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Carol Thatcher is the daughter of the late Sir Denis Thatcher and Baroness Thatcher, the former Prime Minister. She is a journalist, writer and broadcaster – and winner of 2005’s I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here!

   



Carol Thatcher has one of the most famous surnames in the world.

The daughter of former Prime Minister Baroness Thatcher, Carol is a national treasure with a unique story to tell. Her remarkable mixture of bravery, honesty and humour won her a place in the nation's hearts on ITV’s I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here. . .! when millions of viewers voted her the second ‘Queen of the Jungle’.

In this candid memoir, she tells us about what it was like to grow up as the ‘Milk Snatcher’s’ daughter, sister of the infamous Mark, living a life she describes as a ‘swim-on part in the goldfish bowl’.

Her tales of behind-the-scenes at Number 10, her extraordinary travels, and dinners with world leaders, are both funny and refreshingly revealing.

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      CAUTIOUSLY OPTIMISTIC. THAT’S how I felt as I waited to see who would be crowned Jungle Queen and winner of ITV’s 2005, I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here programme. Would it be me, or would it be the beautiful, charismatic actress Sheree Murphy of Emmerdale soap fame?
      

      
      ‘Cautiously optimistic’ was a phrase often used by my mother during elections, in the anxious hours between the end of polling
         and the moment the results were known. I also felt as she had when, shortly before the 1983 general election, an interviewer
         asked her if she was nervous. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m not nervous. I’ll just take whatever comes now. We’ve done our best, and
         a bit more.’
      

      
      
      But I’m a Celebrity wasn’t about my mother – although there had been plenty of references to her during my stay in Australia’s rainforest. The
         viewers had voted the other ten contestants out, one by one, and now only Sheree and I were left. This was about us – about
         me. After all the years of being referred to – in fact, virtually defined – as ‘the prime minister’s daughter’, ‘Maggie’s
         daughter’, ‘Mark Thatcher’s sister’ and so on, during my seventeen-day jungle adventure, people had at last seen me as myself,
         doing something of my own choice.
      

      
      While we awaited the public’s verdict, it occurred to me that my vicarious political upbringing was going to be very useful
         training for this nerve-racking countdown to the end of a reality TV show. Sheree and I sat down on one of the logs that bordered
         the fire, the heart of the camp, and took a last look around. This modest-sized clearing amid the towering gum trees had been
         our home for the past two and a half weeks. Here we had laughed and complained, worked and relaxed, panicked every morning
         about who was going to be chosen to do the next Bushtucker Trial, eaten and slept. It was hard to imagine that today it would
         all be over.
      

      
      Our solitude didn’t last long. The other contestants were ushered back in for the announcement of the winner. They looked
         fantastic, a catwalk of showered, tanned contestants clad in clean, fresh, pressed summer fashions – Jenny Frost of the girl
         band Atomic Kitten was a true glamourpuss, complete with fake tan. Sheree and I exchanged smiles as they reminded themselves
         of the decidedly unglamorous campsite they had swopped for the luxury of one of the most sumptuous hotels in Queensland, the Palazzo
         Versace Hotel in Surfer’s Paradise.
      

      
      Once the cue had been given that we were about to go live, presenters Ant and Dec marched purposefully into position for one
         last time.
      

      
      My mother got into parliament when I was six, so various vote counts had, for decades, punctuated my life: local elections,
         by-elections, general elections, votes for the Tory party leadership and so on.
      

      
      But now it was me on the ballot paper. Not her.

      
      It was Dec who made the announcement.

      
      ‘The winner of I’m a Celebrity 2005 and the new Queen of the Jungle is’ – then there was a pause which seemed to go on for ever – ‘Carol Thatcher!’
      

      
      Wow! Me! This was one of the biggest pinch-yourself-it’s really-happening moments of my life. There is no feeling like winning.

      
      I congratulated Sheree, the runner-up, and the other contestants cheered and clapped.

      
      ‘I couldn’t have done it without all you guys,’ I told them all. I hope I sounded sincere, because I really meant it. At the
         start they had all been contestants chasing viewers’ votes, but now, two and a half weeks on, I simply treasured the camaraderie
         of the group.
      

      
      Ant and Dec continued, ‘That’s it. Carol Thatcher is the winner. But before we chat to her, Sheree will be joining us in the
         studio for a chat in a couple of minutes.’
      

      
      
      All the contestants were ushered over a couple of swing bridges which crossed a leafy ravine, and escorted to the studio.

      
      Momentarily, I felt like Bill McKay, the character played by Robert Redford in the film The Candidate. Having just won election to the US Senate, he grabs one of his aides and asks, ‘What do we do now?’
      

      
      My memory rewound to three weeks earlier when I’d arrived in Australia . . .

      
      Outside the airport I was met by the local paparazzi. ‘Who do you think will win?’ had been their recurring question.

      
      ‘One of the young, glam telly stars,’ I’d replied. In the weeks before the show I’d looked up my fellow junglies on Google
         and seen that they were all public figures – Tony Costa of boy band Blue and Jenny Frost of Atomic Kitten had enormous fan
         bases, while Jimmy Osmond of the Osmond Brothers had a following of millions.
      

