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At the start of 2002 when I was finishing a biography of the DNA scientist Rosalind Franklin, the opportunity presented itself of writing a book to accompany the television series Maggie being made for ITV by Brook Lapping. The intention was to look at the woman rather than the politician. Indeed, ‘The Personal Story of a Public Life’ was the original subtitle of the series. I undertook the project from admiration, curiosity and nostalgia.


My admiration is for Brook Lapping’s elegant television documentaries. Their cool, intelligent approach to recent history is combined with the ability to persuade major figures and unexpected minor players to think back aloud before the camera. For Maggie: The First Lady, transmitted in March 2003, the range of those interviewed was remarkable. It stretched from former US Presidents George Bush Snr and European Council President Jacques Delors to Margaret Thatcher’s leading cabinet ministers; from her fashion adviser and her driver to close personal friends from all stages of her life.


My book, like the series, concentrates on the personal turning points, rather than the political events, of Thatcher’s life. My principal source has been the lengthy interviews conducted by Brook Lapping, full of far more material than could be squeezed on to the small screen. A list of those whose interviews I drew appears on here.


Curiosity is my response to the enigma of Margaret Roberts Thatcher and the great changes wrought since 1979 in Britain, my adopted country. How did she become Britain’s first woman prime minister when her contemporaries picked Shirley Williams or Barbara Castle as far more likely? Did she achieve Lady Macbeth’s wish – ‘unsex me’ – or did she deploy the so-called feminine wiles when called upon to do a man’s job, such as sending men to their deaths? Did she really end socialism and the Cold War? And if she changed Britain so radically, why has it not achieved anything like constitutional reform or even an elected second chamber?


The recovered memories are of rich years of my life. The governments of Heath, Wilson, Callaghan and Thatcher coincided with the raising of my young family in Roehampton in south-west London. Thinking back to Edward Heath’s three-day week in 1974, with its sudden black-outs to save electricity, I see our mischievous four-year-old son racing through the house, flipping off light switches and shouting, ‘Power cut!’ Retracing the steps leading to the creation of British Telecom in 1982 is equally evocative. I recall how, as an American infuriated by the crossed lines and dead silences of an antiquated nationalised telephone service, I used to argue with the General Post Office, then in charge. The GPO haughtily assured me that there was no foreseeable possibility of ever getting an itemised, let alone a monthly, telephone bill. And why would anyone want one? I also remember the Winter of Discontent, with its constant strikes and uncollected rubbish. Realising then (well before I got a British passport) that Britain had become so much my home that I would never leave, I confessed to a fellow American, ‘I don’t see how anybody can say Britain is not run by the trade unions.’


Part of the good fortune I had in those years was to work on The Economist – the oh-so-highly regarded weekly newspaper (as it insists on calling itself). To be on its staff guaranteed not only sharp and versatile colleagues but also an entrée to anyone in public life as long as you did not expect them to remember your name. The Economist still carries no bylines. ‘You’re the American lady, aren’t you?’ Jim Prior, then Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, said to me. The wide-ranging brief and small staff of the paper allowed anybody to write about anything. I ventured into subjects as disparate as telecommunications and Ireland. When Mrs Thatcher came to power, I had the satisfaction of delivering my anonymous pronouncements on her efforts in both these fields.


When I rejoined The Economist after a period away, I shared an office with Anne Lapping. The reasoning behind this placement was that as I was inheriting from her the subject of local government, she would pass her knowledge on to me. The fact that we might also use our shared space at 25 St James’s Street, SW I, to talk about our children and what we would cook for dinner was immaterial.


In March 1979, just before the general election that she was expected to win, Margaret Thatcher, Leader of the Opposition, came to lunch at The Economist. Such occasions, as on many newspapers, are competitive performances in which the staff vie with each other to ask the sharpest question. For my part, still struggling to master the difference between the Association of County Councils and the Association of Metropolitan Authorities, I sat mute while the about-to-become prime minister sounded off. ‘Rhodesia is the only democracy I’ve got in Africa’ was the magisterial phrase that has stuck in my mind.


With time running out, I knew I had to say something. Stutteringly I interjected: ‘Are you really going to abolish the rates?’ The blue radar swung towards me and fixed me in its beam. She began to recite the inequities of the existing rating system. Then, remembering where she was, she modestly interposed: ‘But I needn’t tell you about the Rate Support Grant!’


Mercifully the lunch soon ended. Back in our office, the telephone rang. It was Norman St John Stevas, a contributor to The Economist as well as a Conservative MP and shadow minister for education and the arts. ‘How did she do?’ he enquired about the lady he had not yet christened ‘The Leaderene’. Anne Lapping gave the verdict: ‘Fine, but shoes and handbag too new. They looked as if she was trying too hard.’


