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  Preface




  ‘IS HE ONE of us?’ When the first edition of this book appeared, in May 1989, its title was a matter of some puzzlement. The phrase required

  an explanation.




  ‘One of us’ was a designation applied by Mrs Thatcher herself, long before she became prime minister, to the politicians and other advisers on whom she felt she could rely.

  Collectively, those graced with the privilege of belonging formed a cadre who, as she saw it, would change the face of the Conservative Party and launch the recovery of Britain. They were, in a

  sense, subversives, bound by loyalty to a woman and a cause, which required them to overthrow many reigning orthodoxies. So the book was an account of the woman who, rather late in life, decided

  that this was her political mission. But it was also something else. For over the years the phrase took on a new connotation, at least in Mrs Thatcher’s eyes. Having won three elections, and

  therefore repeatedly been chosen by us, the British, as our leader, she had some claim to be ‘one of us’ in the opposite sense. Supremely so. Having begun by denoting exclusivity, the

  phrase now aspired to be inclusive, identifying this uniquely successful prime minister as representative of her country in the widest sense. The book recounted this evolution and put it to the

  critical test.




  By the time Mrs Thatcher stopped being prime minister, the phrase seemed to have become more common currency. It may be ironic that only when she departs has this description grown to be fully

  recognisable, only when she is dismissed from her rank that the phrase describing it is widely understood. But no matter. It retains a deathless relevance for this chronicler, and comes into focus

  more sharply given the circumstances of her resignation.




  New and piquant references have also come to light. ‘One of us’ first appears in the Bible: ‘The man named his wife Eve because she was the mother of all living beings. The

  Lord God made coverings from skins for the man and his wife and clothed them. But he said, “the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; what if he now reaches out and takes

  fruit from the tree of life also, and eats it and lives for ever?”’ (Gen. 3: 20–2). In his preface to Lord Jim, Joseph Conrad explicitly designates his hero as ‘one of

  us’, meaning variously a fellow gentleman, a good seaman, an ordinary person, but generally, as with Adam, denoting the fall of man from innocence into bitter experience and mortality. This

  may carry the Thatcherite resemblance a little far, but offers a diverting extra dimension to a well-worn phrase.




  This book is much fuller and rather more accurate than the first edition. The majority of the new material is to be found in the last three chapters, two of narrative and one of assessment,

  which cover the events of Mrs Thatcher’s third term and her extraordinary political demise. It also makes more sense now than it did in 1989 to attempt to draw some conclusions about her

  impact on Britain and the world.




  Elsewhere, if less visibly, there is also new and revised material, the product of two main sources. One source has been conversations with several of the actors in the drama who, having read

  the first edition, drew my attention to errors it contained and amplifications that should be made. These are scattered through the text, often in the form of quite limited alterations, though I

  would draw particular attention to the truer account of the 1981 budget which appears here. Insofar as future scholars find this book useful, they would certainly be advised to use the present

  edition rather than its predecessor.




  The second source consists of letters, too numerous to itemise, from readers who kindly drew my attention to a host of minor mistakes, of grammar, calendar, statistics and the like, which I have

  been able to rectify. This is an unusual opportunity for an author, and I am grateful to the many people who troubled to write and let me know how to take advantage of it.




  The book is the result of a privileged existence. I began to write a political column two years after Mrs Thatcher became leader of the Conservative Party, and have enjoyed that way of life,

  first on the Sunday Times and now on the Guardian, ever since. It gave me both a reason and an opportunity to pay close attention to the life and work of the former prime minister

  for fifteen years. My main way of doing this, apart from witnessing and reporting on many of her public activities, was through regular conversation with a large number of politicians, civil

  servants and other advisers who worked closely with her at all stages of her career. It is the fruit of these encounters, usually noted at the time, which forms the main part of the source material

  for the book, and is the basis for any claim it has to illuminate the historical record.




  The names of a fair number of witnesses appear in the text, whether as participants or informers, or both. But I should like to acknowledge their help more comprehensively. First, Mrs Thatcher

  herself. Although I sought no assistance from her in writing the book, I interviewed her and conversed with her a number of times over the years. Additionally, her staff were unfailingly responsive

  to my factual inquiries.




  Others were necessarily more available. The talks I have had with them varied greatly in length and frequency, and some mattered more at different times than at others. I would have liked, in

  particular, to identify those who volunteered their assistance in a corrective role for this edition, but I am obliged not to do so. For help rendered, often many times, I especially thank the

  following Conservative politicians, whom I list, misleadingly, in neutral order: Kenneth Baker, John Biffen, Rhodes Boyson, Leon Brittan, Peter Carrington, Alan Clark, Kenneth Clarke, Edward du

  Cann, Norman Fowler, Ian Gilmour, the late Ian Gow, Grey Gowrie, John Gummer, David Harris, Michael Havers, Barney Hayhoe, Edward Heath, Michael Heseltine, Geoffrey Howe, David Howell, Douglas

  Hurd, Patrick Jenkin, Keith Joseph, Nigel Lawson, John MacGregor, David Madel, John Major, Patrick Mayhew, Cecil Parkinson, Christopher Patten, Jim Prior, Francis Pym, Malcolm Rifkind, Richard

  Ryder, the late Christopher Soames, Norman St John Stevas, Norman Tebbit, Christopher Tugendhat, William Waldegrave, Peter Walker, William Whitelaw, Janet Young and George Younger.




  Civil servants are a more delicate matter. Few journalists would gamble the careers of their acquaintances in Whitehall against the consequences of being named in a book like this. There I draw

  a veil. But some may surely be permitted to come out from behind it. Nobody could get close to Mrs Thatcher’s politics without getting quite close to Bernard Ingham, probably the most

  effective prime ministerial press secretary in the history of that office. I would also like to thank some distinguished former officials for intermittently giving me the benefit of their wisdom,

  particularly Robert Armstrong, Ian Bancroft, Michael Butler, David Hancock, John Hunt, Patrick Nairne, Anthony Parsons, William Pile and Douglas Wass.




  Beyond the strictly official world, ‘advisers’ to many branches of the Thatcher Government came and went. Some were deeply involved with the former prime minister, others were

  uniquely placed to watch her from a distance. Over the years I met many in this group, but would especially thank Tim Bell, Brian Griffiths, John Hoskyns, Alistair McAlpine, Adam Ridley, Alfred

  Sherman, Norman Strauss, Anthony Teasdale and Alan Walters.




  I have a number of professional debts: to Cathy McNeill, who did some valuable research in the early stages; to Anne Sloman, producer of a BBC Radio series, The Thatcher Phenomenon,

  which stimulated me to get on with this book; to successive generations of editors at Macmillan, including Philippa Harrison, Adam Sisman, Tom Weldon and currently Roland Philipps; to Sarah Ereira

  for compiling, three times over, a wonderful index; to my agent, Anne McDermid, for her encouragement; to Juliet Brightmore, for her ingenious picture research; to Sally Soames, for the use of her

  unrivalled political photographs; to Dominic Young, without whom the text of the first edition would not have emerged from a primitive word-processor; to the staff of the Guardian library

  for their unfailing and creative assistance.




   




   




  

    

      	

        Hampstead, July 1991


      



      	

        Hugo Young


      

    


  




  







  Prologue




  ON 22 NOVEMBER 1990, prime minister Thatcher made her last speech in the House of Commons. Earlier that day, she had told her

  cabinet that she would resign the leadership of the Conservative Party, and therefore the prime ministership as well, as soon as a successor could be elected. She would herself withdraw from the

  leadership contest already in progress, recognising that she might not win it. It was the first time since 1940 that a serving prime minister had been forced from office by the collective will of

  backbench politicians.




  Mrs Thatcher’s last speech was addressed to a motion of no confidence in the Government put down by the Labour Party. It could easily have been a forensic disaster. The departing leader

  would have been excused had the emotion of the moment, the sheer inexhaustible bitterness she was entitled to feel at the treacherous way her party was disposing of her, overcome her powers of

  coherent utterance. But it did not. Instead, she delivered what could in all sobriety be judged her finest parliamentary performance.




  In content it was not very different from many of the hundreds she had given in the previous eleven-and-a-half years. To the Opposition’s scornful assault she returned a comprehensive

  defence of her period in office. In that sense, she could not have asked for a more fitting occasion to take her leave. She ran through a record of which she was intensely proud. First there was

  the roll-call of domestic triumphs. These years, she said, had retrieved Britain from the parlous condition to which socialism had reduced it. ‘We have given back control to people over their

  own lives and over their livelihood,’ she affirmed, with the passion of one who saw this as the core of her life’s work. A familiar litany lost nothing of its incandescence as she

  recited it once again: the trade unions curbed, new home-owners by the million, more millions of new shareholders, schools handed over to their parents and pupils, doctors to their patients, 700

  new businesses set up every week since May 1979.




  The people, all the people, were better off than they had ever been. But so was Britain and its reputation abroad. Especially in Europe. This was the most defiant, even brazen, of her messages.

  For it was her stance on Europe and the future shape of the Community that had been not only the pretext but also, it seemed, the profound and ultimate cause of the party’s removing its

  support from her. Now she was unrepentant, as she always had been. Far from being anti-European, she said, she was leader of the country which had ‘done more to shape the Community over the

  past eleven years than any other member state’. Again, a familiar sequence flowed from lips that could have recited it, if necessary, blindfold. Britain reformed the common agriculture

  policy, they shouted, Britain pioneered the way towards the single market, Britain took the lead against protectionism.




  There was, however, something unusual about this performance. Its theme and meaning were commonplace, but its tone was not. A new aspect of their leader, seldom glimpsed in public before,

  entranced the ranks of MPs lined up behind her. A sort of merriment, reaching even towards what might be called humour, had somehow overtaken her. It was as if the terminal chastening these

  faithless friends had given her produced a liberation from earnestness, the only style she had hitherto seen as suitable for her solemn, lifelong task. Might she not even be a little demob-happy

  now, before the real pain of separation began?




  The bravura recklessness was detectable quite soon. Always disinclined to give liberals or socialists any quarter, she evacuated every last particle of her scorn upon them. The leader of the

  Opposition was not just bad, he was ‘appalling’. His policies were not just wrong, they deserved only ‘contempt’. When a Liberal Democrat invited her to apologise for the

  widening gap between the rich and the poor concealed within the evidence of general prosperity, the tigress, smiling, devoured him. ‘Yes, he would rather have the poor poorer, provided that

  the rich were less rich,’ she gloated. When the wretched fellow spluttered at this misrepresentation, she was exultant. ‘Yes,’ she cried, ‘it came out. The Hon. Member did

  not intend it to, but it did.’ A little later, another impertinent voice inquired whether, on leaving office, she would continue to attack the idea of a single European currency and an

  independent central bank. These were two of the significant casus belli between her and her party. A Labour wit intervened to say that she wouldn’t attack the bank, she would become

  its governor. ‘What a good idea,’ she gurgled amid the general uproar. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’




  Confession to such an oversight would have been inconceivable in the previous eleven years, but she was all fired up now, arms waving, fingers jabbing, a lifetime of rhetorical severity falling

  away before the prospect of departure. ‘I’m enjoying this,’ she cried and, as the clinching evidence that this was a new, almost frivolous woman, she turned to essay a bow to the

  roaring multitude behind. When a sycophant intervened with the figures from a new American opinion poll measuring the popularity of leaders – ‘Gorbachev seventy-four per cent, Bush

  seventy-five per cent, Thatcher ninety-four per cent’ – she found it easy to credit. ‘I am sure that they were quite right, too,’ she said.