      
      I’d been certain that I, as the only rank amateur, would be among the first to go. So confident, in fact, that I’d booked
         a fantastic backpacking trip through Asia to Angkor Wat in Cambodia, then on to Vietnam, before hitting the temples of Bagan
         on the banks of the Irrawaddy river in Burma.
      

      
      Three weeks on, and here I was, Queen of the Jungle . . . It was hard to take in what that meant, as I waited to resurface
         into the real world.
      

      
      A floor manager brought me back to earth by telling me that the show was in a short commercial break and that I’d have to
         sprint to the studio to get ready for my live interview and my coronation!
      

      
      I had already packed the few personal belongings we’d been allowed to bring (swimsuit and so on) and, most important of all,
         the diary I’d kept, scribbled in charcoal (often warmed and softened by the fire) on any scraps of paper I could lay my hands
         on. Should I, I wondered, tidy up my little space in the camp, or leave it looking like the informal jungle doss house it
         had become in the last twenty-four hours, when I had definitely begun to feel demob happy? All of a sudden the area that had
         been our entire world began fading into the background.
      

      
      One’s perspective from inside the goldfish bowl (whatever form it may take) is vastly different from that of people looking
         in. Now I was about to find out what the viewers of I’m a Celebrity had been seeing on their screens.
      

      
      During the last few days I’d several times been asked in the Bush Telegraph (an interview booth a few metres from the campsite)
         why I thought people were voting for me. When interviewing my mother for Diary of an Election, my book about the 1983 election campaign, I’d asked her, ‘What, as Britain’s first woman prime minister, have you brought
         to the job?’ Her reply, ‘I’m not the person to answer that question,’ had taught me a valuable lesson: never be afraid to
         pass decisions to others.
      

      
      I didn’t know why people were voting for me. It was their choice, not mine, and in the Bush Telegraph I said so. What I did
         know, however, was that I was very grateful for their support.
      

      
      
      Anyway, now we knew the result, and Sheree, with Ant and Dec, was on set listening to what her fellow celebs had to say about
         her.
      

      
      Jimmy Osmond mentioned her gloriously infectious, cackling laugh, Jilly praised her as a natural, charming person, while I
         said that she was completely the reverse of what you expected from a very glam footballer’s wife – she’s married to Premiership
         footballer Harry Kewell – and added, ‘I take my hat off to her.’
      

      
      Then it was my turn. What did the other celebs think of Thatch?

      
      David Dickinson: ‘What can you say about Carol? She’s a cracking girl and she really is a character.’

      
      Jilly – with whom I’d done the show’s memorable Bushtucker Eating Trial – trilled, ‘Carol is absolutely daft as a brush, as
         mad as a hatter.’
      

      
      Given my cue, I barged onto the set, telling myself not to fall over any cables, or collide with cameras or cameramen, and
         to concentrate. This wasn’t the time to get it wrong.
      

      
      Ant and Dec took charge. ‘Sit yourself up there,’ they said, pointing to a large wooden throne. ‘How does it feel?’

      
      ‘I said the other day that if I won I would be amazed, astonished and gobsmacked, and I’m all three of those to the power
         of a hundred,’ I replied.
      

      
      Then I watched a video of my jungle highlights which, as it was the first time I’d seen anything, was a bit of a revelation.
         There was a clip from the Skydiving (fortunately before I threw up halfway down); and one from the Bushtucker Trial, during which I asked Ant and Dec if one of the sheets of paper they were holding
         was the wine list. Then, ‘Sorry about the car,’ I shrieked, dangling high above a ravine at the bottom of which lay my scarlet
         toy car, a pile of very bent metal – I only hoped I hadn’t handed a pile of ammunition to the anti-women-drivers lobby.
      

      
      Ant and Dec asked me about life in the jungle and how I’d coped. I told them I’d thoroughly enjoyed it. I was very lucky with
         my fellow celebs; they were a harmonious group – most of them are in show business so they quite liked talking about each
         other twenty-three and a half hours a day (I meant this as a compliment). I heard some wonderful yarns and I had a thoroughly
         good time.
      

      
      Then I recalled something my mother’s PA, Crawfie, used to say: ‘Don’t look back – you’re not going there.’ So I looked to
         the future and continued, ‘I don’t think you’ll have any difficulty recruiting people for the next show, because we all look
         as if we’ve enjoyed it.’
      

      
      Ant and Dec: ‘Have you enjoyed your time in camp?’

      
      Thatch: ‘I think it has been a life-enhancing experience . . . In previous series people have left early ’cos they didn’t
         like it; there have been rows. But in this programme – thanks to my fellow campers – we replaced acrimonious bickering with
         amusing banter. And I have to thank everybody else who signed up for this show for coming into it with a generosity of spirit,
         a pragmatism and a determination to put a lot into it and get a lot out of it. I think as a team we’ve achieved exactly that.’
      

      
      
      Ant and Dec: ‘Well done, Carol. And now it’s the moment we’ve been waiting for – to crown the new Queen of the Jungle. And
         to do the honours, please welcome our very own Jungle Princess, Miss Tara Palmer-Tomkinson.’
      

      
      Miss P-T looked glitzy and supermodel-stunning, making me deeply aware of how grotty my bright-red ski socks, dusty boots
         and creased khaki gear looked.
      

      
      My crown certainly looked sufficiently Jungle-like – full of rope strands, coiled vines and accessorised with samples of Jungle
         greenery. The biggest surprise was that it fitted my head perfectly.
      