Margaret Thatcher tried hard, perhaps too hard, over the length of her career, yet she succeeded in becoming what many believe has been the most influential prime minister of the second half of the twentieth century. In the end she stayed too long and her enemies toppled her. Even they, however, admired her farewell speech as prime minister when she interrupted herself to declare, ‘I am enjoying this.’


To my surprise, I have enjoyed writing her life through the perspective offered by Brook Lapping: the personal woman under the public veneer. I have enjoyed also answering the inevitable question: what relation does Margaret Thatcher have to the other people about whom you’ve written biographies?


Plenty. It should come as no surprise that the lives of people who live in the same country in the same century are seldom totally unrelated. D. H. Lawrence was born in the East Midlands, twenty miles west of Grantham, Mrs Thatcher’s birthplace. He too enjoyed the beach holidays at Skegness, and Methodist hymns, and, in his own way, came to terms with the Midlands accent and dialect. When writing a life of W. B. Yeats, I was well aware that he was not only a poet but a Senator in the Irish Free State. Like Thatcher he tried to halt the antagonism between Ireland’s North and South and he too lost friends to the Irish Republican Army’s armed struggle, which can seem a terrible beauty to those engaged in it.


Rosalind Franklin, subject of my most recent biography, was born just five years earlier than Margaret Roberts and chose to study chemistry at a time when, even more than now, science was an unlikely field for young women to enter. As undergraduates, both were isolated by long hours in the laboratory from much of the social scene at their respective universities, Cambridge and Oxford. Both looked to the eminent woman scientist Dorothy Hodgkin for guidance. Both too found their first jobs in applying their science to industrial processes.


That said, Margaret Roberts Thatcher may resemble most of all Nora Barnacle Joyce, the subject of my first full-length biography. Denis Thatcher may have little in common with James Joyce – apart from recognising the force of his wife’s personality, freeing her from drudgery, giving her his name, introducing her to a sophisticated and less reproving world, and providing steadfast love, loyalty and finance throughout their decades together.


For my part, I would not be unhappy if what follows were thought of as a ‘wife of’ book. It is the personal story of a public figure and a marriage is at the heart of it.


Brenda Maddox
February 2003




1


‘Methodist means method,’1
(1925–1939)
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Iron ladies are not born but made. The four-year-old smiling coquettishly at the photographer in 1929 gives no hint of the prime minister to come. On second glance, the future is all there, pre-programmed as if by some genetic Saatchi and Saatchi. The big hair, artfully arranged at some cost to the sitter’s patience; the knowing, slanted smile; the shrewd eyes; the assertive upright posture. Little Margaret Roberts was photogenic and possessed what the camera loves: symmetrical features, good cheekbones, a large head and an instinct for the photo opportunity. Political careers can be made with less, but these assets help – especially a woman of the mid-twentieth century.


The little girl is prettier and sharper than her eight-year-old sister Muriel, who sits beside her. She knows that heads will turn to look at her and that, in her white frock bordered with lace triangles, she is wearing the nicer dress.


Muriel was always there, not least on the long walk to and from school in their early years in Grantham, a market town in the East Midlands county of Lincolnshire. Four times a day the elder led the younger over more than a mile between their home in the northern part of the town and their primary school on Huntingtower Road, near the centre and the railway station. There was a primary school much nearer her home, but it was a Church of England institution. As staunch Methodists, Alfred and Beatrice Roberts stayed well clear of the bells and smells of Anglicanism. They sent their girls to the Huntingtower Road School, a council school, which was new, with modern buildings and a reputation for good teachers. Its facilities, however, did not include a lunch room, and its pupils had to go home at midday. Trudging her four miles a day, little Margaret Roberts learned early that principles must be paid for.


Home was a three-storey brick house and corner shop at 1 North Parade in a Grantham district called Little Gonerby. Alfred Roberts was a grocer – no, better than that: ‘a purveyor of quality provisions’, with three shop assistants and a sub-post office under his roof. On the birth certificate for his second daughter, born on 13 October 1925, he described himself as ‘Grocer (Master)’. Two years earlier he had acquired a second shop across the road from the Huntingtower school. (Sometimes in her schooldays Margaret may occasionally have eaten her lunch there.) Two shops? No small boast for a tradesman.


To the heavy lorries rumbling along the A1, Grantham was simply a conduit between London and Scotland, as it was for the main line of the Great Northern Railway which ran through the town, with a branch to Nottingham, twenty miles to the west. Industry lined the tracks: gasworks, leather works, brickworks, boiler works, ironworks, and on the banks of the Grantham Canal a workhouse. The big manufacturers were in the southern part of the town, where Ruston and Hornsby made locomotives and steam engines, Aveling-Barford steamrollers and tractors. London was 110 miles away but might have been a thousand.