  When she sat down, the Conservative MPs gave her a standing ovation, the rarest of spectacles in the House of Commons. It would be hard to say, however, that their apparent exultation registered

  the true feelings of a party reaching out in generous spirit to a great politician they regretted to see depart. They were, after all, responsible for what had happened. Here was a stateswoman who

  until this moment bestrode her country and its politics. She had won three general elections and lost no important vote in Parliament. She possessed all the accoutrements of a British leader at the

  zenith of her power. Not long ago, she had vowed to go ‘on and on’. Challenged a few months earlier to say when she would leave, she had brushed aside the suggestion that the country

  might have grown weary of her overbearing presence. ‘The very leadership and style which you criticise has in fact done a very great deal for Britain,’ she told one reporter. ‘I

  want the torch still to be burning, and burning bright,’ she told another. ‘It has done wonderful things for our country, it really has.’ Suddenly to depose such a figure from all

  her pomp and, latterly, majesty demanded the exercise of a formidable collective will. It was against most of the rules of political power, in Britain or anywhere else. The ovation of the

  perpetrators, while expressing a kind of apology for what had so brutally occurred, and admiration at the manner of her going, also announced a profound relief that she had gone.




  Nor was this moment in all respects aberrant. It achieved a certain historic symmetry for Margaret Thatcher’s career. Since she was no ordinary leader, it was appropriate that she should

  have no ordinary end. Having lived by few rules, it was fitting to die by no rules. For her to have gone quietly would have been as great an offence against the natural order as Nelson dying in his

  sleep.




  What she displayed on this day were characteristics that had infused every day of her life as prime minister. First was the leader as nationalist, the unapologetic defender of the British

  interest against all-comers. Brought to this pass by a final conflict between her view of Europe and that of the European majority, she retired with the old guns blazing. Second, the leader as

  fighter, preferring war to peace, confrontation to consensus, now put in the dock for one last time by socialists and routing them with contumely from the field. Third, the leader as autocrat, as

  outsider, as a one-woman band, proudly ranged against many elements of her party with whom she saw it as her duty to disagree: now repaying their final victory over her with a command performance,

  head held high with disdain for their terrible mistake.




  She had had a long life, the longest of any prime minister in the twentieth century. Nobody since Lord Liverpool, 1812–27, had enjoyed so long a continuous period in office. Time and again

  she taunted nemesis. Her flirtations with it were as frequent as they were inconclusive, which led many people, including herself, to suppose that here was one politician from whom the consequences

  classically ordained for hubris would always be withheld. Fitting though the end was, therefore, it was indeed quite unexpected. When she rode out of Buckingham Palace having surrendered her seals

  of office six days after her last speech from the despatch box, the country could still hardly believe that she had gone.
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  The Alderman’s Daughter




  MARGARET THATCHER was born to be a politician. Her lineage and formation allowed of few other possibilities. Politics infused

  the atmosphere in which she was reared. The political life, with its parallel attractions of service and of power, was the only life set before her as a model superior to that of shopkeeping. In

  this respect her origins accorded closely with those of the majority of Conservative leaders. A political family handed down the tradition of political commitment from one generation to the next.

  Unlike some of those predecessors, and also some of her contemporaries, she may never have imagined that she was born to rule. She certainly did not do so when she was young. When she attained her

  crowning eminence, it was an important part of her stock-in-trade to cultivate national astonishment that she should ever have got there. But her father laid out the path of duty just as clearly as

  any grandee who placed his sons on the road to Parliament.




  She was born on 13 October 1925 in Grantham, Lincolnshire. Grantham was, as it remains today, the epitome of middle England: a place that prides itself on the ordinariness of its daily life, the

  unexciting decency of its people and the slowness of their responses to change in the outside world. Grantham has that quiet complacency which has always made middle England a comfortable yet

  sometimes a frustrating place to live. It has probably always been like that, but certainly has been for the last half century. The civic environment in which Margaret grew up is well conveyed by

  the Grantham Journal, writing shortly before the outbreak of the Second World War. Critical voices had evidently been raised about the boredom of life in the town. There were suggestions

  that it lacked ‘the excitement and amenities of other ultra-modern places and was just content to jog along in an imperturbable way’. The Journal counselled against such

  impatience. Grantham should not ape the speed and noise of ‘fashionable’ towns. It was quite modern and progressive enough, and should above all preserve its

  ‘priceless atmosphere of peace and contentment’.




  Bestriding the politics of this cosy little place was, by then, a tall, pious white-haired man, Alderman Alfred Roberts, of whom Margaret was the younger daughter. On the day she entered 10

  Downing Street as prime minister, in May 1979, she asserted that there was an unbroken link between what she learned from him and what she now believed, between the values of the Roberts household

  and the message that carried her to victory. ‘I owe almost everything to my father,’ she said. And this was not a ritual nod to sentiment. Six years later, when time might be held to

  have modified such obligations, her gratitude was undiminished. Asked by a television interviewer what she owed to him, she said: ‘Integrity. He taught me that you first sort out what you

  believe in. You then apply it. You don’t compromise on things that matter.’1




  Alfred Roberts was a paragon among political parents, an influence acknowledged with repeated and explicit reverence by his daughter throughout years when other political leaders might have been

  pleased to see their present achievements obliterate their past.




  In Margaret’s adult mind, Alfred was as prominent as her mother was obscure. Numerous interviews after she became famous managed to exclude all references to Beatrice Roberts. There was an

  almost obsessive reluctance to refer to her. Whenever a question was asked about Beatrice, the interviewee tended to take the conversation straight back to Alfred. If she was alluded to at all, it

  was under the patronising designation of ‘rather a Martha’. Beatrice was a practical, downtrodden housewife who played remarkably little part in the development of her younger daughter:

  a fact duly made manifest by her exclusion from Margaret’s biographical entry in Who’s Who. There Margaret always appeared as the daughter of Alfred Roberts and no other.

  Rather like her sister Muriel, who trained as a physiotherapist and never featured importantly in Margaret’s life again, Beatrice fell victim to a life which established very early in its

  course that most of the people who mattered were men.




  There was scarcely an aspect of Alfred that failed to find its way into the politics of his daughter. Rarely in the history of political leadership could one find an example of such extravagant

  filial tribute.




  Alfred was a self-made man. The son of a Northamptonshire shoemaker, he left school at thirteen and went into the grocery business. But he was ambitious. After moving to Grantham and getting married, he had saved enough to buy a grocery shop of his own at the crossroads of the A1 and the road to Nottingham. His two daughters were born above the shop. It is from this

  place, and the upright patriarch who presided over it, that many lessons were learned which touched the governance of Britain fifty years later.




  This was not an easy time for shopkeepers. In the early 1930s, as the young Margaret was acquiring the beginnings of an awareness of the world around her, few such businesses prospered. As one

  historian has written, ‘It was certainly not a heroic time, and there was much gloom overhanging it, particularly in the distressed areas.’2




  While Grantham, as a small town rather than an industrial city, could not be categorised as distressed, nor was it flourishing. Careful husbandry was necessary to ensure that a business

  survived. This Alfred had little difficulty in providing. He was by nature a cautious, thrifty fellow, who had inherited an unquestioning admiration for certain Victorian values: hard work,

  self-help, rigorous budgeting and a firm belief in the immorality of extravagance. Margaret often testified later to the inextinguishable merit of having served in a shop, as she sometimes did, and

  having watched the meticulous reckoning of income and expenditure. The experience was a model for the management of economies small and large. ‘Some say I preach merely the homilies of

  housekeeping or the parables of the parlour,’ prime minister Thatcher told the Lord Mayor’s Banquet in November 1982. ‘But I do not repent. Those parables would have saved many a

  financier from failure and many a country from crisis.’ The more often these simplicities were ridiculed, the more insistently did she tend to repeat them.




  Alfred, formally ill-educated himself, had a Victorian passion for education, which was the key, he thought, to a full and useful life. Margaret later called him ‘the best-read man I ever

  knew’. Self-made, he was also self-taught, a tireless user of the local library, and determined that his younger daughter, the one who showed real academic promise, should have every

  educational opportunity which he had been denied. From an early age there were therefore piano lessons, compulsory library visits and an elementary school not close to the shop but at the smarter

  end of town where the teaching was better and the child’s peer group would be properly motivated. Margaret was a bright child, always later remembered by her contemporaries at that young age

  for her bulging satchel and earnest questioning in class. The questioning went on at home. Alfred’s own didactic tendencies never waned. He was determined to equip Margaret

  with every precept and perception about life that he had ever learned, most particularly where these concerned money. Later, she described with awe his Micawberish lessons in the practice of

  saving, to which end every penny piece she came by as a child had to be devoted.




  The spiritual dimension through which this commitment to self-help was filtered was entirely of a piece. Alfred and Beatrice Roberts were both dedicated Methodists, and Margaret spent every

  Sunday of her childhood years trekking to and from the Methodist church in the centre of Grantham. Like many other buildings associated with her youth, including both her schools, the Finkin Street

  Methodist Church still stands; Grantham, of all the towns in England, has been one of the least touched by the developer’s hammer. A square, imposing room, with space for a thousand

  worshippers, this place of worship was later replaced in Margaret’s spiritual preferences by an irregular association with the Church of England. The world of chapel was left

  behind.3 But Finkin Street was close to the centre of the child’s life, the fount of the unfailing seriousness that surrounded her. Visited at least

  twice every Sunday, it symbolised how little time she had for joy. On Sundays every kind of pleasure was banned, even a Sunday newspaper. The church was also where recitals were attended and

  concerts given. It was where Alfred himself preached, and the centre from which he set out, in his maturer years, to deliver the Methodist message to the villages around the town.




  It was, perhaps especially, the place where Margaret first worked out her own connection between the religious and the practical life, a connection which emphasised the latter rather more than

  the former. ‘We were Methodists, and Methodist means method,’ she primly told an earlier biographer.4




  Order, precision and attention to detail are the hallmarks of this kind of piety, along with a methodical approach to the differences between right and wrong. This was an attenuated version of

  Methodism, a creed which is about much more than method. Perhaps in Lincolnshire, where it was more in the nature of a folk-religion, that is what it amounted to. It relegated much of the

  spirituality, even the liturgical inheritance, of Methodism into simple messages. As Margaret recollected, ‘There were certain things you just didn’t do, and that was that. Duty was

  very, very strongly ingrained into us. Duties to the church, duties to your neighbour and conscientiousness were continually emphasised.’




  This household, then, was meritorious. It exhibited many social virtues, struggled constantly to adhere to creditable values, and its children were instructed with

  unimpeachable devotion. It was not, however, poor. The Roberts children had few possessions, and were indulged in fewer fripperies. They had no bicycles, and visits to the cinema or theatre were a

  rarity. But this was the result not of poverty so much as thrift carried to the point of parsimony. In later years, Margaret made much of the material sparseness of her upbringing. She used to cite

  as evidence for the grinding poverty of her origins the lack of both a lavatory and running hot water in the house until after the war. Although this was the norm in her part of Grantham, it cannot

  have been due, in the Roberts’ case, to a straightforward lack of money. Before war began, Alfred’s shop had prospered sufficiently for him to buy another on the other side of town. He

  was a small businessman on the way up. Choice not necessity led him to make his family take baths in an unplumbed tub for the first twenty years of Margaret’s life: the muscular meanness of a

  man who positively frowned on the smallest form of self-indulgence.




  Although no one can question that he pulled himself up from the humblest origins by hard work and driving determination, Margaret’s own life did not follow the same pattern. She was reared

  in spartan circumstances as much because of Alfred’s belief in self-denial as because he started poor. The Roberts she knew belonged to the rising petty bourgeoisie not the beleaguered

  working class. In the mid-1930s, according to a historian,5 75 per cent of all families were officially designated as working-class, earning £4 weekly

  or less. As the owner of two shops, Alfred was already among the 20 per cent who could call themselves, if they chose, middle-class. As a shopkeeper, indeed, he was a particularly powerful member

  of it. When war came, and with it shortages and rationing, the corner store was a place of potent importance, and the sub-postmaster, which Alfred added to his tasks, a pivotal superior, in charge

  of pensions, military payments, pools collections and the like.