      
      I knew I would never, ever feel as good as the moment when Tara placed the cane-and-rope Jungle coronet on my head.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      SMALL FRY

      
      IT WAS 13 AUGUST 1953, a sunny Thursday in London, and my mother decided to go shopping. When she returned to their Chelsea flat, she found
         a note from her husband, Denis, informing her that he’d gone to watch the cricket at the Oval, which is where he planned to
         spend the next few days.
      

      
      As Mum was seven months pregnant and didn’t feel a hundred per cent, she took herself off to Queen Charlotte’s Hospital in
         west London for a check-up, leaving a note for Denis. The ‘baby’ wasn’t expected until the end of September, and she hadn’t
         felt well the entire pregnancy, so she wasn’t too concerned by the strange sensations she was having that day.
      

      
      By a curious coincidence, that date, 13 August, was also the date on which, eight years later, the citizens of Berlin awoke to find that the checkpoints between East and West were closed
         and that during the night barbed-wire fences had been put up between the two sectors. This was the beginning of the division
         of Berlin, in whose reunification Mum, together with Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev, was to play such an important part.
      

      
      Her first shock on arrival at the hospital and being X-rayed was to be told that she was expecting twins. The second: that
         we were imminent. After a Caesarean section on 15 August, Mark and I were born about three o’clock in the afternoon. He came
         first and I followed two minutes later.
      

      
      It took a few hours for Dad to catch up with the news that he was a father. A rugby referee, avid golfer and keen follower
         of cricket, he had other things on his mind. The end of the forty-first Ashes test series was drawing to a close. After matches
         at Trent Bridge, Lord’s, Old Trafford and Headingley the last was being played at the Oval. It was a momentous time for any
         cricket fan. (England went on to win the series by two wickets and claim the Ashes for the first time in almost twenty years.)
      

      
      He got home at the end of the third day’s play, found Mum’s note and rushed to Queen Charlotte’s. He was met by the matron.
         ‘Your wife is in that room,’ she told him, pointing down a corridor. ‘The babies are in that one.’
      

      
      ‘What do you m-mean “babies”?’ Dad stammered.

      
      In the matter-of-fact way favoured by hospital personnel, he was informed that Mrs Thatcher had been delivered of twins. Introduced to us straight away, he was anything but bowled over. He took one look and gasped, ‘My God, they look like rabbits!
         Put them back.’
      

      
      Our birth came as even more of a surprise because there was no record of twins in either family. Mum and Dad had to rush around
         and buy another of everything, because they’d got only one. Years later, I read a report in a newspaper which quoted Mum as
         saying how much Dad – with the benefit of hindsight – regretted that they hadn’t insured against the possibility.
      

      
      There are two questions I have been asked constantly throughout my life. The first is ‘What is it like to be a twin?’ and
         the second is ‘What’s it like to have a famous mum?’ As I have always been a twin, and for most of my life my mother has been
         in the headlines, I defer to the answer she gave whenever she was asked what it was like to be the first female prime minister:
         ‘I don’t know – I’ve never experienced the alternative.’
      

      
      Mark and I were born in the final year of post-war rationing, which ended at midnight on 4 July 1954. Although of course I
         can’t remember anything of the powdered egg era, with clothing coupons and restrictions on the sale of many items, my mother
         often told us about her childhood in Grantham, Lincolnshire. During the war, she said, her family would gather round the wireless
         for the news and to hear Churchill’s historic speeches. Whenever the air-raid sirens wailed, the whole Roberts family would
         shelter under a particularly sturdy dining-room table. One Sunday when the preacher joined them for supper, my grand-mother
         opened a tin of Spam and a can of fruit salad – both special treats. Mum also told her incredulous children that she’d never
         tasted bananas or grapes until after the war.
      

      
      After they got married, my parents’ first home was my father’s old bachelor pad on the sixth floor of a block called Swan
         Court, Flood Street, just off the King’s Road in Chelsea. It had been ideal for Dad when he returned from his wartime stint
         as a major in the Royal Engineers and became managing director of the Atlas Preservative Company, originally founded in New
         Zealand by his grandfather, but it wasn’t big enough for twins and a full-time nanny. The solution was to rent the flat next
         door and move us in there, with an inter-connecting door between the two apartments. As soon as we got to tricycle age, the
         extra space provided an improvised racetrack. With no garden for us to play in, Nanny was instructed to take us twice a day
         to nearby Ranelagh Gardens for some fresh air.
      

      
      Mark and I were christened on 13 December 1953, our parents’ second wedding anniversary, in John Wesley’s Methodist chapel
         in the City, where they had been married. My mother didn’t believe in superstition and never considered the number thirteen
         unlucky. As she always said, she was born on the thirteenth, married on it, and had us christened on it. And she hasn’t done
         too badly.
      

      
      Nor, being pragmatic, did horoscopes matter to her. When she was prime minister and the newspapers reported that President
         Reagan’s wife, Nancy, regularly consulted an astrologer about his schedule, Mum was asked in the House of Commons whether
         she, too, was in thrall to the stargazers. She jumped up off the front bench and told the MP that she was a Libran, adding emphatically,
         ‘a very well-balanced sign’. I myself am a Leo, and if I don’t like my horoscope in one tabloid I nip out and buy another
         paper to see if that one’s an improvement. I never buy a third in case it advises me not to throw money around!
      