Glimpses of a grander world shone through the ‘Help Wanted’ columns in the national newspapers. (The Robertses took the Daily Telegraph.) Under ‘Domestic Situations Required’, myriad specialities were sought and offered: ‘Between-maids’, ‘Scullery maids’, ‘Laundrymaids’, ‘Cook-housekeepers’, ‘Chauffeurs’ and ‘Menservants’. Some job-seekers prefaced their advertisements with boasts such as ‘Lady Emmott highly recommends’, ‘Mrs Harold Balfour can thoroughly recommend excellent Head Housemaid’.2


Grantham, like many English towns of the day, was a world of its own, as stratified as a sedimentary rock face. While there were no very rich families, no ‘top hat’ street of wealthy homes, each family knew its station. The working class laboured with black and greasy hands. As tradespeople, the Robertses were well above them, in the lower middle class. Higher were the professionals – doctors, clergymen, teachers and salaried white-collar workers, who lived in large houses with libraries and gardens. No one could say – or seemed even to want to say – that theirs was a classless society.


There was a local Big House, three miles to the north-east in the Lincolnshire countryside. The architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner called Belton House ‘perhaps the most satisfying’ among the later-seventeenth-century houses in England. Set in splendid isolation in a beautiful park dotted with grazing deer and ancient oaks, Belton House was the seat of the Brownlow family and a succession of Lords Brownlow with a strong sense of noblesse oblige.


‘Lord Brownlow was very kind to people in those days,’ one of Margaret Roberts’s contemporaries recalls. Nellie Towers remained grateful for a party Lord Brownlow gave for the schoolchildren. ‘In the 1930s, there was quite a lot of unemployment, people were hard up. We went for buns and lemonade.’ Better still, ‘Twice a year, men that were out of work could go and collect wood from trees that had been taken down for them. They could go for a whole week and do that.’


Growing up during the Great Depression, Margaret Roberts was well aware of mass unemployment. On her way to school, she surveyed the dole queues with a strong sense of ‘them’ and ‘us’. What impressed her was how neatly turned out the indigent children always seemed to be. She knew (or heard at home) the reason why. ‘Their parents were determined’, she explains in her memoirs, ‘to make the sacrifices necessary for them.’ The evidence of her own eyes told her that self-reliance and independence could pull people through and that, rich or poor, parents shared common values. None would neglect their children.


Some of the children from the lower social orders, however, did not feel much sympathy with the Robertses. ‘They were better off,’ says Mary Robinson, one of Margaret’s contemporaries. ‘We lived in rented accommodation. My dad had the dole, and my mother had to go out to work at times, and it was very, very hard. When my dad died, there was only the ten-shilling widow’s pension, which was not enough. I had to have police shoes. You went to the police station and you filled in a form, and you went to a posh shop and you got a pair of boots – shoes – and you took them up to the police and they were nicked in the tongue, and the girls at school knew that you’d had police shoes.’


Terry Bradley, a schoolboy at the time, saw the Robertses as ‘business people’. ‘We were working people. We had a job to struggle to live … And I used to think that she considered [us] below her. They had a good living, and we didn’t. Simple as that. Our attitude to all business people then was – you had to keep your place. Grantham was then run by what we used to call “the forty thieves”.’


(A sardonic view of the cut-throat world of Grantham small business in the 1930s can be found in Oliver Anderson’s novel Rotten Borough. Published in 1937, it was reissued in 1974 with the subtitle, ‘The Real Story of Mrs Thatcher’s Grantham’.)


Both of Margaret’s parents, Alfred and Beatrice Roberts, had been born under Queen Victoria in modest circumstances and made their way up by their own efforts. Alfred’s father, Benjamin, was a shoemaker in Ringstead, near Oundle in Northamptonshire, the rural county to the south. The family had come from Wales generations earlier. Beatrice’s father, Daniel Stephenson, was a railway worker who finished his career as a cloakroom attendant at the Grantham railway station. Her mother, Phoebe Cust, worked as a factory machinist before marriage.


The moment around 1904 when Alfred Roberts had to leave school at thirteen with a good, if untrained, mind may have been when Margaret Roberts’s future course was set. As a father, with his frustration, and determination that what had been unused in himself would be developed in his bright daughter, he dedicated himself to her advancement. ‘He was anxious’, Margaret told one of her first biographers, Patricia Murray, ‘that I should have every educational opportunity possible.’3


Had his family been able to afford to educate him, Alfred would have been a teacher. Instead, he observed secondary education from behind the counter of the tuck shop at the boys’ public school, Oundle. In succeeding years, he held various grocery jobs until 1913, when he landed the managership of a grocery store, Clifford’s, on London Road, Grantham, at fourteen shillings a week. In Grantham, almost certainly through Methodist church activities, he made the acquaintance of Beatrice Stephenson, a dark-eyed, attractive, plump and serious young woman. A dressmaker, four years his senior, she had her own business and was a musician and Sunday school teacher as well. Their courtship coincided with the outbreak of the First World War. Six times Alfred tried to enlist, only to be rejected because of his poor eyesight. (His younger brother Edward succeeded, and was killed.)