  But these moral qualities, growing out of this self-imposed penury, were not the whole of Alfred’s legacy to the future political leader. A significant part of his formidable energy was

  devoted not to his business but to public life. Even before Margaret first went to school, he was a local councillor, nominated by the Chamber of Trade. His political life, which he conducted with

  great intensity across the narrow field of one town and its problems, awakened appetites in his daughter which made it the reverse of surprising that she should eventually have sought national

  office.




  She did not, however, inherit her party affiliation. Alfred was first elected councillor as an Independent and never, actually, as a Conservative. His earliest-known

  intellectual attachment was to the programme of the Lloyd George Liberals. Other biographers of his daughter,6 in fact, record it as the opinion of

  Grantham’s Conservative Party agent in the post-war years that Alfred, whom he knew well, was at heart a right-wing Labour man. What stopped him doing anything about this was probably the

  strength of the local Co-operative Party, which controlled Labour in Grantham and was, of course, particularly hostile to private shopkeepers in competition with the Co-op’s own chain of

  stores.




  But this, in a sense, is nitpicking. The more important truth is that formal affiliations mattered little in local politics. The Independents in Grantham usually voted on the Conservative side.

  At the 1935 General Election, Alfred Roberts was one of the signatories of the nomination papers of the Conservative candidate, Sir Victor Warrender. This was the election when Margaret did her

  first political work, aged ten, running canvass lists and messages between polling stations and party headquarters. Most of Alfred’s utterances reveal a Conservative at heart. The moral code

  of the thrifty, God-fearing property-owner, preached in a score of Methodist halls, was imported into his political life by his stern tenure for many years of the Council finance committee.

  ‘There is in public spending, like all things, a limit,’ he said in 1937, regretfully announcing a sevenpence increase in the rates. He also had, at a time when many of the British

  intelligentsia were flirting with alien creeds and new loyalties, a plain man’s fierce patriotism. ‘I would sooner be a bootblack in England’, he told his presidential dinner of

  the Grantham Rotarians in the same year, ‘than a leading citizen in a good many of the other leading countries in the world today, because I know I can get tolerance and justice from my

  fellow men.’




  The Grantham Journal’s account of this dinner is accompanied by a photograph, which opens another window on the world of Alfred Roberts. There he stands, in full white tie and

  tails, a well-scrubbed, confident-looking man. Beatrice, shy and dour-faced, is by his side. With them is Lord Brownlow, the main guest at the dinner. The Brownlow family was the local nobility,

  its seat a few miles north of Grantham at Belton House. But Brownlow was more than a lofty spectator of Grantham’s affairs. He was almost as devoted a municipal servant as Roberts himself. He

  did his time as mayor, like Alfred himself did in 1945. The landowner and the grocer did much political business together. While they may not have been intimates, and certainly

  were not equals, the Brownlow link was another of Alfred’s legacies that Margaret was later able to exploit, through the son of Alfred’s friend. Over forty years on, as the chatelaine

  of 10 Downing Street, she often drew visitors’ attention to the silver pieces with which she had covered many of the bare surfaces in the public rooms. ‘Lord Brownlow has lent them to

  us,’ she would casually say. The family connection, usually unspoken, had been sealed with the loan of some of the family treasure.




  In politics, Alfred was a moralist capable of standing out stubbornly against fashion. One of his most urgent injunctions to his children, Margaret often recalled with pride, was never to hold

  an opinion merely because other people held it. Wisdom was never right just because it was conventional. Over the relaxation of sabbatarian laws, Alfred lived out his own teaching. He had resisted

  all incursions into the traditional Sabbath, finally acquiescing with great reluctance in the Sunday opening of cinemas. During the war, pressure mounted to permit games to be played in

  Grantham’s parks on Sundays, not least for the benefit of munitions workers who needed a break. The council voted by 11–10 for games to be allowed, but only over the protesting oratory

  of Roberts, who had now become an alderman.




  ‘I work as many hours and as hard as any munitions worker,’ the shopkeeper declared in 1942. ‘I have to work every Sunday, and I’ve only had two days off from business

  since August 1939.’ He said he would certainly rather see people playing bowls in the park than ‘tearing along the road to Skegness’, but he would prefer still more to see neither

  happening. But cinemas were a different matter; cinema-goers caused no offence to people who chose not to go.




  The argument neatly brought together the casuist and the moralising elder that lurked in Alfred’s character. Many people in Grantham, he said, liked to rest peacefully in parks on a

  Sunday, uninterrupted by raucousness. Besides, Sunday was the day for acquiring ‘a spiritual outlook’. Countries which had given up Sabbath observance and Christian worship had become

  thoroughly decadent. He cited France, which was ‘corrupt from top to bottom’, and Germany.




  In November 1945, Alfred became mayor of Grantham. For a small-town politician, it was the climax, though by no means the end, of an unremunerated career devoted daily to the public good. Within

  his world it was as high as he could get, and it happened at a time when, with the war just over, municipal leadership was especially necessary. In his inaugural speech, the new

  mayor showed once again that he knew where he stood, this time on the subject of war. He seemed to see it as an inescapable therapy in this vale of tears. ‘Again and again in our human life,

  we learn that without the shedding of blood there is no remission,’ he gloomily reflected. But he also knew the proper priorities, which were little different from those of every

  high-spending local government leader determined to rebuild his town – as a munitions centre, Grantham had been a target for German bombs. Alfred called for a massive programme of expenditure

  to improve roads, public transport, health and child welfare services, and to ‘build houses by the thousand’. It was, said the Grantham Journal, one of the best mayoral

  speeches for years, ‘modest, brilliantly delivered and full of promise’.




  In his smaller territory, Alfred Roberts emerges as almost as committed a municipal activist as Herbert Morrison, who bestrode the London County Council between the wars. There was more than a

  touch of Morrisonian idealism in his mayoral address. It was a time when few people seriously challenged the necessity for public action to ameliorate the condition of cities and their people; and

  it would never have occurred to Alfred that the business of local government was to scale itself down or reduce its own importance, the position which Margaret in later life came to espouse as a

  matter of faith. He may not have been a Conservative, but insofar as he was allied with Conservative ideals, this placed him firmly among the Tory reformers rather than those romantics who still

  imagined that Britain could somehow revert to the minimalist State of the pre-war years.




  Upon an observant and ambitious adolescent, this towering local leader could not but have a powerful impact. He brought Margaret up in his own image. In a different time and different

  circumstances, she came to have a different opinion about the value of municipal expenditure and the role of the State as the upholder of the common weal. But as regards public duty, and the

  satisfaction to be gained from being a public person, Margaret’s father was the model whose example she was drawn early to follow. His shopkeeping business was secondary: the necessary source

  of a living, and the origin of many a moral and economic lesson, but essentially a base for public work. Alfred exhibited no ideological belief in the superiority of the wealth-producing or

  commercial way of life, as against a lifetime spent supervising the expenditure of public money. Quite the contrary. Public spending, properly directed, seems to have been in

  his eyes the acme of public morality.




  Most valued of all areas of public spending was education. Alfred was deeply involved here too. His daughters were sent to Kesteven & Grantham Girls’ School of which, inevitably, he

  was already a governor. Later, just as predictably, he became chairman of the governors: another exercise in local commitment by this compulsively active man.




  At school, Margaret fulfilled all that he expected of her. As a grant-aided grammar school, Kesteven normally required parents to pay half the fees, but Margaret secured a county scholarship.

  She was not particularly brilliant, but she was very hard-working, and her contemporaries remember her as a model pupil of demure habits and tediously impeccable behaviour. She never put a foot

  wrong, in the classroom or on the hockey field. Every term from autumn 1936 to summer 1943, her school reports read with an uncritical consistency that even the most doting parents might get a

  little tired of. In December 1936, she had ‘very definite ability and her cheeriness makes her a very pleasant member of her form’. Two years later, ‘she is keenly interested in

  all she does and her conduct is very satisfactory.’ By July 1940 she had ‘the makings of a real student’, which in the sixth form she confirmed with her ‘intelligence and

  determination’. Logic and diligence, the two of them identifying her as a natural head girl, were the intellectual qualities most frequently attributed to her by her teachers. ‘Margaret

  is ambitious and deserves to do well’ was the verdict in her final report.




  Those were the days when English secondary education still left some room for variety. In the lower sixth, instead of devoting themselves exclusively to two subjects, as their own children would

  often do, the pupils of the war years continued to escape the fiercest specialisation. Margaret started Latin and continued with English and geography, as well as the sciences to which she was by

  then more fully committed: chemistry, biology, zoology. The choice of science, and most specifically chemistry, did not spring from an overwhelming natural preference, more from the fact that some

  choice had to be made and the accident that the chemistry teacher at Kesteven was especially inspiring. It was not a choice which always pleased Mrs Thatcher. To Tricia Murray she recounted her

  memory that science had been ‘the coming thing’, but also recalled her adolescent disappointment on realising too late that what she really wanted to be was a lawyer. Accompanying her

  father to court (he was, naturally, a Justice of the Peace), she conceived a fascination with the law which, alas, could not now be satisfied. Chemistry she had picked, and a

  chemist she would have to stay until she qualified.




  If school had an impact on Margaret’s political formation it was, with one exception, at a subconscious level. Kesteven was a completely orthodox girls’ grammar school, and such

  institutions had few of the perquisites and none of the history of other places more precisely designed for the preparation of public men. The public schools existed in substantial part for this

  purpose, and it was from public schools that the ruling class not only of the Conservative Party, but of the Labour Party as well, was then substantially drawn. Girls’ schools were keen

  enough on academic success, and Kesteven had its share of this with a thin but steady stream of pupils passing on to Oxford and Cambridge. But they did not expect to go into politics or the civil

  service. For the most part, girls simply didn’t. Besides, for Margaret there was the abiding problem of money. She always said that she knew from an early age that she would have to get a job

  and keep herself; and this excluded politics, an ill-paid, expensive activity which the Conservative Party was still, in the 1940s, encouraging its aspirant performers to pay to enter, even to the

  extent of making part-purchase of their seats sometimes a condition of selection as a candidate.




  So there was no serious thought of professional politics lurking yet in the young girl’s mind. But she did exhibit one political talent. The school had a debating club in which Margaret

  shone. She had a good deal of practice in argument at her father’s knee – it seems to have been the main didactic tool of that intensely didactic man. Although reputedly quiet in class,

  she debated with more self-confidence than any of her contemporaries. They did not think her brilliant, but she was unrelenting. Visiting speakers would always receive a question from Margaret

  Roberts: slow and careful questions, so they say, in a voice still tinged with the Lincolnshire accent which the elocutionists later buried, but clear and ringing all the same. In debate,

  determined and unselfconscious, she was hard to beat.




  This, then, was Alfred Roberts’ girl. She came from a contented but pretty joyless home. Father and daughter were happy in their earnestness. ‘I don’t think she has much of a

  sense of humour, I don’t think her father had and I certainly don’t think her mother had,’ recalled her friend and contemporary Margaret Wickstead.7 ‘They were all very serious-minded, and they worked too hard. Life was a serious matter to be lived conscientiously.’