      
      Somehow, even as a new mother of twins, Mum found time during her two-week stay in the hospital after our birth to plan the
         next stage of her career. As she wrote in The Path to Power, ‘To be a mother and a housewife is a vocation of a very high kind. But I simply felt that it was not the whole of my vocation.
         I knew that I also wanted a career.’ She cited a much-loved quote by Irene Ward, MP: ‘While the home must always be the centre
         of one’s life, it should not be the boundary of one’s ambitions.’
      

      
      Having both parents working was the exception in the 1950s and ’60s, but it was the norm in the Thatcher family. It was a
         thoroughly modern partnership and way ahead of its time. Looking back, I am in awe of how they did it. They left the nitty-gritty
         of running a household and caring for twins to our redoubtable nanny. Neither of my parents was hands-on in the way that successive
         generations have become. I don’t think they can have relished being in charge on nanny’s day off. One day when Mark and I
         were being particularly hideous on the way home from a holiday, my father made that clear. ‘For God’s sake, teach the children
         some manners,’ he instructed the nanny. Like so many of his generation, he had no intention of getting involved himself.
      

      
      
      In 1957, when we were four, my parents purchased a white-washed house in an acre of land in Farnborough, Kent, so that we
         could have a garden to play in. It was called Dormers, was set amid woods and fields, and became our happy family home for
         the next decade. More than forty years after we’d left, I returned to Dormers to make a short feature for a BBC television
         programme about our childhood home. As is often the way, everything seemed to have shrunk.
      

      
      Both my parents were fanatical gardeners and they transformed the plot on which the house stood. As my father was in the paint,
         chemical and weed-killer business, he was an expert on – and quite obsessive about – the state of the lawns. Daisies became
         Public Enemy Number One and were zapped with military precision; the grass mown in perfect stripes. As Dad was such a cricket
         fan, he put up a practice net and spent hours bowling at Mark. Also bicycle-mad, Mark and I dashed up and down the private
         avenue from our house to visit neighbouring families with children the same age. The house next door had a swimming pool,
         which we were sometimes invited to use.
      

      
      When my mother wasn’t reading legal briefs, she pored over bulb catalogues. As with everything she put her mind to, she tackled
         the garden with extraordinary efficiency. Before long, we had a sensational array of dahlias in one bed, impressive roses,
         and, in a filled-in pond (so that we didn’t accidentally drown), a blaze of scarlet salvias. Walking around the garden all
         those decades later, looking for clues to my childhood playground, I felt like an archaeologist discovering a prized piece of mosaic whenever I spotted paths she’d planned or flowerbeds she’d planted.
         The current owners of Dormers showed me a framed letter from her, which they had hung in their hallway. They had written to
         her expressing concern about the possibility of extending nearby Biggin Hill airport, and this was her reply. (The annual
         air show at Biggin Hill had always been a day of excitement in the Thatcher household; we watched the planes taking off on
         television and then sprinted outside to see them fly over.) My mother responded in her usual diplomatic way, adding, ‘I never
         expected to be in correspondence with my old home!’
      

      
      While Mum commuted to her chambers in Lincoln’s Inn every day, Dad drove to his office in Erith. Ordinary family life was
         inevitably sacrificed because they were both so busy, further complicated by Dad’s off-duty passion as a keen rugby football
         referee. He was often away at matches on a Saturday, returning home with a bagful of muddy kit which my mother dutifully washed.
         I remember looking at him and thinking, ‘I’d get into an awful lot of trouble if I came home as muddy as that.’
      

      
      My father was a lifelong gin drinker and, until he cut down in his eighties, a heavy smoker. My mother never complained, but
         it did amuse me how often she used to buy the wrong duty-free cigarettes! He hated ‘unusual’ food, especially garlic and fried
         onions, and detested cooking smells wafting through the house. ‘Close the kitchen door!’ he would yell.
      

      
      When we ate out, if Dad thought his beef was too rare he’d summon a waiter, stick his fork into it and go ‘moo’, which used to make Mark and me giggle. If it was lamb chops in front
         of him, he’d vary the tactic and explain ever so courteously to the waiter that he couldn’t possibly eat them because he’d
         still be able to taste the wool. The chops would then commute back and forth to the kitchen until charred to Dad’s satisfaction.
         I once suggested to Mum that she should call the restaurant the day before to ask them to get Dad’s steak under the grill
         immediately.
      

      
      At home we ate well and conventionally rather than terribly adventurously – although my mother would run to a lobster flan
         or fancy French dessert for occasional buffet parties. To her, food was fuel. It was a case of fill up the tank and get back
         to work – anything she could make quickly and could be eaten speedily was favoured. One night at Dormers, she was working
         away and remembered that we would expect an evening meal. She turfed a chicken into the oven but, in her haste, turned on
         the grill. Before long, the kitchen was full of smoke and the chook grilled to cinders on top and raw underneath.
      

      
      Once ensconced in Downing Street, she stocked up the freezer in the flat with copious boil-in-the-bag options, which involved
         immersing a bag of food in boiling water to heat up, snipping open the plastic envelope once done, and decanting onto a plate.
         Working alone one night, she dumped one of these into a saucepan full of boiling water and went back to work. The telephone
         rang some time later. It was someone downstairs asking if she was all right. ‘Why?’ she asked. Then she noticed that the place reeked. Completely forgetting her supper, she had allowed the water to boil dry. Her duck à l’orange was cremated, while the charred bottom of the pan was about to succumb to the gas flame.
      