In May 1917, with the war still on, he and Beatrice married at the Wesley Chapel, Spittlegate, at the southern end of town. As the better-known of the pair, as organist and Sunday school teacher, it was she who made the headline on the social page of the Grantham Journal: ‘Wesleyan Teacher’s Marriage’. Alfred was described as a teacher and secretary at the Finkin Street Chapel, and the event reported as ‘a very pretty but quietly celebrated wedding’.4 For their honeymoon, the couple went to Skegness – ‘Skeggie’ – the Lincolnshire seaside resort that is Grantham’s Brighton.


For the next two years they lived with Beatrice’s parents on South Parade until their savings were sufficient for them to take out a mortgage and, a social climb in itself, move from South Parade to the other end of town, to North Parade, where they bought the house and shop at Number 1.


After a sensible interval, their first child, Muriel, was born in 1921. In 1923 Alfred acquired the Huntingtower Road shop; two years later a neighbour returned home and announced to her daughter, ‘Beattie’s got another little girl.’


Margaret Hilda Roberts was born at home. For the next seventeen years the centre of her world was the four rooms above the shop on North Parade. (Downstairs the shop had an extra room at the back reserved for clients and salesmen.) The family lived on the top two floors, where they had to walk through a bedroom to get to the sitting room and downstairs and out the back to use the toilet. Hot water was available if heated in a copper boiler. Traffic noise was constant. There was not a speck of dirt in the place – every surface was clean and polished. The dominant features were the table and the sewing machine. It was a sensible home for sensible people.


With their second daughter, the Robertses had completed their family. There was no wasteful trying for a boy. In 1925 Alfred expanded the North Parade shop to take in the two houses adjacent. As an increasingly prominent tradesman, he was a member of the Grantham Chamber of Trade and a Rotarian (the Rotary motto: ‘Service before Self’). In 1927 he became a town councillor. He was an independent – that is, he was not a member of either the local Labour or Conservative parties. He was a liberal on education, yet had decidedly conservative views on commerce. He favoured, for example, private companies taking over many of the jobs done by the council. Until his fellow councillors elected him alderman, he represented St Wulfram’s ward.


Its churches were as stratified as the rest of Grantham. The beautiful thirteenth-century Anglican church of St Wulfram’s was at the top, socially and physically. With one of the tallest spires in England, rising from the centre of town to dominate the landscape, it was, and remains, the town’s symbol. When the sixth Lord Brownlow left office as Mayor of Grantham in 1935, the town council gave him a green enamel box with a view of the church on its lid.


The Robertses were Wesleyan Methodists. The church they attended was also near the town centre, the handsome Finkin Street Chapel, built in 1840. With its allegiance to John Wesley, a Lincolnshire man, it was the most Anglican among Grantham’s Methodist churches, more spacious and ceremonial than either the Primitive Methodist chapel behind the Roberts house, the Free Methodist Chapel or the Wesley Chapel in Spittlegate, where Alfred and Beatrice were married. Finkin Street, with beautiful curved pews of polished mahogany, held a thousand when full – which on Sundays it always was. The children’s Sunday school alone filled one side of the upstairs. Its acoustics were splendid. Standing in its high pulpit, with eye contact with the balcony, anyone might feel blessed with the gift of tongues. Alfred Roberts certainly was. On this stage, as lay preacher, as in the council chamber, Alfred Roberts acquired a local reputation as an orator. With his commanding height, wavy pale blond hair, upright bearing and extremely pale colouring, he radiated sincerity and authority.


And, as they walked into church, pride in his young daughter. The congregation at Finkin Street could see that she was Daddy’s girl as they entered hand in hand. ‘She was’, Mary Robinson says, ‘very much like him to look at except that her hair was darker. He thought the world of her.’ Of course, Robinson allowed, Alfred probably thought a lot of both of his girls. ‘But Margaret was more outgoing and I think she was brighter.’


A Sunday school teacher at Finkin Street cherishes the memory of the day when Muriel Roberts brought her little sister Margaret, then about three, with her. ‘That brightened up that Sunday,’ says Nellie Towers. ‘She had got such a personality and said quite quaint things. She was streets ahead of the others. She was very bright. She was a real chatterbox. At the end of the class, I thought to myself, She will be a schoolmistress one of these days.’


Growing up, Margaret Roberts went to church every Sunday, not once but three or four times. Morning Sunday school came first. Then with her parents she would go to morning service at eleven, return home for lunch and go back to church at two-thirty for more Sunday school. At six o’clock, once again with her parents, she would attend evening service. She loved the hymns: the glories of Methodism such as ‘Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise’ and ‘Guide Me O Thou Great Jehovah’.


Sunday, too, was the chance to wear best clothes. The Roberts girls were always beautifully turned out – ‘in tailored coats, hats and gloves and all – always very prim and proper. They stood out compared to the rest’ – and the congregation knew the reason why. The careful details like matching trim, piping and edging were Beatrice’s handiwork.