  They were full of the sense of public duty, of which Alfred, however, was the sole and dominant exponent. Their household experienced the pervading sense of poverty, if not

  the painful fact of it. What Margaret would frequently describe in later years as the disadvantaged background from which she sprang would in fact have been more accurately described as a home of

  aggressive thrift. Alfred was not rich, but neither was he poor. And more important than his financial state was his role as the moral arbiter who in her eyes could do no wrong – a view she

  never changed. Few scions of the nobility, however high their destiny in the Conservative Party, have been able to say the same.
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  Into the Network




  OXFORD IN 1943 was a university in the middle of a war. Sun-drenched quadrangles and lazy days on the river formed a smaller part of the undergraduate

  experience than fire-watching and the clatter of marching troops. Many of the young men who should have been there were either fighting or dead. Colleges were temporarily merged, as the army or the

  civil service commandeered their buildings. The science faculties, in particular, were dominated by the demands of war work. Laboratories were taken over for every kind of vital intellectual

  undertaking. Oxford was the home of intensive work on radar, on penicillin, on nitrogen mustard gas, on hydrocarbon research and much else besides. Any thrusting seventeen-year-old intent on going

  up to Oxford to read chemistry had to contend with the knowledge that this would not be the place of their dreams, and that undergraduates would inevitably take second place to thrilling but

  totally secret activities crucial to the defeat of Germany.




  This did not deter Margaret Roberts, although she nearly failed to get there. Her offer of a place at Somerville came only at the last minute. She had had to mug up Latin, and had failed to

  reach Somerville’s priority list for entrance. Only when someone dropped out was she hoisted off the waiting list and offered the chance to fulfil the ambition of many self-taught parents: to

  send their child to the peak of the educational system which they themselves had been obliged to quit in the foothills. ‘Yes, I think my father did try to realise his ambitions in me,’

  she told Tricia Murray. He also managed to put together the money to send her, since she was not awarded a scholarship.




  Although Alfred had given her almost all she had in the way of standards and ambition, one thing he had been unable to supply was the experience of freedom from his influence. Before she went up

  to Oxford, Margaret had hardly spent a single night away from home. Dreary Grantham and the priggish solemnities of its Methodist chapel set the limits of her social experience. The biggest event

  in her life had been a week’s excursion to London, to see the Changing of the Guard and The Desert Song, an occasion so unusual that as late as 1978 she could say

  of it: ‘I was so excited and thrilled by it that I’ve never forgotten that week.’ It was a fleeting dabble in what looked from Grantham like a glamorous world, the bright lights

  shining even in wartime: just like an equally ephemeral flirtation with the theatre itself. ‘At one stage I really would have liked to have been an actress,’ she told Tricia Murray. But

  these were the briefest of escapes from Alfred’s purposeful impositions. Recalling them later, Margaret revealed the more puritanical state of mind that has been her truest impulse before and

  since. ‘No one I know of’, she rather dismally said in 1978, ‘has a glamorous life. I don’t think it exists.’




  Wartime Oxford was by no means glamorous, but it marked a first ambition completed. It was also not Grantham, which made it both an alarming and an exciting place for an untravelled,

  unsophisticated head girl from a small town in Lincolnshire. Not for her the camaraderie of the swells who, if they had not gone to war, had come up from Eton, Marlborough and the other forcing

  grounds of young Conservatism determined to enjoy themselves. Although she had a friend or two from Grantham, she didn’t mind admitting she was homesick. Two driving preoccupations, one far

  more enduring than the other, rescued her from this embarrassed misery, and now began to fashion the adult who later became famous. Just as, after considering her early life as Alfred’s

  adored creation, one is obliged to revise the common belief that her entry to Oxford was remarkable, so, on examining her life at Oxford, one sees it as the beginning of a lifetime’s

  dedication to Conservative politics that led her in due course to 10 Downing Street.




  Margaret’s first preoccupation was with her work. It was a time when hard work was both obligatory and fashionable. No shades of Brideshead here. Lectures and labs were in heavy

  demand. According to Sidney Bailey, a contemporary of Miss Roberts, who taught chemistry at Oxford throughout the post-war period, the fear of being sent down for poor work or failed exams was more

  pressing then than it has been since. Margaret, predictably, never ran any risk of that. She is remembered, by Bailey and many others who dredge their recollection for any sightings of a then

  pretty unmemorable girl, as a hard-working, efficient, well-organised performer in the labs, though not as a particularly brilliant practitioner of academic chemistry.




  The chemistry was important. It formed a part of her mind. As it happened, two formidable scholar–teachers converged on Somerville during her time, and they recalled a

  limited talent. Janet Vaughan, who became principal in 1945, supplied the more caustic verdict: ‘She was a perfectly adequate chemist. I mean nobody thought anything of her. She was a

  perfectly good second-class chemist, a beta chemist.’1 Professor Dorothy Hodgkin, who taught her and later won a Nobel Prize, had a rather warmer

  memory: ‘I came to rate her as good. One could always rely on her producing a sensible, well-read essay.’2 She was good enough, at any rate, to

  be invited by Professor Hodgkin to work as her research assistant during her fourth year at Oxford, pursuing investigations the professor had begun into the structure of a new antibiotic,

  Gramicidin S. (It turned out to be an excessively ambitious quest, which was completed only thirty years later by another hand.)




  Dorothy Hodgkin is probably the most eminent woman Margaret Thatcher ever had dealings with. As a politician she was to be noticeably wary of letting competent women anywhere near her. But she

  was fortunate to chance upon such a distinguished teacher, although there are few signs of her recognising as much in the numerous interviews she gave to the biographers who clustered round when

  she looked as though she might become prime minister. Professor Hodgkin, for her part, while not an admirer of her pupil’s political work, acknowledged the importance of the scientific

  formation. Margaret Thatcher is the only prime minister in British history whose formal education was devoted to the physical sciences. What, according to the Nobel Laureate, does the study of

  chemistry do to a person’s mind? ‘I think it should interest you in the problems of finding out as much as you can about the way we work, the way matter is put together. And it should

  give you an interest in using the results.’




  This blueprint for the practical mind, a marriage between speculative and empirical habits, is one which as a politician Mrs Thatcher consistently made much of. She retained a genuine interest

  in science, which Dorothy Hodgkin concedes. It equipped her, says the professor, to take serious decisions on scientific matters and ‘to see what scientists are doing’. In the

  politician, her lack of any outstanding scientific talent was less significant than her rare capacity to understand the scientific mind at all. Margaret Thatcher, both as Education Secretary in

  1970 and as prime minister from 1979, lost no opportunity to exploit it, even when the credential seemed a little far-fetched. In December 1984, for example, when she visited Washington to consult

  with President Ronald Reagan over his commitment to the Strategic Defense Initiative, or Star Wars, she reputedly told the president in a moment of exasperation: ‘But

  I’m a chemist. I know it won’t work.’




  Science, however, was not the most important thing she did at Oxford. It filled her daytime hours and supplied her with a decent second-class degree. It also made her employable in the way she

  had always determined to be, making her own living away from home. But it did not transform her life or open up her true vocation. As an influence on her impressionable mind it took a poor second

  place to the Conservative Party. The discovery of Conservatism was what ensured that Oxford would not be a trivial or transient experience in her life.




  In the year she went to university and immediately joined the Conservative Association, OUCA, the Conservative Party nationally existed in the limbo created by the wartime coalition. If one

  called oneself a convinced Conservative in 1943, it was not altogether clear what one was claiming to believe in. The war and its conduct dominated everything, Conservatism and the party that

  upheld it being submerged in the necessities, and for some the unvarnished pleasures, of running a highly centralised government machine. This had been going on for some time. A perceptive

  historian of the period, Paul Addison, quotes a letter written by a Conservative backbencher, Lord William Scott, to the chief whip in October 1942: ‘Throughout the country, the Conservative

  Party has become a cheap joke: the press and the BBC treat us with the contempt that we have earned and deserve. . . . You must agree with the fact that as an effective body of opinion either in

  the House or in the country, the Conservative Party has ceased to exist.’3




  Presiding over this was a leader who cared only intermittently about the dire condition Scott diagnosed – and Scott was not alone. Winston Churchill, never a reliable party man, was

  thought by some not to be a Conservative at all. As Addison nicely puts it, he ‘regarded the party system as the essential base of his role in history as a world leader, but he resented the

  claims it made on his time’. He did not care deeply about the political formulae of the period as long as they secured his position as national leader. The formula that worked was one which

  kept Clement Attlee and the leadership of the Labour Party inside the Government. That this, with its emphasis on planning and controls and the direction of industry, should enrage some of the Tory

  rank and file did not matter to Churchill. Already by 1943, indeed, he was contemplating an extension of the coalition into the post-war era.




  There was, nevertheless, a debate beginning about what the party ought to stand for when the dust settled. Categories later to be labelled down the years as moderates and

  extremists, progressives and reactionaries, libertarians and corporatists, wets and drys, were discernible as the war wound towards what turned out to be its close. Even Conservatives wanted

  something to believe in; the question was what?




  The coalition had created its own counterforce, which consisted of backbenchers on the right of the party who yearned for a return to the Conservatism they understood. They were particularly

  horrified by the industrial planning which had been deemed essential for the war effort. State direction of industry was anathema to people who had last been elected in the wholly different world

  of 1935. By 1943, with the transformation of the war itself into one which the Allies looked as though they would win, the inhibitions against political debate were slipping away. Many Conservative

  politicians were convinced that the controls over business would be carried on in peacetime unless they mounted a defence of the principles of laissez-faire and industrial freedom which they had

  always understood their party to uphold.




  Propounded by a substantial army of backbenchers from the backwoods, this view also had important support in the cabinet from Lord Beaverbrook, along with his faithful ally in the struggle for

  Churchill’s mind, Brendan Bracken. Free enterprise, the abolition of controls, the minimisation of social reform and, of course, the breakup of the coalition, was the programme this group was

  mobilising to defend well before the war ended.




  They were not, however, the only dynamic element at work on Conservative thought and action. And here we catch the earliest glimpse of characters who were, all unknowing, to be a presence many

  years later in the public life of Margaret Thatcher: the first appearance on the scene of persons who came to embody the continuity between that Churchillian world and the Thatcherite world which

  was to be fashioned four decades later in the century.




  In the year Margaret Roberts went up to Oxford, the unremarkable daughter of a Grantham grocer, the young Quintin Hogg left the army. Along with another young officer, Peter Thorneycroft, Hogg

  had decided to return to politics to save the Conservative Party from the reactionaries he perceived to be driving it into oblivion. A researcher into this period of Conservative politics has

  described their motives. With other MPs such as Lord Hinchingbrooke, each had ‘on the basis of impressions gained from discussions with the troops, independently reached

  the conclusion that it was politically necessary for the Conservative Party to change its public image’. Or, as Quintin Hogg put it more pithily in the House of Commons in March 1943:

  ‘If you do not give the people social reform, they are going to give you social revolution.’4




  The Tory Reform Committee, as this group of thirty-six MPs constituted itself, set up a counterblast to the Beaverbrookites. It strongly backed the Beveridge Plan for social security, and voiced

  support for a paternalist, interventionist government. It appeared to reject the entire trend of Conservatism since the First World War, deriding the old order in the strongest terms. Addison

  quotes Lord Hinchingbrooke:




  

    

      True Conservative opinion is horrified at the damage done to this country since the last war by ‘individualist’ businessmen, financiers and speculators ranging

      freely in a laissez-faire economy and creeping unnoticed into the fold of Conservatism to insult the party with their vote at elections, to cast a slur over responsible government through

      influence exerted in Parliament, and to injure the character of our people. It would wish nothing better than that these men should collect their baggage and depart.


    


  




  The reformers pressed their radicalism hard. During the passage of the 1944 Education Act, Hogg led them into the anti-Government lobby on two decidedly modernist amendments, first to raise the

  school-leaving age to sixteen by 1951, and second to legislate for equal pay for women teachers. Both were defeated, yet they signalled how far the war had driven some younger Conservatives towards

  a philosophy of social justice which had been barely contemplated by any faction in the party a decade earlier. Hogg, indeed, was even ahead of R. A. Butler and Harold Macmillan, who were

  themselves to become the greatest exponents of post-Churchillian, New Deal Conservatism.