      
      In contrast to my father, my mother drank sparingly – a gin and tonic or the occasional weak Scotch and soda. Whenever I asked
         her when Sunday lunch would be, she’d reply, ‘Just let me have the other half,’ sipping her drink on the few occasions I remember
         her sinking into an armchair and relaxing.
      

      
      At twenty-three, she had been the youngest ever female Tory candidate (for Dartford, Kent) when Dad had first met her on a
         blind date. She put her political career on ice while Mark and I were very young, but in 1958 was adopted as the Conservative
         candidate for the safe seat of Finchley and Friern Barnet in north-west London. My father was on one of his regular business
         trips to Africa at the time. Over the years, I have often had to catch up with family news courtesy of the media and it was
         the same for Dad. Changing planes in Kano, Nigeria, he found an old copy of the Evening Standard on the seat next to his. One small paragraph gave him the good news, and he ordered a celebratory gin and tonic.
      

      
      The following summer we went on a family holiday to Seaview in the Isle of Wight, a routine which continued for a number of
         years. It was always an adventure from the second we left home, the boot of the car crammed with buckets and spades, cricket
         bats and beach balls, as we drove to the ferry at Southampton. Mark and I would sit in the back, whining, ‘Are we there yet?’
         That first year we stayed at the old-fashioned Pier Hotel, right on the seafront, but for following summers we rented a small flat. I
         would be despatched early in the morning to collect freshly baked bread for breakfast, and to buy rolls which Mum filled for
         picnics.
      

      
      Seaview was full of boats and dinghies bobbing on their moorings. The yacht club hosted events and laid on terrific firework
         displays. We had sailing lessons and used to watch the Admiral’s Cup competitors as they sailed past the Needles. One memorable
         summer Dad hired a small motorboat named Truant, in which we chugged around, exploring coves. I had my eye on rather grander ocean-going vessels, the Cunard liners, Queen Mary and Queen Elizabeth, which passed by as they made their way into Southampton at the completion of another trans-Atlantic crossing. I delighted
         in spotting Elizabeth (which had two red funnels) and Mary (three), whooping with joy as the large waves they created crashed onto the shingle beach what seemed like an age later.
         I imagined those on board living glamorous lives and fervently hoped that one day I could be a passenger on one of those magnificent
         vessels. I was thrilled many years later when Cunard asked me to be a guest speaker on QE2.
      

      
      Back home, we spent the rest of our school holidays going on outings to London. One favourite trip was a visit to Big Ben
         – when I was much older and acquired my first mobile phone, I chose its distinctive ‘bongs’ as my ring tone. I remember climbing
         the spiral staircase to the top of the tower in time to hear the noon chimes. The tour guide advised us to walk on the flat
         of our foot rather than on tiptoe because it was less tiring. It is a tip I have used ever since. We did a tour of the clock’s mechanism,
         the highlight of which was walking behind the four clock dials, each of them more than twenty-feet high and containing more
         than three hundred pieces of glass. We felt Lilliputian in comparison to the giant hands on the other side. When the huge
         hammer struck the Great Bell it was a truly dramatic moment. Little did I know then how much Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament
         would dominate our lives in the years to come.
      

      
      Mark was sent to boarding prep school when he was eight. There wasn’t much point in running a household for one child, so
         I was sent to Mymwood, the prep school to Queenswood school, near Hatfield in Hertfordshire, aged nine. Our old nanny returned
         in the school holidays to housekeep. My mother, who had grown up in a frugal and very purposeful household, told me when I
         was grown up that she had wanted her children to have the opportunities she hadn’t had. So we had riding lessons (I never
         took to equestrian sport, twigging early on that horses bite at one end and kick at the other) and other extras.
      

      
      As her own childhood had been extremely regimented, when it came to being a mother herself she favoured a much more flexible
         approach, giving Mark and me the opportunity to make up our own minds. That meant anything from being allowed to choose the
         wallpaper in our bedrooms (which she always decorated herself) to church being optional each Sunday.
      

      
      At Christmas in 1961 we went on a skiing holiday to Lenzerheide in Switzerland. While Mark and I enrolled in ski school, Mum and Dad had private lessons. It was quite brave of them to take
         up skiing at thirty-five and forty-six respectively, I always thought. Mum was extremely cautious, however, favouring technique
         over speed. She had no intention of returning home with the nuisance of a leg in plaster. The Ski Club of Great Britain held
         regular races for children and, being an MP, Mum was asked to present the prizes. I had won a cup and when she moved along
         the line of winners and was about to present it to me, I hissed through gritted teeth, ‘Shake my hand! Shake my hand!’ – I
         was terrified that she might be maternal and even kiss me in public, I just wanted to be like everyone else. The ski trip
         was such a success that we returned there every Christmas and New Year for five consecutive years. Those, my first overseas
         holidays, sparked in me a lifelong passion for travel, something my workaholic mother neither shared nor understood, much
         preferring to stay home and ‘get on’.
      