After church the Robertses went to friends’ homes or the friends came to theirs. Having people in to tea or supper and keeping a good table, looking after them well, was a family tradition. All through the week there were events, sewing meeting on Wednesdays, youth club on Fridays. Their life revolved around the church.


In any event, church was a welcome relief from the tedium of Sunday. The Robertses were strict Sabbatarians. When Margaret asked her parents whether she could go out for a walk with a friend on a Sunday evening, the answer was no. Board games were not allowed. Nor Sunday newspapers. The only permitted activities were cooking and doing the shop’s accounts. Sunday was hardly a day of rest. The only real respite was early closing on Thursday. As she once poignantly told an interviewer, ‘My parents used to look forward to it all week.’5


A different kind of Sunday observance could be seen from the front rooms of the Roberts home on North Parade. Facing them was an imposing neo-classical building that the Robertses never dreamed of entering: St Mary’s Catholic Church. Margaret would watch the Catholic girls in their pretty white first-communion dresses with bright ribbons. She had pretty dresses too, thanks to her mother, but these could be worn only for special occasions like the annual League of Pity party, not for going to chapel. Such sensual indulgence was frowned on at Finkin Street. Her autobiography recalls, ‘If you wore a ribboned dress an older chapel-goer would shake his head and warn against “the first step to Rome”.’


She was never alone. Weekdays or weekends, the whole family – father, mother, two girls and Beatrice’s mother, who came to live with them – took four meals a day together (although one usually had to be absent from the table to mind the shop). They all worked together as well. They never relaxed. Idleness was the only sin readily available to them and they took a puritanical pleasure in thrusting it away. There was work for all in the shop. With its sub-post office handling savings and pension payments, the place was always full of people until seven o’clock on Friday, eight o’clock on Saturday. Margaret’s task when she was old enough was to weigh out the tea, sugar and biscuits and pour them into one- and two-pound bags. Everything, from biscuits to soap flakes, was bought in bulk, and all her life she retained an ability to curl paper into a serviceable cone.


The Robertses were as non-Co-op as they were non-Catholic. There were several Co-operative stores in Grantham, favoured by a working-class clientele, like Mary Robinson’s family, which looked forward to the dividend: ‘after so long you got your Divi, which was quite helpful for poorer people’. The Robinsons went into the Roberts shop only for stamps. ‘Better-off people than us went in there.’ Everything seemed expensive, like the Huntley & Palmer’s biscuits, ‘better biscuits than the Co-op which was at the bottom of the street – in these clear cases so that you could see what they were like, but you had not enough money to buy’. Other customers remember from their youth that the place ‘was very nice to enter’, that it was ‘like most shops in those days stocked, absolutely packed to the gunnels’, that it offered a variety of cheeses. The ordinary grocery would have only one type. There were bales of goods stacked outside and huge sides of bacon hung in the back of the shop. A recurring image in local memories is that of Mr Roberts in his white coat, slicing the bacon.


Margaret, daughter of the shop, would remember all her life the aromas of coffee, cheese and bacon; bacon, a comforting link with her past, would remain a staple of her family diet for the rest of her life.


Grandmother Stephenson, Beatrice’s mother, who lived with them until her death when Margaret was ten, reinforced the parental sententiousness with her own Victorian dose. They escaped her disapproval of music-halls only on summer holidays to Skegness where, living in self-catering accommodation, after exercising in the public gardens they would go to a music-hall and join in the singing. These escapades took place without Alfred Roberts. He took his holidays on his own: a week a year at Skegness to play bowls. As he and his wife were always on call, they could not be away from the shop at the same time.


When her grandmother died in 1935, Margaret was bundled away to stay with friends until the funeral was over and all her grandmother’s belongings had been packed away. Even if she had attended, it is unlikely she would have seen extravagant expressions of grief. However, she and her mother would visit Phoebe Stephenson’s grave on early-closing day.


It was in many ways a joyless life. In her own words, she was ‘brought up very, very seriously. We weren’t allowed to go out to very much entertainment. To go out to a film was a very great treat – a very great treat.’6


Only when her grandmother had gone did the family allow itself the luxury of a radio – the wireless. The day the Robertses got their first, Margaret ran all the way home from school to listen. Her favourite programmes were Monday Night at Seven, Saturday Night Music Hall, The Brains Trust and ITMA.