  Macmillan thought the Conservatives would lose the election, and he was not wrong. Chips Channon’s diary has him saying that ‘the Conservatives will be lucky to retain a hundred

  seats’. It wasn’t quite as bad as that, but the election was a watershed for the modern Conservative Party. And it meant, among other things, that any young person then embarking on

  Conservative politics would be present at the start of the remaking of their party: even, in some minor ways, be able perhaps to contribute to the direction it took.




  Margaret Roberts’ decision to join the Conservative Association immediately she arrived at Oxford does not appear to have been a calculated political act. She told Tricia Murray:

  ‘What particularly interested me was the opportunity of meeting an enormous amount of people from vastly different backgrounds.’ It is plain enough, however, that it would not have

  occurred to her to seize this opportunity in any other club, which she easily could have done. Although her father was not an out-and-out Conservative, neither does he appear to have been remotely

  drawn to the Labour Party. The turmoil of ideas in the thirties, which drove so many young people to make romantic expeditions to the Spanish Civil War and to flirt, however briefly, with

  communism, passed by the grocer’s shop, and probably the whole of Grantham. Margaret was crucially too young to have been caught up, even out of curiosity, in the rise of fascism and the

  leftist response to it. For her father, although he was not an entirely insular character, the expansion of horizons owed more to the Rotary International and the Methodist Church than to any

  adventurous political awakening.




  For her first two university years, OUCA was little more than the social club she had expected it to be. The gathering argument inside the party had not yet reached far outside the Commons, and

  was hardly articulated at all at a university still deprived by the war of a lot of its natural undergraduates. Margaret did voluntary work in military canteens, and began to learn how to make

  public speeches by touring under OUCA’s aegis round Oxfordshire villages as a member of political brains-trusts.




  The 1945 election was the small beginning of her visible career in politics, the formative event which launched her on the road. We have two glimpses of her, in Oxford and Grantham. In Oxford,

  she canvassed for Quintin Hogg who fought the city seat against Frank Pakenham, another durable piece of the furniture of later-twentieth-century British life. To Margaret herself, this was her

  baptism. ‘The first real election meeting I ever went to was in the town hall where Quintin was speaking,’ she later recalled.5 But during the

  long campaign she was also to be seen in Grantham.




  In 1942, Grantham had lifted itself briefly out of its customary anonymity by staging the first wartime by-election in which the coalition candidate had been defeated. Such a defeat, the

  Manchester Guardian said at the time, had come to be regarded as being about as probable as ‘the suspension of the law of gravitation’. The winner, however,

  had been not a socialist but an arms manufacturer, Denis Kendall, standing as an Independent. In 1945 he remained the upholder of the anti-Tory vote, and Alfred Roberts’ daughter made her

  first appearance in the Grantham Journal, which reported her campaigning against him. The Journal noted that she had ‘her father’s gift for oratory’ and accorded

  her a role she may not have been altogether pleased with. ‘The presence of a young woman of the age of 19,’ it said, ‘with such decided convictions, has been no small factor in

  influencing the women’s votes in the division, if that were necessary.’




  Tantalisingly, we do not learn what these convictions were. Yet for the prime minister who later never ceased to proclaim that she was a ‘conviction politician’, it is a matter of

  some interest to plot the doctrinal evolution. As one who, in her prime, came to stand for such pronounced and definite ideas, which she readily depicted as eternal verities, how committed was she

  originally to the notions that made her famous, and even gave to her name the status of a philosophy? What has been the mix, at different times, between pragmatic opportunism, on the one hand, and

  ideological consistency on the other? These are questions which will crop up many times in this story.




  In 1945, the answer is in fact pretty clear. No aspiring young Conservative, especially one without family connections, could afford to place themselves anywhere other than in the

  reformers’ camp. To the Hoggites, the party had allowed itself to become completely out of touch with the electorate, and especially with the poor bloody infantry who had gone to war. It

  fought the election on a platform that harked back too clearly to the past, under a leader who, for all his unchallengeable greatness as the victor over Hitler, had forgotten what the voters really

  wanted. When Churchill said, in one of the notorious blunders of British electoral history, that the introduction of socialism into Britain ‘would require some form of Gestapo’, he

  badly mistook the mood of a country that had come to see the merits of strong government, and could envisage no other means of securing the jobs, homes and welfare it desperately craved.




  Although the official Tory manifesto was relatively innocuous, on this central point about state planning it gave much scope for the rightists in the party who wished above all to make an

  abrasive attack on the control of industry. At the heart of the propaganda on this point, moreover, were the ideas propounded in a book that had swept both Britain and America the year before,

  The Road to Serfdom, by an Austrian refugee at the London School of Economics, Professor Friedrich von Hayek. Hayek’s work, which argued that all forms of

  socialism and economic planning ended inescapably in tyranny, played an important part, according to Dr Addison, in amplifying the message of the anti-reformers in the Tory Party and hence in

  securing the Labour landslide at the election.




  Margaret Roberts was among the thousands of people who devoured Hayek’s book in 1945. This has not always been apparent. When, in 1974, she was recovering from the defeat of Edward

  Heath’s government and beginning to equip herself with a group of teachers and thinkers who would help her to discover an alternative to the corporatist philosophy just demolished at the

  polls, she was supplied with reading lists that included the works of F. A. von Hayek. One of her familiars, arguably her chief intellectual provider, was Alfred Sherman; and it was certainly

  Sherman’s impression at the time that she had not read Hayek before then. When I once tackled her on the point, she said that she had read The Road to Serfdom at Oxford, although she

  conceded that it was only in the 1970s that she grappled with some of Hayek’s other work, notably The Constitution of Liberty.6




  The important point is, however, that Hayek’s apocalyptic vision of a ‘statist’ world made only a limited impression on the politics of the time, including politics at Oxford.

  What he argued was anathema to the very people in the Conservative Party who, after the 1945 débâcle, Oxford University Conservatism was most closely drawn to. Oxford shared the sense

  that the party stood in need of renovation, and that this was not to be sought by a return to some halcyon age when the war had not happened and socialism could be pretended not to exist. The most

  energetic forces in the national party after 1945 began groping for a synthesis that would align Conservatism with the observable social facts and aspirations of post-war Britain.




  R. A. Butler, along with Harold Macmillan, was at the forefront of this tendency, allying himself with the Hoggs and Thorneycrofts of the Reform Committee. These people were not in any way

  socialists. In 1945 Quintin Hogg published The Left was Never Right, and two years later his trenchant Case for Conservatism. But, as Macmillan observed in his

  memoirs,7 the Conservative Party was moribund, and still dominated by MPs who thought that they merely had to sit around waiting for the electoral pendulum

  to swing back to them. Such people, moreover, were ‘strongly represented in the safe seats and still in the full vigour of their incapacity’. What the party needed, Macmillan thought, was an updated policy programme. ‘We had to convince the great post-war electorate that we accepted the need for full employment and the welfare state; that we

  accepted equally the need for central planning and even, in times of scarcity, physical controls.’ The position he identified was one ‘between the old liberalism and the new

  socialism’.




  Simultaneously with this evolving debate at national level, the OUCA was endeavouring to reorganise itself; and the leading figure in this enterprise was Margaret Roberts. She was now beginning

  her third year at Oxford and, following the path of several other women, had risen up the ladder of office. She had also rubbed shoulders, as Oxford political activists have always been privileged

  to do, with the great men of the party. She was now well experienced in the social skills required for these encounters. By the autumn of 1945 she was the OUCA general agent, with the presidency a

  certainty if she stayed for long enough. And it is from this period that her earliest coherent political statement survives. OUCA set up a policy sub-committee of three with a brief to restate its

  purpose and re-examine its organisation. Among the signatories of the sub-committee’s report, the name of M. Roberts appears as the first author.




  As a statement of philosophy, the report is in many ways a callow piece of work. It seeks to trace the roots of Conservatism, finding them in a deep scepticism about all claims of pure reason to

  settle the affairs of men. ‘The Conservative’, say the authors, ‘denies that reason can give a necessarily correct answer to the dilemmas of society, an absolutely valid solution

  to the problem of state structure and everyday behaviour, and is inevitably sceptical of man’s ability to produce by logic alone a statement of either the ideal state or the future course of

  events.’




  A larger proportion of pretentious flannel finds its way through the Roberts typewriter than would have been permitted by her mature embodiment, as in the observation that ‘a purely

  scientific judgment, such as that Copernican astronomy is preferable to Ptolemaic, depends ultimately on Occam’s Razor.’ But many of the principles which the document laboriously works

  its way through are statements of the obvious that certainly found their echo in later decades. Thus: ‘Concrete particulars are a better basis than general ideas’; or ‘Industrial

  enterprise is the mainspring of all progress’; or ‘The rate of change in Conservatism corresponds to evolution rather than revolution.’




  But there is no doubt which wing of post-war Conservatism Miss Roberts and her colleagues were joining. Their analysis resounds with the urgent need for change. The 1945

  election result, they said, had far more radical implications than most of the party yet appreciated. ‘A reorientation of Conservatism will be necessary if the party is to avoid

  annihilation.’ Defeat should not be thought of solely as a normal swing of the pendulum that would swing back – the very phrase echoed Macmillan’s. Further, although policy had to

  be distinctively Conservative, criticism of the Labour Government, which was carrying out a mandate, should be ‘helpful and not factious’.




  These were the voices of young Conservatives highly conscious of the need to position themselves in the new mainstream of post-war thought. No trace of nineteenth-century liberalism is to be

  found anywhere in their thinking. Although Hayek may have been all the rage in some quarters, he is missing from this manifesto. Having picked out its philosophy, it goes on to prescribe a

  ferocious organisational programme. Here the later Margaret Thatcher is more accurately prefigured in the no-nonsense vigour of the actions Margaret Roberts urges on her membership.




  She had already begun to make a mark in the national party. As a delegate to the Federation of Conservative and Unionist Associations in March 1946, she spoke for Oxford’s impatience with

  old-guard attitudes at Central Office. She personally moved a resolution demanding that reiterated promises of a party which would encourage ‘more working-class officers’ should be

  implemented forthwith. The Oxford view was that the party had much to learn from the zeal of the socialists and their presentation of policy. Nor, in expressing it, was Miss Roberts in any way the

  object of either political or sexist comment. There was nothing odd about being a female among these political tyros. Almost one-third of the Federation delegates were women, who, according to the

  Evening Standard, had entirely acceptable, down-to-earth attitudes and ran ‘rather to tweeds and bare heads – they are not formidable-looking bluestockings’. This

  description plainly encompassed Margaret Roberts. ‘I remember her as rather a brown girl,’ recalled one contemporary, Rachel Kinchin-Smith. ‘She had an attractive brown head of

  hair, was quiet, nicely dressed and very pleasant to be with, but definitely other than the way one sees her today.’8




  Quite apart from this kind of blooding, the new president had now met all the leading Conservatives who worked the student circuit. In the year before she reached the top, Harold Macmillan,

  Peter Thorneycroft, Oliver Stanley, Walter Elliott, Geoffrey Lloyd, Hugh Molson and Oliver Lyttelton were among the eminent men who dined with the OUCA officers and spoke to

  OUCA meetings. The speakers’ lists revealed a heavy bias towards the men with a future. The Beaverbrook faction, with its yearning for ‘free’ economics and an urgent reduction of

  government, held little interest for these ambitious undergraduates.