      
      And get on she did, rising through the political ranks. Her workload increased dramatically and her daily routine usually
         saw her up at seven o’clock, making breakfast (she insisted we always had a cooked breakfast) while reading through the papers,
         followed by domestic organisation, then the drive to the House of Commons to deal with votes, constituency matters and her
         terrifying influx of mail. She might perhaps manage a quick visit to the bank or the hairdresser before dashing to catch a
         train for an out-of-town political engagement, then back to the House for Prime Minister’s Questions, and possibly a late-night
         sitting.
      

      
      
      Her motto was ‘Never a wasted moment’, and even when she sat under the drier at the hairdresser, while other women were having
         a manicure or relaxing, she would have a pile of political papers on her knee and work away with characteristic urgency. When
         she got home in the evenings, she would cook us supper (often still with her coat on), then labour into the small hours, psyching
         herself up for any speech and scanning reports for the statistics she’d need to ram home a particular point. Rummaging through
         her handbag, she’d whip out a piece of paper, probably a used House of Commons envelope or the back of a menu, on which she
         had earlier scribbled a few key phrases.
      

      
      She always got up early to press her clothes and don one of her famous hats, checking that everything looked immaculate. Waiting
         to make a speech or greet a visiting VIP, she’d decline offers to sit down. ‘I can’t. It’ll crease my dress’ was her standard
         excuse.
      

      
      My father was always amazed at how much effort Mum put into everything, especially her speeches, claiming she was better ‘off
         the cuff’. She still somehow found time to paint every room at Dormers, do a weekly bake each Saturday, and to start her lifelong
         collection of Crown Derby and silver, attending local auctions in between engagements. Dad was just as busy at work, travelling
         to South Africa for the month of August each year, always making sure to be back for the rugby season. South Africa was an
         important market for Atlas Preservatives and a country my father – and then my brother – came to adore. Dad rarely kept in
         touch with home while overseas; if we were lucky, we might receive a standard postcard with about half a dozen words scrawled on it. Inter-continental calls were difficult, on a time delay and
         expensive, but even if he’d felt like splashing out he wouldn’t have made any – he always hated the telephone.
      

      
      When he was back in England, he worked as hard as Mum, and often didn’t get home until gone nine o’clock. I can only remember
         going to his office once, after the oil tanker Torrey Canyon hit the rocks off Cornwall and started to leak oil, becoming one of the first major environmental disasters. Atlas manufactured
         the foam used to break up the oil slick, and during the Easter break we went down to see the barrels being filled. Dad seemed
         to regard us as a bit of a nuisance, telling us keep out of the way, but it was interesting to see where he spent so much
         of his time, and where more than two hundred staff depended on him to keep the company going. Friends claimed later that Dad
         was as ambitious for Mum as she was for herself, and that he stayed at work so late and so long because he knew she was busy
         working, too. Their marriage was truly a meeting of minds.
      

      
      In an interview with the London Evening News in 1960, just before my mother was given her first ministerial position, in the Pensions Department, she elaborated: ‘[My
         husband] is every bit as busy as I am, if not more so. Wives whose husbands are in top jobs see very little of them as they
         work late, have to travel to different parts of the country and sometimes have to go abroad. My husband was on a tour of the
         Middle East when I made my maiden speech. His busy life would go on whether I was a Member of Parliament or not, and it is rare for him to be at home for more than one evening during the week. Family life is centred
         around the weekends, when we are at home together and devote most of the time to the children.’
      

      
      By 1964, however, Dad had pushed himself to the verge of a nervous breakdown. He was given a health warning by a doctor who
         told him he was making himself ill with overwork. In response, he took a sabbatical and went on a three-month safari to South
         Africa to convalesce, followed by several weeks at our favourite Swiss ski resort. Stressed and overworked herself, Mum went
         down with pneumonia while he was away. When Dad returned home, he made the decision to sell Atlas to the Castrol Oil Company,
         which immediately offered him a job on its board. He’d barely got his feet under the desk when Castrol was taken over by Burmah
         Oil, the oldest-established British oil company. The security of running a small family company was a distant memory, and
         he told Mum fearfully, ‘I probably won’t have a job, love.’ He couldn’t have been more wrong. Burmah appointed him senior
         divisional director, a job he took to like a duck to water. Selling Dormers, Mum and Dad kept a flat in London and bought
         The Mount, a mock-Tudor house in Lamberhurst, Kent, dividing their time between the two.
      

      
      During my teens, the Swinging Sixties rather passed me by, chiefly because – during the summer weekends – the television was
         permanently switched to the latest cricket match for the viewing pleasure of Dad and Mark. Outvoted, I would retreat to my
         room to sing along to Cliff Richard’s Summer Holiday. I also liked the Beatles and was an avid fan of pirate radio stations, twiddling and turning the dial on my humble, crackly
         transistor to pick up Radio Caroline or Radio Luxembourg. Much to my parents’ chagrin, I took to wearing an old fireman’s
         greatcoat from an army-surplus store and an enormously long scarf which I had knitted myself.
      