What she did very much enjoy were aphorisms and proverbs – plain truths, plainly put: ‘Cleanliness is next to godliness’ and ‘If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well’.7 She liked their confidence and conciseness even if sometimes she did not get the point. Why, she wondered as a child, say ‘Look before you leap’? Wouldn’t it be better to say ‘Look before you cross’?8 (Telling this joke on herself in her memoirs, she observes with uncharacteristic self-deprecation, ‘I already had a logical and indeed somewhat literal mind – perhaps I have not changed much in this regard.’)9


‘We were Methodists and Methodist means method,’ Margaret Thatcher told an early biographer, Patricia Murray. ‘We were taught what was right and wrong in very considerable detail.’10


So were many people of that, and earlier, eras, but few retained so literally the strictures of childhood into adult life. The brand of Methodism Alfred Roberts followed was tailored for the self-made man. It promoted personal salvation, damned the evils of alcohol and saw the world in black and white. Alfred Roberts, as seen by John Campbell, in the first volume of his meticulous biography of Margaret Thatcher, ‘made no distinction between commercial, political and religious values. Shopkeeper, local politician and lay preacher, he conducted his business on ethical principles and preached business principles in politics.’11 In other words, for the Roberts family religion was not so much a matter of seeking salvation through diligence as a way of demonstrating that they had achieved it: if you want proof, look around you.


Alfred Roberts was Margaret’s mentor and inspiration. ‘To know Margaret,’ said her sister Muriel, in a rare interview, ‘you had to know him.’12 As Margaret herself was fond of saying, ‘My father constantly drummed into me, from a very early age, “You make up your own mind. You do not do something or want to do something because your friends are doing it.”’ Her mother reaffirmed this: ‘Your father always sticks to his principles.’ (Appropriate for the father of the woman whose celebrated boast was ‘The lady’s not for turning’.)


The echoes of paternal teaching were so loud during her prime ministership that the historian Peter Hennessy remarked that Britain was being governed by Alderman Roberts from beyond the grave.13


A brilliant perception – but only half the truth. Beatrice Stephenson is remembered only as quiet, gentle and unobtrusive. She combined marriage and work with efficiency and skill, but also with a self-effacement that kept her out of the history books. Yet those who believe a later remark of Margaret Thatcher’s, about her difficulty after the age of fifteen in communicating with her mother, are blinding themselves to the permanent signals of a loud internal maternal voice. There is a right way and a wrong way to do everything and mine is right.


Her own memoirs sound a more grateful note. She says she learned from her mother that a household should run like clockwork, with polished furniture and daily and weekly cleaning supplemented by an annual spring clean ‘to get to all those parts which other cleaning could not reach’. Also, ‘She showed me how to iron a man’s shirt in the correct way and to press embroidery without damaging it.’14


The Robertses slept between ironed sheets – ironed by Beatrice with a heavy iron heated on the grate in the times when she was not serving in the shop, making her daughters’ tailored coats or preparing food. ‘My mother was an excellent cook and a highly organized one. Twice a week she had her big bake – bread, pastry, cakes and pies – and she always made extra to give away. On Sunday mornings, by the time we all got downstairs at about eight, the first batch of cakes would already be out of the oven. She was a very, very capable woman.’15 Those were the views of Margaret Thatcher, looking back over half a century.


Another obvious, if unquoted, motherly teaching was ‘Never go out of the house looking less than your absolute best’. Beatrice Roberts taught her daughters the skills with which to maintain this standard – how to turn a hem, to curl straight hair, to brighten up a much-worn dress. There was no circumstance so severe that a little deft handiwork could not improve appearance.


From father and mother in unison, she learned that waste and extravagance were great evils. All birthday money had to go into savings. ‘My goodness me,’ she said in a television interview, using the kind of girlish expletive she allowed herself, ‘you never buy anything you can’t afford to buy. Never.’16 From the past she drew out a memory of going with her mother to buy some new covers for the settee – ‘a great event’ – and wanting something that was ‘rather lovely, light, with flowers’. But it was rejected as ‘not serviceable’. ‘How I longed for the time when I could buy things that weren’t serviceable.’17


Margaret soon found her own strengths. She could read before she started school and was top of her class at the Huntingtower Road School. Between church and school, she was early in acquiring a liking for the sound of her own voice, and she seems to have been good at performing. At the age of ten she won a prize for reciting poetry in a competition in Grantham curiously called by its Welsh name, an eisteddfod. Her selections were the sonorous and sentimental ‘Moonlit Apples’ by John Drinkwater and ‘The Travellers’ by Walter de la Mare.


When she won, her deputy headmistress, Winifred Wright, congratulated her. ‘You were lucky, Margaret.’ Margaret’s retort has acquired almost biblical resonance: ‘I was not lucky. I deserved it.’


Surprisingly, perhaps, not public speaking but piano-playing was her main avenue of advancement. The family loved music and belonged to a chamber music society. They also liked to sing, sometimes with friends, around the piano, ‘The Lost Chord’, ‘The Holy City’ and selections from Gilbert and Sullivan as well as other sing-along favourites.


From the age of five Margaret learned the piano. Taught at first by her mother at home, she played on an instrument made by Alfred’s great-uncle, John Roberts, in Northampton. (He also made church organs and, on one of his niece’s rare visits, let her play on one in his barn.) She sang too, and with the church choir performed Handel’s Messiah and other staples of the oratorio repertoire.