  Margaret’s presidential term was quite a triumph. Her university political career has often been represented in retrospect as either eccentric or obscure, or both. Janet Vaughan, her

  academic overseer at Somerville, remembered it with acidulous scorn forty years later. Margaret Roberts had made an impression on her, she said, for only one reason. ‘She was to me extremely

  interesting because she was a Conservative. The young at that time, especially at Somerville, were all pretty left-wing. She wasn’t an interesting person, except as a Conservative.’ It

  was for this alone, it seems, that Margaret was permitted to grace the Principal’s soirées. ‘If I had interesting, amusing people staying with me, I would never have thought of

  asking Margaret Roberts – except as a Conservative.’9




  Yet Conservative views were not, in truth, all that rare, and the efforts of Miss Roberts and her colleagues to revive OUCA paid off in the autumn of 1946 when, under her presidency, membership

  rose well past one thousand. The university proved itself to be by no means a hotbed of socialism. On 21 March 1946, the Oxford Union defeated by 615 votes to 397 a motion which stated that the

  Conservative Party offered no constructive alternative.




  Margaret made no contribution to that debate. Two more decades would pass before women ceased to be excluded from the Union. To that extent, she could not look back on her Oxford career as one

  in which she had trodden the well-worn path towards cabinet office walked by most of her predecessors in high Conservative politics. Debating skills honed in the Union, and election to successive

  offices within it, had been among the early accoutrements of Macmillan, for example, and gave the necessary veneer of polish to the meritocratic Edward Heath.




  It was unfortunate for a woman that she could never say the same. But in all other respects, Margaret’s career in Oxford politics, which she pursued with exceptional diligence, equipped

  her with the record and the contacts of any other denizen of that most powerful enclave. She entered and, for her brief span, dominated a world that was assumed to lead to a political career if

  such were desired. The people she ran into, as is the way in the confined circle of British political society, were often to reappear later in her life. Although she seems to

  have made little impact on their memory at the time, their names were fixed quite firmly and systematically in hers.




  In her term as president of OUCA, the man elected treasurer of the Union was one A. N. Wedgwood-Benn – ‘nominally a socialist’, reported the OUCA news digest, ‘but his

  views, which he holds with great sincerity, seem eminently liberal.’ Elected secretary of the Union at the same time was Sir Edward Boyle, who was also following Margaret up the OUCA ladder.

  The first man to speak for her was a young Scottish peer, Lord Dunglass, who gave an address on the reconstruction of Europe.




  With each of these men she later enjoyed a special relationship. It was, in a sense, a singular version of that familiar Oxford phenomenon, the old-boy network, which is replicated in countless

  varieties in the adult lives of so many of those whose youth was touched by it.




  Wedgwood-Benn was only a name; they do not appear even to have met at Oxford. But much later they were locked in a combat which defined the politics of the age in which they both reached their

  peak: she as leader of the Conservative Party, he as the leader of that faction in the Labour Party which drew particular strength from her success, citing it as proof of the virtue of immoderate

  political convictions – and which also, by its disruptive activities in the Labour Party, played a decisive part in ensuring the absence of an effective opposition to the Thatcher Government.

  Benn, as he became known, was Margaret Thatcher’s symbiotic opposite. In the early 1980s especially, they needed each other, thrived on each other’s passionate ideological hostility,

  and in this way proved that natural enmity can sometimes do as much for a politician as the friendship of a lifetime.




  Edward Boyle was no less of a presence later on, again more as a source of abrasion than comradeship. He it was whom Mrs Thatcher succeeded on the threshold of the job that first made her a

  national figure, when he left his post as shadow secretary for Education in 1969 to enter academic life. A brilliant and humane intellectual, Boyle had earlier resigned from government over Suez.

  When restored to front-bench life by Edward Heath, he pursued a notably unaggressive form of opposition to the Labour Government’s policy on comprehensive schools. His refusal to resist this

  policy by every means, which displeased both the party and its leader, paved the way for Margaret Thatcher, with her more aggressive approach, to consolidate her position in the shadow cabinet.




  As for Lord Dunglass, his presence on Margaret Roberts’ list of speakers anticipated a still more elevated relationship. Lord Dunglass became the Earl of Home: then Sir

  Alec Douglas-Home, prime minister: then Lord Home, Foreign Secretary and Mrs Thatcher’s cabinet colleague in the Heath Government.




  Questioned in 1985, Home appeared to have no memory of the young OUCA president for whom he had spoken on European reconstruction, nor of the thrusting politician who was the joint parliamentary

  secretary at the Ministry of Pensions and National Insurance in his own Government in 1963. It was on sitting at Heath’s cabinet table, he recalled, that he first noticed her. ‘I came

  back one day and said to my wife, “You know, she’s got the brains of all of us put together, and so we’d better look out.” ’10




  Between Lord Dunglass and Quintin Hogg there was a nice symmetry. Hogg supplied Margaret’s first remembered and active political experience. Dunglass was an early jewel in her presidential

  crown. As Lord Hailsham and Lord Home in their later years they re-entered her life as, in one case, a full-time, and in the other a retired but unfailingly loyal, supporter in government. Thus did

  Oxford prepare in classic style the aspirant politician, and infuse itself, as it has for so many generations, through all the adult life of a British prime minister.
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  Finchley Decides




  MARGARET THATCHER WAS born a northerner but became a southerner, the quintessence of a Home Counties politician. Oxford was the

  agency through which this evolution occurred, and the choices she made on leaving Oxford permanently defined the sort of politician she would become. These choices involved her in little agonising

  and no conscious shift of habit or outlook. Wherever she was born, she was now acquiring the classless, unplaceable, homogenised mind and manners which are typical of suburban southern England.




  True northerners might not grant Grantham status as a northern town. More accurately it is part of the north Midlands. But from London it looks a long way away, and in spirit it could hardly be

  further from the metropolitan excitements of the capital. After leaving Grantham, Mrs Thatcher never had much time for it. Not for her, save in one respect, the sentimental attachment to birthplace

  and roots often exhibited by upwardly mobile Labour politicians. After leaving home, she rarely returned there. Her attitude became one of ambivalence verging on faintly haughty hostility. When she

  got into Parliament she went there even less frequently. Grantham was the place she had worked to get away from. Only when she became party leader was it restored to favour as the town that made

  her, the equivalent of the log cabin from which every mythic American president has stumbled triumphantly into the White House.




  The exception to this pattern, the shining light within an otherwise oddly jaundiced memory, was, of course, her father. Grantham may have disappeared over her horizons, but Alfred did not. He

  keeps reappearing, as stern guide and comforting presence, throughout her political career, right up to his death in 1969, only months before his daughter finally reached the cabinet.

  Alfred’s encouragement, and the model he represented, stood constantly before the tyro politician as she launched herself without delay on local Conservative Associations – never more

  so than in 1952, when he was unceremoniously sacked as an alderman by the controlling Labour group in Grantham. This episode sharpened Margaret’s detestation of

  socialists, just as it confirmed her distaste for her home town. More than three decades later, and well into her second term as prime minister, the memory of it was still enough to make her shed

  tears before a somewhat startled nation during a television interview. ‘Such a tragedy,’ she gulped, unable to contain herself.1




  There was never any question of returning north after Oxford. On the other hand, Margaret had never had any doubt that she would have to earn a living, and a chemistry degree was unlikely to

  lead to a job wholly consistent with her consuming passion for politics. In the post-war years, an association with productive industry rather than the professions was a less valued mark of

  Conservative eligibility than it became some decades later. Nor was industrial work particularly easy to run in harness with the ceaseless demands of political activism. Nonetheless, a research

  chemist is what she first became, at a firm called British Xylonite Plastics, in Manningtree, Essex, which produced the plastic for spectacle frames and other household goods. Later she took a job

  in the research department of J. Lyons, in Hammersmith, London, testing the quality of cake-fillings and ice-cream.




  These two jobs, lasting barely three years in all, constitute the totality of Margaret Thatcher’s first-hand contact with the world of commerce and industry. They were not particularly

  auspicious; contemporaries have recalled, for example, the frequent embarrassment she experienced in trying to make contact with the men on the shop floor. They compare variably with the experience

  in the same field of the other prime ministers of her time, who also spent much of their period in office struggling to bring about Britain’s economic recovery and, in the process, being

  obliged frequently to tell the business world how to do its job. The Thatcher experience with plastic macs and swiss-roll fillings was, on the face of it, a less instructive preparation than Harold

  Macmillan underwent as a publisher, Harold Wilson as a consultant on East–West trade or Edward Heath as an embryonic merchant banker. On the other hand, it took her, however briefly, closer

  to the coalface than either a landowner like Alec Douglas-Home or the tax-clerk James Callaghan. In any case, prime minister Thatcher never tried to make political capital out of these fugitive

  involvements. They were incidental to her political ambition and she has never pretended otherwise. They made her a living, while she devoted most of her psychic energy to the greater and more

  glamorous task.




  This had been made easier, in any case, by changes in the rules of the Conservative Party designed precisely to encourage the likes of Margaret Roberts to strive for eminence

  within it. Alongside the ferment of policy debate precipitated by the Labour landslide of 1945, major alterations were taking place in the terms and conditions of employment that confronted any

  aspiring member of Parliament.




  The first of these was effected by the Labour Government itself. Concerned about the lack of private means of almost all its large influx of MPs, in 1946 it raised MPs’ pay from £600

  to £1,000 a year. For once in her life, Margaret had cause to show some tacit gratitude to an act inspired by egalitarian socialism. ‘From that moment on,’ she later told Tricia

  Murray, ‘it became possible to think in terms of a political career.’




  But this was not only due to Labour’s reform. The Conservative Party, too, was changing. Its chairman, Lord Woolton, was determined to end the practice, still observable in the 1940s, of

  putting safe seats up for sale to the highest respectable bidder. To this end, the 1948 party conference in Llandudno voted that no Conservative candidate should be permitted to pay more than

  £25 into the local party fund. Although the effect of this on the overall social composition of the Tory benches took years to make itself felt, the new rules were undoubtedly well framed to

  assist the ambitions of grocers and their daughters.




  These Margaret Roberts began to deploy from the moment she left university. Their first focus was Conservative Essex. Working in Manningtree and living in Colchester, she plunged instantly into

  the Colchester Conservative Association. As a representative of the Oxford University Graduates Association, she attended the Llandudno party conference where she impressed herself sufficiently on

  the right people to be offered the chance of a parliamentary candidacy without delay. She knew a man who knew a man who was the Conservative chairman in Dartford, and they happened to sit down

  together – and lo! this impressive and dedicated young woman became, at twenty-four, the youngest woman to contest the 1950 General Election. The seat was a certain loser, with a 20,000

  Labour majority, but this was a classic, if accelerated, version of the new meritocratic Conservatism at work, rewarding the combination of talent, connection and brass neck that has always been a

  main criterion of party preferment.




  Margaret offered, in return, an earnest of her priorities, promptly giving up her plastics job and taking up with Lyons ice-cream, living in Dartford and commuting to

  Hammersmith. From 1949, when she was nominated, we begin to get first glimpses of Margaret the campaigning politician.




  By now the state of the Tory argument had significantly changed. The reformers had won and the party was positioned for the assault on half-a-decade of active socialist government. There were no

  longer many serious disputes about what Conservatism consisted of. Having been settled in the reformers’ favour, with a balancing of emphasis between the state’s responsibilities and

  the need for some decontrol of the economy, they were being replaced by a united campaign against Labour and all its works. At Margaret’s adoption meeting in February 1949, the person who may

  best have caught the anti-socialist tide then running everywhere outside the Labour Party was Alderman Alfred Roberts. Speaking from the platform, he said that although his family had always been

  Liberal, he now saw no difference between what the Liberals once stood for and what Conservatism now consisted of, not least in its deep suspicion of the links between Labour and the trade

  unions.




