and eventually travelling to South America to live with her aunt.58 Margaret Thatcher later claimed that Edith’s tales of persecution in Austria were the origins of her life-long sympathy for the Jewish community. This may have been true, but much more likely was that her encounter with Edith was yet another reminder that there was a bigger world outside Grantham.


The war inevitably impinged on Grantham life like it did on most British towns. With the introduction of rationing, Roberts may have found his role in the community enhanced, but he also must have felt the creeping tentacles of the state intruding on his business more than ever before. Margaret Roberts lived out her teenage years during wartime, but while those on the battlefields quickly realised that Germans were also human beings, to her they were the anonymous enemy buzzing in the sky or the ‘strutting brownshirts’ demonised in newsreels.59 The scene of Thatcher’s wartime experience that is often depicted is of her doing her homework sheltered under a rickety kitchen table during air raids as her father fulfilled his duties as chief welfare officer directing Grantham’s civil defence. The town was indeed a target for the Luftwaffe, with seventy people killed and approximately 200 people injured as a result of raids. Grantham was certainly of strategic importance, with its railway depot, RAF base and armaments factory, BMARC, yet it appears to have been hit more than most provincial towns.


‘Grantham has provided us with more inquiries and problems than any other town in the Region’, ran a secret memo from Major Haylor soon after the bombing of the BMARC factory in June 1941.60 It advised that all Grantham telephone calls and post should be put under special surveillance. Why? It was not the factory that was of concern, but its owner – industrialist, playboy and suspected fascist sympathiser, William Kendall. A notorious figure in Grantham, Kendall was councillor and later MP when he successfully stood as an Independent MP against the Conservative War Coalition candidate. Kendall was a huge hit with Grantham workers, whom he won over with decent pay, parties and a morale-boosting visit by Clark Gable. He was also a close acquaintance of the Robertses. On the most dramatic day of Alfred Roberts’s political career, when he was voted off the council in 1952, Kendall was the only man to speak in his defence. Kendall would also be the one to accompany Margaret Roberts on the train when she left Grantham for Oxford University in 1942.


William Kendall, who, it was said, ‘talks like Beaverbook and looks like [James] Cagney’, had had a spell in the Royal Navy, been in Russia for the 1917 Revolution (‘on the side of the pretty girls’ according to Kendall) and had worked at a car-manufacturing plant in Philadelphia before arriving in Grantham in 1938 as managing director of BMARC.61 MI5 had monitored him from the start of the war and had recently released files revealing his links with the fascist British National Party and suspicions that he was supplying photographs of his factory to the Germans (the bomber which hit BMARC was found to have detailed photographs of the grounds). MI5 were also wary of Kendall’s Jewish servants, Leo and Milada Borger and especially local doctor Dr Jaugh, a known Nazi-sympathiser and Rotary member, who Margaret Thatcher remembers as a ‘cold man’ who used to give her father pro-Hitler literature in the mid-1930s.62


Also implicated was Lady Ursula Manners, then women’s officer at the factory and a one-time girlfriend of both Lord Brownlow and Lord Beaverbrook, who was suspected of trading secrets to Kendall. Grantham was awash with rumours about spies at BMARC. The town hall was aware of the investigations, but given that Kendall reportedly used to entertain councillors with trips to Paris, they may have felt a little uneasy themselves. It was in 1942, when Alfred Roberts visited BMARC to preach a sermon to the munitions workers that Kendall suggested that he accompany his daughter, Margaret, to London to ensure that she reached the Oxford train safely.


In 1980, William Kendall wrote to Margaret Thatcher from America, where he was now living, to congratulate her on her election victory. Thatcher replied in warm tones, remarking that she indeed remembered him as an MP and ‘as a very successful industrialist’.63 Things were not always what they seemed in Grantham, nor were they always as Thatcher remembered.


In many ways, Thatcher’s Grantham can be seen as a microcosm of inter-war British society with the dominant influence of the petite bourgeoisie, the diminishing input of the landed gentry and the provincial working class beginning to flex their muscles through the Co-op and the Labour Party. Grantham also reflected the changing religious make-up of Britain. The chapel was in decline but still the source of civic energy, while closer relations between all denominations symbolised the end of sectarianism but ultimately reflected the weakening hold of Christianity over the populace. Grantham’s class structure was prejudicial and undoubtedly full of tension, yet ultimately harmonious. This was a situation which would ensure that, on the national scene, Britain did not fall to fascism or communism and in a small town like Grantham, why men such as Alfred Roberts and Lord Brownlow could get along. Yet it was in a state of flux. The arrival of party politics in the town chamber, the influence of American consumer culture and post-war pledges of reconstruction challenged the dominance of the petite bourgeoisie and gave hope for a more egalitarian age. As Prime Minister, Thatcher would frequently speak of the harmony between capitalism and civil society, but in Grantham she had experienced a distinctly provincial form of capitalism and a complementary civic culture that served a clique and was built on a set of values and class structure that was under increasing threat.


Thatcher may have eulogised Grantham later in life but as a teenager she probably had a better understanding of what it really was: a dull, stifling environment one wanted to escape from. In her memoirs, she remembers looking rather enviously out of her bedroom window at the Roman Catholic Church opposite with the girls celebrating their first communion ‘dressed in white party dresses with bright ribbons, and carrying baskets of flowers’. She admitted that the Methodist look was ‘much plainer … If you wore a ribboned dress an older chapelgoer would shake his head and warn against the “first step to Rome”’.64 Clothes for the future Margaret Thatcher would be an outward expression of her delight in decadence.


There was, however, one crucial reason she escaped Grantham and hardly went back. Unlike Churchill, who had a bullying father whom he was constantly trying to please, Thatcher had a doting father whom she soon outgrew. She had lived her early years in black and white; Margaret Roberts yearned for life in Technicolor.
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