As her skill as a pianist grew, Margaret displayed an assertiveness that annoyed some of her contemporaries. Several recall an incident when she was cast as an angel in a nativity play and was required to sing a solo. The piano for the performance was behind the curtains, propped against a wall. When Margaret got up to sing, she moved over to the piano. Let the accompanist do the playing, the director advised her; otherwise, her voice would not be heard. ‘I shall play for myself,’ she insisted. ‘All right, Margaret,’ he conceded, ‘for tonight. But on the night, Wilfred will play for you.’ But on the night of the actual performance, Margaret, as before, played for herself.


Her ability as a pianist was complimented by the Grantham Journal, which described her as displaying ‘a great deal of ease and facility’.18 But, Nellie Towers recalls, she had ‘these mannerisms, you know, throwing herself about the piano’.


Nonetheless, the girl was ‘really good’ – so good that Towers asked Beatrice Roberts, ‘Do you think she’ll be a concert pianist?’


‘Oh no,’ the proud mother said. ‘We’ve got – she’s got – higher aspirations than that.’
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Getting out of Grantham
(1939–1943)
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It was possible to rise above Grantham. Proof stood in the form of the statue in front of the colourful neo-Byzantine Guildhall honouring Grantham’s then most famous inhabitant, Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727), who offered the first theory of gravity after an experience in his apple orchard in a village seven miles away.


Through the poems of Kipling, taught at school, Margaret Roberts became conscious of a wider world. Kipling offered, she said, ‘glimpses into the romantic possibilities of life outside Grantham’.1 His words also awakened her to the facts of empire, such as that her country held ‘Dominion over palm and pine’ while ‘Far-call’d our navies melt away’.2 Kipling became her favourite poet and, upon his death in 1936, when she was eleven, she precociously asked for a book of his poetry as a Christmas present.


Her admiration for the patriotic poet was matched by The Times, which eulogised him as ‘the plain Englishman of genius’.3 In its extensive coverage, The Times iterated several times what Margaret came to believe in her heart: that the English were that ill-defined entity, a race. It called Kipling ‘the most typical representative of his race’ and, while acknowledging his imperfections and limitations, judged nonetheless that his work was composed ‘at a crucial period in the history of his race’.4


What the Roberts family did not admire in 1936 were the Jarrow marchers – the line of protesting unemployed who passed through Grantham on their way to Westminster. Alfred Roberts held that such unfortunates should find ways to help themselves. With his belief in thrift, cleanliness and living within your means, he refused to give them charity.


Margaret’s first civic memory was of the Silver Jubilee of King George and Queen Mary in 1935. Grantham was festooned with blue and yellow streamers. As part of the celebrations, the town’s schoolchildren were organised to form the letters of ‘Grantham’, and Margaret was assigned to the letter ‘M’.


At ten she entered a good grammar school: Kesteven and Grantham Girls’ School. Kesteven (local pronunciation usually stresses the first syllable: Kes-teven) was included in the name to indicate that the school served the outlying areas as well as Grantham itself. About a mile from the Roberts home on North Parade, it was built in 1910 on a hillside in a residential district of town where the villas of local well-to-do businessmen could overlook the neighbouring countryside. As before, Margaret returned home for lunch – an extra two miles a day to avoid the expense of school meals. On the walk back to school after lunch the grocer’s daughter munched a bar of chocolate and her friends remember her generously sharing it.


KGGS was a mixed-entry school – that is, it took both fee-paying and scholarship pupils – which made for a varied social blend. About a quarter of its 350 girls were there on scholarship; the rest were daughters of landowners, farmers and churchmen. Madeline Edwards (later Hellaby), who was there at the same time as Margaret, explains, ‘If a girl was clever and got the scholarship, it wouldn’t matter what her background was, she would come. A lot of them did extremely well. Some of them went on to university with a very ordinary kind of background. And some that were fairly high class were not very clever and didn’t.’


Margaret Roberts fitted both categories. She sat for, and won, a scholarship, yet her father paid the fees of £65 a year. He saw the scholarship as a kind of insurance; if anything happened to him, Margaret would be able to continue at the school.


Once again she was considered to hold an advantage over girls less well off. Mary Robinson could not have attended the school even with a scholarship because of the cost of the uniform. Margaret, in Mary’s memory, ‘had no worries like that. The Robertses were a different class.’ What was uniform about the KGGS summer uniform was the designated fabric – Halls Saxby gingham. This could be made into any pattern of frock that the girl or her mother liked, providing that there were no frills or bows. Winter uniform was a gym tunic and blouse.


The High School girls considered themselves superior to the boys from the Boys’ Central School, a technically oriented secondary school nearby. The ‘Central’ boys were well aware of this. One of them, Terry Bradley, who knew Margaret Roberts from seeing her at the shop, says, ‘We thought they [the KGGS girls] had a right to belong on the footpath, walking home, and we used to pass them, of course. Actually, we used to run in the gutter.’ The attitude was ‘They were High School girls and we were Central School boys, and never the twain shall meet’.