      
      My greatest passion, though, was the movies. I went to the cinema as often as I could, marvelling especially at Audrey Hepburn’s
         success with her elocution lessons in the musical My Fair Lady. I have never managed to pronounce my Rs correctly, however much I persevered with elocution exercises like ‘Round the ragged
         rocks the ragged rascal ran.’ I was a gawky teenager, and the vision of Miss Hepburn dressed for a ball and speaking beautifully
         was my image of perfection. I was also a big fan of 007 and would bore everyone about how sensational I thought Oddjob’s stunt
         of decapitating a statue with his bowler hat was in Goldfinger. I couldn’t hear enough of John Barry’s high-octane score and Shirley Bassey’s rendition of the title song. I lapped up Dr Zhivago, The Sound of Music, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. I’d seen Diamonds Are Forever so often, I could almost recite Blofeld’s lines. Bambi and Thumper, the film’s lethal gymnasts, inspired me – in a (hopeless)
         attempt to become svelter – to attend a few aerobics classes. I even dragged my mother to see Those Magnificent Men in Their Flying Machines, and Mayerling, starring Omar Sharif and Catherine Deneuve, at the end of which Mum wept, much to my embarrassment.
      

      
      
      Occasionally, my mother’s status did mean family perks but the one that I felt had real ‘Wow!’ factor actually came via a
         contact of Dad’s. Would the whole family like to go to the London premiere of the film Waterloo, starring Christopher Plummer and Rod Steiger? he asked.
      

      
      Not half.

      
      Always useless with clothes (to my mother’s despair), I whizzed off and purchased a long dress and fancy shoes for the premiere.
         On the red carpet at the Odeon Leicester Square, as flashlights popped, I was agog. I’d never thought this kind of thing would
         happen to me. Sadly, I couldn’t persuade Dad to share my enthusiasm. He had his feet far too firmly on the ground to consider
         show business anything other than phoney. He was disgusted when one famous star walked in and, seeing that the TV interviewer
         was already engaged, went out again to make a second, better entrance.
      

      
      Following the throng out of the auditorium after the film, I spotted one of its stars. ‘Look, that’s Rod Steiger!’ I hissed
         to Mum, my heart pounding.
      

      
      ‘Who? I wouldn’t know what he looked like,’ she replied flatly.

      
      ‘But you’ve just spent the last three hours watching him on a giant screen!’ Then I realised that she had probably spent most
         of the film catching up on some much-needed sleep.
      

      
      Less than a month before my sixteenth birthday, I sat spellbound in front of a different screen, that of our television, like
         millions of others around the world, to watch the Apollo landing on the moon. It was July 1969, and this was far better than any fictional film. We watched the entire saga as a family
         in open-mouthed wonder as Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin touched down in their lunar module, Eagle, among the shadows, rocks and craters.
      

      
      Neil Armstrong climbed down the steps of the ladder, jumping the last few feet to become the first man on the moon. He then
         uttered his memorable words: ‘That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.’
      

      
      Little did I know that, soon, my mother would be trailblazing similarly – in her own unique way.

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      HAPPY TRAILS

      
      GENERAL ELECTIONS PUNCTUATE the lives of politicians’ children in the same way rehearsals and first nights provide the framework to those whose parents
         are in the theatre. The drama of it soon becomes a way of life.
      

      
      There are other parallels, too: defeat for an MP on polling day is one of the most publicly humiliating ways to be summarily
         dismissed from a job. It’s comparable to damning first-night reviews resulting in the embarrassingly premature closure of
         a much-hyped show.
      

      
      I lived through nine general elections between the ages of six and thirty-two, from 1959, when my mother first became an MP,
         until 1987, her final campaign as Tory leader. Looking back, I remain eternally grateful that, if it was my fate to have an ambitious politician for a mother, at least it was on this side
         of the Atlantic Ocean rather than in the United States. Our election campaigns last for just three weeks, whereas the US system,
         with its interminable primaries, Super Tuesday, conventions and scandals, seemingly spans years before the actual vote. (What
         is civilised, though, in the USA is the timetable after the election: the new president gets from November until the inauguration
         in January to prepare for taking office, thus leaving the departing president a last Christmas and New Year in the White House
         and plenty of time to say farewell to Camp David.)
      

      
      As was so often the case, it was my father who had the best perspective on the entire general election process: ‘Why we have
         to go through this carry-on for three bloody weeks is beyond me,’ he said. ‘After all, it’s either “Hello, it’s me again,”
         or “Goodbye.”’ As a grown-up, I tended to agree. But I was only six years old when my mother was elected to parliament.
      

      
      Mark and I had been quite bewildered by all the fuss of the political campaign, although we did pick up the jargon – words
         such as ‘three-line whip’, ‘divisions’, ‘pairs’, ‘constituency’ and ‘constituents’ were soon added to our growing vocabulary.
         The election had been announced while we were on holiday on the Isle of Wight, a fact which, I am sure, must have ruined the
         break for my mother.
      

      
      Although Finchley had a comfortable Tory majority, Mum set about her campaign as if it were a marginal. Whatever the strains
         and stresses of being a candidate while working full-time and juggling being a wife and mother, she never brought them home,
         and ran the house with characteristic efficiency. She drew on her experience of having fought Dartford twice in the 1950s.
         Later, she recalled, in a newspaper interview: ‘It takes time before you know what to worry about and what not to. You know
         you can cope, and stamina comes with experience, and then the accumulated experience takes you through because you’ve seen
         it all before and you learn not to get depressed about something which would knock a less experienced person rather hard.’
      

      
      Her energy was bottomless as she commuted across London from Kent in her blue Ford Anglia to her constituency office in Finchley,
         to canvass and speak. The London Evening News was spot-on with a feature about Mum headlined, ‘Mrs Thatcher Is the Type Who Can Cope.’
      