  The tenor of Margaret’s own first election campaign was defined by robust simplicities, drawn from the dead centre of committed anti-socialist rhetoric. She described the election as a

  contest between proponents of slavery and proponents of freedom. Labour was the party of class hatred and natural envy on which ‘you cannot build a great nation or a brotherhood of

  man’. Her own belief in freedom was couched in language that was still doing service thirty years later. Labour’s proposals, she said, ‘looked so reasonable on the surface, but

  underneath were most pernicious and nibbled into our national life and character’. The welfare state produced people who resembled a caged bird: ‘It has social security. It has food and

  it has warmth, and so on. But what is the good of all that if it has not the freedom to fly out and live its own life?’




  Other future images also began to appear at this early moment of her serious political career. She told a ladies’ luncheon club audience:




  

    

      Don’t be scared of the high-flown language of economists and cabinet ministers. Think of politics at our own household level. After all, women live in contact with

      food supplies, housing shortages and the ever-decreasing opportunities for children, and we must therefore face up to the position, remembering that as more power is taken away from the people,

      so there is less responsibility for us to assume.2


    


  




  Labour held on to power in 1950, and Margaret lost Dartford. She lost it again the next year, when the Conservatives were returned with a majority of 17, to begin what proved

  to be more than a decade of Tory rule. But she had established her métier and entered a world which paid her due respect, and which she found entirely congenial. She had campaigned with

  thoroughness and verve, quite overcoming the objections which arose from her being a woman. No one, it seems, sniped at her for being too clever or too ambitious, as they had done in Grantham. Nor

  did her lack of pedigree count against her. She was at home among the unpretentious bourgeoisie who were the life and soul of the Conservative Party in north Kent. They were her kind of people, as

  they always have been. Besides, as the youngest woman fighting in both 1950 and 1951, she had got more publicity than a hundred middle-aged male candidates in other hopeless seats. It brought her

  to the attention of Conservative Central Office – an early example of the particular value she has repeatedly drawn from her sex as an instrument of politics.




  The chemistry degree, meanwhile, remained an oppressively inadequate qualification for a suitable professional life. Analysing cake-fillings was no career for an ambitious Conservative

  politician. After becoming a candidate, the final assurance that she really was a politician, Margaret began to read for the Bar, a more respectable vocation and also one which gave its

  self-employed practitioners the necessary freedom to come and go. She had avowed some interest in the law ever since, as a teenager, she had accompanied the alderman to court cases in which he sat

  as a Justice of the Peace alongside the recorder of Grantham. But it was not to criminal law, the daily pabulum of the Grantham Quarter Sessions, that she turned in 1950. When she enrolled as a

  part-time student at the Council for Legal Education, the narrow specialism of the patent Bar is what she envisaged, because it could make use of her scientific training. Later she switched to tax

  law; and with her customary zeal she duly passed her Bar exams in December 1953.




  This legal formation was to leave certain marks on her political career, although they are not of the first importance. She did not practise for long – no more than five years, off and on

  – and her commitment of time was always qualified by the demands of politics. She had trouble finding chambers that would give her a tenancy, the essential base from which to work. The fact

  that this was largely due to her being a woman – the prejudice was redoubled by her determination to practise tax law, a male preserve – left oddly few scars. She

  showed no residue of antagonism to the oppressively masculine biases observable throughout the Bar, which had diminished only modestly by the time she became prime minister. She is remembered, by

  those few contemporaries who have any memory at all of someone whose presence among them was so fleeting, as a businesslike, hardworking performer, with a particular talent for research into

  precedents.3 As for the permanent impact the law made on her life, it can be divided into the social, the professional and the intellectual.




  Socially, the Bar was a place to meet many other aspiring Conservative politicians. Naturally Margaret joined the Society of Conservative Lawyers, becoming in due course the first woman elected

  to its executive committee. In her passage through various chambers as pupil and hopeful tenant, she collided with several men whose ambition was the same as hers. The Bar has always been, after

  land and public school, the location of the most influential Conservative network. In one set of chambers, she encountered Michael Havers, whom many years later she appointed Attorney-General.

  There, also, she came across a war hero by the name of Airey Neave, the man who had led a wartime breakout from Colditz prison in Germany. Neave became a friend for life: not at the time a

  particularly useful one, since he had few outstanding political qualities, but a friend in the end well chosen. Two decades on, it was Neave, with the officer’s capacity to organise and the

  secret agent’s conspiratorial turn of mind, who put these abilities at Margaret Thatcher’s service when she launched her campaign for the party leadership.




  In terms of its substance, and its effect on the Thatcher mind and outlook, the legal experience was variable. Although superficially the barrister’s life is a good grounding for the

  parliamentarian because it gives practice in public argument, the tax barrister’s life is different. It involves little court work and no appearances before a jury. Its appeal for Margaret

  was more particular. ‘I was keenly interested in the financial side of politics,’ she once explained, ‘so I went into the revenue side of the law.’




  Certainly this interest in figuring, combined with a rare capacity to follow the thread of the most intricate financial arguments, grew richly over time and, as she has acknowledged, was much

  assisted by the conundrums she was obliged to master at the tax Bar. There was a happy meeting of mind and the matter it was best suited to dealing with.




  In her later memory, however, the substance of her legal work takes a lower place than the philosophy surrounding it, and the way this fits into the big political picture.

  The law is part of the romance of freedom, she suggested to a BBC interviewer in August 1974.4 She liked the law very much, enjoyed going back to the Inns,

  welcomed the company of lawyers. But its fundamental appeal was ‘its importance in a free democracy’. She went on:




  

    

      I think people in this country would have called themselves free men long before we had one man, one vote. That was because of the early importance of getting equality

      before the law. . . . I don’t think it is generally realised how much freedom and democracy owes to the rule of law, and I sometimes wonder now if that is one of the things which is

      changing.


    


  




  It requires no special training to absorb this belief. Margaret Thatcher was certainly not alone in expressing it, at a time when the country had only recently torn itself apart over the

  legality or otherwise of the miners’ union defying the ordinances of Edward Heath’s Government. But one gift a legal training bequeaths to anyone is a refusal to be intimidated by the

  minutiae of the law or the protocols of lawyers. Without ever being more than a pedestrian lawyer herself, who did not stay long enough at the Bar even to exercise the MP’s traditional

  entitlement to become a Queen’s Counsel, Mrs Thatcher was at least immune from such a disadvantage.




  To many politicians the law inhabits a world as mysterious as that of medicine, and lawyers share with doctors the status of a kind of priesthood, by turns bitterly resented and excessively

  respected. Legal detail, although it is what the law-makers are elected to concern themselves with, often baffles them. As prime minister, Mrs Thatcher used the law relentlessly as an instrument of

  political change. Having been a lawyer, she was at home with the thinking and language this process imposed: the first prime minister of the modern, statute-bound political era who could say as

  much.




  Acquiring this invaluable credential was a turning-point in Margaret’s career. It was accompanied, and crucially facilitated, by another: marriage to a man of means.




  Denis Thatcher was a better-breeched product of north Kent Conservatism than many others in the party when Margaret Roberts became the candidate at Dartford. They did not

  meet at a Young Conservatives’ dance but, in rarer and more earnest style, on the night of her adoption in 1949. There can be little doubt that to the life and politics of Margaret Thatcher

  Denis was the longest-serving, most influential contributor – and she never forgot it.




  Denis had a family business. He was the grandson of a farmer–entrepreneur who had started making weed-killer and sheep-dip. When the Atlas Preservative Company, as it became, was handed

  down to Denis from his father, it had expanded into paint and other chemicals, and was making good money for the family. Denis was the managing director and, with a break for the war (Mentioned in

  Despatches), had worked there since 1934. He is described as being athletic and even handsome at the time. He certainly seems to have been on the lookout for a wife. In the most devoted of the

  early biographies of Margaret, one of the few works in which Denis has allowed himself to be directly quoted, George Gardiner recreates a scene which is redolent of a certain kind of courtship. One

  gets the impression that Denis had produced a number of potential spouses for the inspection of his business friends. After going out with Margaret for quite a while, Gardiner reports, he took her

  to the annual dinner dance of his trade association. It was there that the romance received final approval. Gardiner writes, without a blush: ‘Towards the end of the evening, his company

  chairman leaned over to mutter in his ear, “That’s it, Denis – that’s the one!” ’5




  This verdict, on which Denis in due course acted, is one which Margaret herself has never had any cause to regret. They always had quite a lot in common: an interest in economics, whether from

  the political or the business angle, and an abiding belief in the unchallengeable virtues of the Conservative Party. Denis himself was never a politician, although he once stood in the

  Ratepayers’ interest for the Kent County Council. But he was and always has been an utterly dependable upholder of all the things his wife believed in.




  Denis’s first service to her was as agent of her definitive break with the past. When she married him in December 1951, she broke with her town, her class and her religion. From Grantham

  and its lower bourgeoisie she was already detached by her years at Oxford. Marriage marked and sealed the distance she had come. Never very fond of her home town, she would now return there even

  less frequently. By marrying the successful inheritor of a medium-sized family business, she placed herself in the affluent rather than the struggling middle class. She married above herself, he,

  by conventional standards, below. Nobody who knows them denies that it has been a very happy match, which has flourished on the pressures of her life rather than being at all

  diminished by them.




  But the most jarring rupture marriage brought was with the Methodism of her youth. Denis had been married before, just as the war was starting. When he returned from the fighting, the pair found

  themselves to be strangers and got divorced. At that time, the strict code of Methodism still did not entirely approve of divorce and remarriage, and Margaret had been reared as a strict Methodist.

  This does not appear to have caused her to hesitate. Other factors did: this was no instant love-match, and the courtship took two years to mature. But the injunctions of Methodism were set aside.

  In any case they were less stern than those of Anglicanism, which Denis nominally professed. In no Anglican parish church, at the time, could the couple have got married. Perhaps it is less

  surprising than it looks, therefore, that the ceremony took place in the very temple of British Methodism, Wesley’s Chapel in City Road, London. Alderman Roberts, doubtless wincing at such a

  repudiation of the orthodoxies, gave his daughter away. Kent Conservatism was prominently represented among the guests. From now on, however, if there was any religious leaning in the Thatcher

  household, it was towards the Church of England, where the attitude to divorce did not preclude it from being a more conventional solace for aspiring Conservative politicians.




  These were only the opening contributions Denis made to Margaret’s public character. Having married him, she didn’t need to earn a living. This is what enabled her to read for the

  Bar. ‘It was Denis’s money that helped me on my way,’ she readily admitted when she became famous. When she had children, he could afford a living-in nanny, thus enabling her to

  work. When she began to practise at the Bar, this wasn’t out of any driving economic need. Her real ambition, after all, was for a career that was not at all well rewarded. The career itself

  is what she wanted, and in one of the earliest of her opinions to have been preserved she wrote about this with fiery prescience. Invited to contribute to a popular newspaper series about women and

  public life, the young Mrs Thatcher wrote in the Sunday Graphic in February 1952 that women should not feel obliged to stay at home. They should have careers. ‘In this way, gifts and

  talents that would otherwise be wasted are developed to the benefit of the community.’ She thought it nonsense to say that the family suffered. Women, indeed, should not merely work but

  strive to reach the top of their profession. Above all should this be true in politics. There should be more women at Westminster – there were then only 17, out of 625 MPs

  – and they should not be satisfied with the lesser posts. ‘Should a woman arise equal to the task, I say let her have an equal chance with the men for the leading Cabinet posts. Why not

  a woman Chancellor? Or Foreign Secretary?’




  In 1952 these trenchant demands were being made by a woman without a job, who was in the early stages of reading for the Bar. It was Denis who afforded her the luxury of making them. He thus

  fulfilled the role that can sometimes give a woman politician her one big advantage over a male: the financial security she herself has not had to earn. In this respect, the early Margaret Thatcher

  bore some resemblance to the Conservative landed gentry, the element in the party which she later came most powerfully to despise. She may not have inherited a private income, but she married an

  alternative to it. Financially she belonged to the leisured classes. This fortunate condition enabled her to pursue a political career with undistracted single-mindedness.