KGGS sincerely hoped not. Its girls were not allowed to mix with the local boys. Even so, the school saw itself as a liberal establishment and prided itself on having only five rules whose severity may be judged by the ban on sitting on the grass unless ‘the white paper was on the netting’. The logic was clear. The ground was usually wet. If it had not rained for a time and the headmistress decided the grass was dry enough, she would pin a note on to the netting that enclosed the tennis courts, thereby lifting the ban. Other rules were that the KGGS girls had to wear blazers and panama hats, and were not to leave the school grounds without their hat.


Margaret greatly admired the headmistress, Miss Williams, who had been at KGGS since the founding of the school in 1910. For prize-giving days Miss Williams wore beautiful tailored silk outfits and impressed the young Miss Roberts with her elegance. With elegance went common sense. Her advice stuck in her most distinguished pupil’s memory: ‘Never aspire to a cheap fur coat when a well-tailored wool coat would be a better buy.’5


At her primary school on Huntingtower Road, Margaret had come head of the class every year. At KGGS she was also a good student but for some unexplained reason was placed in the second stream during her first year. Soon she was raised to the first stream and stayed at or near the top; school reports praised her diligence, thoroughness, logicality and clear expression.


Her looks were pleasant, her complexion smooth, her hair light brown and straight until, eventually, she had it permed. She joined the hockey team and she made new friends. One from an outlying district, the village of Corby Glen, who was to remain close all her life, was Margaret Goodrich, the daughter of the vicar. He was a scholarly man and his vicarage had a room lined with books. Margaret Roberts loved to browse through it.


From her father Margaret had already acquired a respect, if not a love, for learning. Alfred Roberts had the zeal of the autodidact. He was a heavy user of the Grantham Public Library next to the town hall, and the head librarian said he was the most well-read man in the town. He guided his brighter daughter’s reading. She hadn’t read Walt Whitman? He encouraged her to try and Whitman became a favourite. He introduced her to the English classics – the Brontës, Jane Austen and Dickens, of whose work she liked A Tale of Two Cities best. He would take out two books a week – a biography or political book for himself, the other a novel for his wife. Soon Margaret took over this ritual of small-town life. She went ‘every single Saturday, and the librarian knew I would come’.6, 7 She also accompanied her father to hear staff from University College, Nottingham lecture on current and international affairs.


In October 1941, when she reached sixteen and entered the lower sixth form, she began to focus on science. Chemistry was her best subject and she got on well with her chemistry teacher, a Miss Kay. She was impressed, as everyone was, to find that Britain had survived the German air raids largely because of new British discoveries in radar. It was clear, she wrote with hindsight, that ‘a whole new scientific world was opening up. I wanted to be part of it. Moreover, as I knew that I would have to earn my own living, this seemed an exciting way to do so.’8 At that time she also developed the capacity (abandoned in later life) for going for long walks on her own – going out of town by Manthorpe Road and returning by the Great North Road, and also up Hall’s Hill.


Her years at KGGS coincided with her father’s rise in local government. In 1936 he became chairman of the Borough Finance and Ratings Committee. The local newspaper described him as Grantham’s Chancellor of the Exchequer. He was a governor of KGGS as well as of the King’s School, Grantham, a sixteenth-century school for boys (where Newton learned Latin and Greek and began his mathematical studies), as well as trustee of ten other churches in Lincolnshire. In 1936 he became president of the Rotary Club and stood proudly with Lord Brownlow at his side for the photograph at the annual dinner. Beatrice can also be seen farther along at the head table. As a consequence of his position, Margaret had the privilege of watching Remembrance Day parades from a window of the Guildhall.


Alfred Roberts now took his daughter to political meetings as well as to church. Her first taste of campaigning came in 1935 when, in the general election, she worked for the Conservatives. Although her father was locally identified as a Liberal, by her own recollection ‘I was always a “true-blue” Conservative by both instinct and upbringing.’ Her job was to act as a runner between polling stations and Conservative committee rooms.


There were other new horizons. At the age of twelve Margaret first saw London. She went to stay in Hampstead with family friends, a Wesleyan minister named Skinner and his wife. Among the treats they gave their young visitor was a trip to Lewisham to see Sigmund Romberg’s The Desert Song playing at the Catford Theatre. She stayed a week, was dazzled and did not want to go home to the provinces. The crowds, the bright lights, the great buildings left a memory so vivid that in her memoirs she curiously breaks into French and quotes Talleyrand to describe her first taste of ‘la douceur de la vie’.9 There was a world outside Grantham and she wanted to get into it. For the time being, however, she had to console herself with the sheet music of The Desert Song, which she bought and took home to play on the piano over and over, ‘perhaps too often’.
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