      
      On election day, Mark and I were shuttled to our respective schools by friends’ mothers. Our house was full of election paraphernalia
         like loud-hailers and manifesto leaflets. We had no idea how momentous that night would be. While we slept, my mother was
         elected, increasing the Tory majority by three thousand five hundred to an extremely comfortable sixteen thousand.
      

      
      The following morning, after only a few hours’ sleep, the new MP for Finchley was in the kitchen, preparing breakfast as usual,
         and seeing us off. As I waited in my uniform to be collected for school, my satchel slung over my shoulder, she came to the
         front porch and said, ‘Do go and have a look at the car, before we take everything off.’
      

      
      I ran across our crunchy gravel drive and struggled with the heavy garage doors. I prised one open, the sunlight flooded in
         and I gasped. The humble little Ford Anglia was in fancy-dress: festooned with Tory-blue streamers, balloons, and a ‘Vote Thatcher’ poster bearing a photograph of my mother. I was mystified. What was she doing on what looked like a WANTED notice out of a cowboy film? On the roof of the car was an enormous loud-hailer. Here was the reason she’d almost lost her
         voice and was popping throat pastilles at a rate I’d never been allowed to guzzle sweets.
      

      
      ‘My mummy’s very important. She’s an MP,’ I crowed to my schoolfriends, while my six-year-old brain tried to connect the pieces
         of the jigsaw – the car that looked like a circus prop, and a place called the House of Commons, about which all I could remember
         was that it had green leather seats. First, my mother had been a chemist, then she was a barrister. Now, she was an MP – one
         of only twelve women compared to three hundred and fifty male Conservatives in the Commons – and our lives would now be on
         a permanent political rollercoaster.
      

      
      To begin with, though, nothing much changed. She still organised the household and gave daily instructions to our nanny. We
         still went on family holidays to the Isle of Wight and Switzerland. She made all our birthday cakes, often shaped like trains
         or cars and intricately iced; she attended parents’ evenings and speech days at school (although she’d sit in the car going through constituency papers until the final moment). She even
         knitted (because Nanny did, so Mum wanted to make us jumpers too). Both she and my father had always worked, always been busy,
         so we didn’t yet have a sense of the remarkable journey we were all about to make, although perhaps my mother secretly suspected
         all along.
      

      
      Successive election campaigns punctuated our lives every four or so years as we grew up. In 1964, two years after my brother
         and I started boarding school, our mother was campaigning again. That was the year when Harold Wilson edged the Conservatives
         out of office (he increased his parliamentary majority with a landslide swing in 1966). For the next five years Mum was shuffled
         around a variety of shadow cabinet posts I usually read about in the papers while at school. At an early party conference
         in Blackpool her speech in the taxation debate impressed a political journalist on the Sun, whose headline ran: ‘A Fiery Blonde Warns of the Road to Ruin’. The article said, ‘Mrs Margaret Thatcher, the pretty blonde
         MP for Finchley, got a standing ovation for one of those magnificent fire-in-the-belly speeches which are heard so seldom.’
      

      
      I remember her pace of life being perpetually busy. She once confirmed it to a journalist: ‘There are twenty-four hours in
         a day and if you fill them with activity your mind is always active and you’re not thinking of yourself, you’re just getting
         on with whatever you have to do next.’
      

      
      
      We would come home during the holidays to find her sitting at the kitchen table with piles of Hansards (the official report of proceedings in both Houses), along with her usual mountain of correspondence. Nothing could distract
         her. One night when Mark and I were watching Top of the Pops, and she was sitting nearby, working her way through a pile of papers and constituents’ letters, I asked, ‘Is the television
         disturbing you, Mum?’
      

      
      She didn’t answer so I repeated the question – twice.

      
      Finally, she looked up. ‘Pardon, dear? The TV? Oh, I didn’t realise it was on.’

      
      Once, when the mother of a friend of mine was discussing the arrangements for getting us together during the school holidays,
         Mum declared that a particular date was unsuitable because she’d be ‘in the House’.
      

      
      ‘Oh, so shall I,’ replied the other mother, thinking it odd to state the obvious.

      
      Mum, of course, missed it. No other house registered with her except the House of Commons.

      
      Inevitably, just as kids with parents in the film business make a lot of visits to the set and backlots, I did a fair amount
         of hanging out at Westminster. I became familiar with the menu in the Members’ Canteen in the House of Commons. As a treat
         in the summer, we were allowed strawberries and cream, sitting at a table on the vast terrace in the lee of Big Ben, overlooking
         the Thames and Westminster Bridge. Leaning over the wall, I’d gaze at the river endlessly, fascinated by the swirls and eddies,
         as that huge body of water raced by, oblivious to the daily goings-on. Then, suddenly, I’d hear her voice telling me to snap out of it and we’d
         be off. I was already accustomed to trying to keep up with my mother, who walked not just briskly but at nearly jogging tempo
         through St Stephen’s Entrance, down the steps of the massive Westminster Hall with its colossal oak hammer-beam roof. While
         she sat and dictated replies to letters from constituents in an office shared with a number of MPs’ secretaries, I doodled
         on House of Commons notepaper or read until it was time to go out and wait in the taxi queue in New Palace Yard.
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