  Denis had no political ambition himself. He was always a prop, never a rival. From the beginning, self-effacement was his lot. He stuck to his last, as a businessman. ‘I’ve always

  taken the view that my job comes first,’ he told George Gardiner. ‘People have often said, “You do so much for Margaret in politics.” It’s a beautiful theory, but

  it’s not really true. I’ve had a wife and two kids to keep, and my job comes first.’




  Later, the job grew and fructified. With the family business taken over by Castrol in 1965, and then Castrol taken over by Burmah Oil, Denis ascended through the pecking-order of boardrooms from

  minor local concern to major national company, with the perquisites to match. The original sale, which raised £560,000, made him rich, and the Burmah board gave him a bigger income as well as

  a Daimler, to which he appended the number-plate DT3. When he retired from Burmah in 1975, the Daimler had become a Rolls-Royce, which he took with him and was still discreetly using until he took

  up residence in Downing Street.




  By marrying him, Margaret secured a like-minded consort for the post she was eventually to attain. His retirement happily coincided with her own elevation to the party leadership, which made him

  more available for service on the road – ‘always half a step behind’, as he would wryly say. As it turned out, he agreed with everything important she stood for, by the time this

  settled itself into the collection of ideas to which he gave his name – Thatcherism. He believed in them with decidedly fewer qualifications than she did. Publicly, one of his talents was to remain the soul of almost unfailing discretion. Give or take the occasional after-dinner speech to a rugby club – he had been a first-class rugby referee –

  Denis gave nothing away. But privately he was an influence of positive importance.




  He retained during all these years the innocence of the non-politician, the plain man in the Home Counties saloon bar. He gave the prime minister a direct line to every 19th hole in the country.

  Everything he felt and thought – from staunch hostility to socialists and trade unions, through his no-nonsense approach to business accountancy, to his inextinguishable affection for white

  South Africa – could be privately expressed without regard for the hesitations deemed prudent by public people. At home he did not shrink from expressing them. Coinciding as they usually did

  with the raw instincts of his wife, they played their part in the ceaseless struggle between gut instinct and political calculation which became so prominent among the motifs threading themselves

  through her prime ministership. Denis, after all, saw her almost every day, and he was not a shrinking violet.




  After their marriage, he might have had his moments of ambivalence about precisely how much he wanted to involve himself as a stage extra in the great drama of British government. Reports would

  occasionally surface of his eagerness to escape from 10 Downing Street, and he retained a number of business interests. But he remained an affectionate comrade-in-arms. ‘When I’m in a

  state,’ his wife told a reporter shortly after becoming prime minister, ‘I have no one to turn to except Denis. He puts his arm round me and says, “Darling, you sound just like

  Harold Wilson.” And then I always laugh.’6




  The caricature which immortalised him as a major satirical character in Private Eye was in some respects defective. In showing his love of golf and golf-clubs, and his preference for

  businessmen over politicians, it was true to life, but the image of a man frightened of his wife or less than loyally affectionate was misleading. The vows they made in Wesley’s Chapel were

  put to the test far more severely than either can have expected, both for better and for worse. But the bond endured. When the values thus conjoined were put in charge of the country, they survived

  remarkably unimpaired.




  Preliminary to this, a seat had to be found and Parliament had to be entered. The ambition was uncluttered and the funds were available, but the search was not easy. The

  blooding in Dartford counted for little. In this respect, marriage had actually made politics harder to pursue. It was followed by children – twins, Mark and Carol, were

  born in 1953 – and Margaret’s clarion-call for the rights of women hardly spoke for mainstream Conservative opinion. Several local Conservative Associations turned her down. Later she

  made a virtue of this. The mid-fifties, say Gardiner and other biographers, were designed to be devoted to the rearing of her children. She could manage two commitments, to the law and to family,

  but not a third, to politics. And it is certainly true that Conservative selection committees at that time had firm views about the proper priorities for a woman with young children.




  All the same, the new Mrs Thatcher tried quite hard. Barely a year after giving birth, she was manoeuvring for the nomination at a by-election in Orpington. Short-listed but rejected there, she

  was too late for consideration in any other seat that met her specifications for the 1955 General Election – it must be winnable and close to home. In 1957, Beckenham and Maidstone both

  turned her down, the first on explicitly sexist grounds (although the epithet was not then in currency). She also tried but failed to get Oxford.




  But all these disappointments proved to be blessings. In 1958, the pick of the bunch fell vacant: Finchley, closest of all to Westminster and with a Conservative majority of 12,000. All

  parliamentary nominations are more or less of a lottery, and when safe Tory seats present themselves for capture to 200 aspiring candidates, luck plays an inescapable part. Margaret Thatcher was by

  now a hardened campaigner on the circuit, and evidently put up a very good show. Against a short-list made up of three chips off the old Tory block – officers and gentlemen with a public

  school and a good war behind them – she emerged the winner on the second ballot.




  Still quite young at thirty-two, she was a glamorous arrival in the staid world of a seat that had been held by the same unremarkable man for more than twenty years. The local press was

  delighted. From it we catch another glimpse of a politician who was by now fully accomplished across the field of party policy, including those areas which she had no personal reason to know

  anything about. The Finchley Press encapsulated her adoption meeting in a single ecstatic sentence:




  

    

      Speaking without notes, stabbing home points with expressive hands, Mrs Thatcher launched fluently into a clear-cut appraisal of the Middle East situation, weighed up

      Russia’s propagandist moves with the skill of a housewife measuring the ingredients in a familiar recipe, pinpointed Nasser as the fly in the mixing bowl, switched

      swiftly to Britain’s domestic problems (showing a keen grasp of wage and trade union issues), then swept her breathless audience into a confident preview of Conservatism’s dazzling

      future.7


    


  




  The Finchley of 1959, which returned Margaret Thatcher to Parliament with a majority of 16,260, was demographically as well as physically congruent with her personality and her politics, and it

  remained true to character throughout her tenure. When she won it, owner–occupiers were already the largest group; by 1981 they made up 61.7 per cent of the constituency. Finchley was

  middle-class and upwardly mobile. In 1964, over a third of the adults there were from the managerial, executive and professional echelons. Finchley has had a growing proportion of its children,

  always far ahead of the national average, educated beyond the minimum school-leaving age, and an impressive number of graduates. When Mrs Thatcher won it, about 20 per cent of the constituency was

  reckoned to be Jewish. And it is with some of the Jewish virtues that she has often been most closely identified: not the part of Jewish tradition which emphasises caring and compassion, but rather

  that which elevates self-help, an absence of materialistic guilt, and the community of the self-sufficient.8




  These links with a particular Jewish outlook, coupled with an intense admiration for men who most successfully manifested it in their lives, were to make themselves felt when Mrs

  Thatcher’s career reached its unexpected peak. But meanwhile Finchley was hers. It epitomised the woman she had become, and the psychic distance by which Grantham had now been left

  behind.
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  Years of Misrule




  THE 1959 ELECTION caught the high tide of consensual post-war Conservatism. Under the leadership of Harold Macmillan, the party

  had a landslide victory, returning for its third consecutive term with a majority of 100. The manifesto on which this triumph was achieved was notably free of the language of challenge and

  contained few specific promises. Macmillan himself called it short and simple, and crystallised its message into two justifiably complacent questions. ‘Do you want to go ahead on the lines

  which have brought prosperity at home? Do you want your present leaders to represent you abroad?’ These questions aptly epitomised the two notable strands of his leadership since taking over

  from Anthony Eden in January 1957. He had led the party successfully out of its traumatic crisis over Suez, and had asserted himself with great energy as an international statesman. He also

  rejoiced in an uncomplicated way at the material advancement the electorate had enjoyed during this Conservative decade. Barely six months after reaching Downing Street, he had coined a phrase with

  which he was to be for ever associated – first favourably, though later, when he was sliding, in terms of jubilant derision. ‘Let’s be frank about it,’ he said on 20 July

  1957, ‘most of our people have never had it so good.’ He went on to say that they should not now throw it all away by making excessive wage claims. But the phrase stuck. The truth that

  lay behind it helped produce the 1959 landslide. And in few places had the people had it better than in the lush political territory of upwardly mobile Finchley.




  The time would come when this period of Conservative history was identified as the beginning of British decline, the moment the party began to go badly wrong. When Mrs Thatcher was elected party

  leader fifteen years later, the origin of everything that she had to set right was invariably traced back, by her zealous supporters, to the Macmillan years. These were damned for their loose

  fiscal discipline, their reckless quest for growth and full employment, their insufficient hatred of public spending, their historic culpability as the motor of inflation. What

  Harold Wilson then scorned as the ‘candyfloss society’ would eventually be stigmatised by the Conservative revisionists of the 1970s in almost similar terms.




  But at the time few if any Tory voices were raised in this refrain, not even that of the fiercely opinionated Enoch Powell, who, along with the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Peter Thorneycroft,

  had resigned from the Treasury in 1958 because of Macmillan’s cavalier attitude to a few million extra pounds of public spending. The euphoria of victory, and the common belief that it was an

  unqualified endorsement of Macmillanite Conservatism, lasted long enough to carry Mr Powell uncomplaining into the Ministry of Health within a year of the election, and ultimately into the cabinet.

  It was a period, at least until the midpoint of Macmillan’s five years, when the economy flourished, and Conservative divisions were mostly confined to the rantings of the imperialist right

  against his perception that a ‘wind of change’ was blowing through Africa. Mainstream Tory politics was what every half-ambitious Conservative, young and old, wanted to belong to. And

  none was more ambitious than the new young MP for Finchley.




  She entered a Parliament peopled by several politicians already known to her. Nobody so intensely active in Conservative politics as she was from Oxford onwards fails to acquire a certain

  familiarity with the great men and the rising stars of the party. They speak at the same by-elections, work the same conferences, sit on the same study-groups and sub-committees. Opportunities to

  mingle with the leadership are always available to an aspiring MP determined enough to exploit them. All the same, before entering Parliament, Mrs Thatcher belonged to no set of cronies, and had

  few really close political friends. Women didn’t – especially women born in Grantham without a network based on school or family to cling to. Margaret Thatcher was well known to the

  party professionals at Central Office and retained the acquaintances produced by a decade’s work in Home Counties Conservatism. But it was only having reached the House of Commons that she

  could hope to be treated by her fellow politicians on truly equal terms.




  Macmillan, the leader, and R. A. Butler, deputy leader and Home Secretary, were naturally far above her. But already in place were several men whose lives were going to be much affected by

  collision with hers.




  Thus, she remade from afar some acquaintance with Lord Hailsham: the same Quintin Hogg whose candidature for Oxford in the 1945 election had given her her first blooding in

  active electoral politics. And rather closer, although still pretty grand, was one Edward Heath, an acquaintance from Kent.




  They had appeared on the same platforms during the 1950 election, when Heath won Bexley, which was close to Dartford. Indeed, it was to a Heath audience, the Bexley Conservative ladies’

  luncheon club, that this Kentish neighbour had delivered one of her earliest harangues on the subject of women in politics – even earlier than her article for the Sunday Graphic.

  ‘Don’t be scared of the high-flown language of economists and cabinet ministers,’ she had told Heath’s ladies. In view of the opinions of the later Heath on the subject of

  female politicians, a certain irony attaches to the venue of this early statement of an enduring Thatcher theme. But by 1959 Heath, an older man, had far outdistanced her. He had been high in party

  councils almost from the start of his parliamentary career, as Churchill’s deputy chief whip. Now, after four warmly acclaimed years in the key post of chief whip, he was Minister of Labour

  and halfway up the cabinet. If he still had anything to do with his platform colleague of a decade earlier, neither has ever acknowledged it. As for their roles in a leadership struggle to the

  death, these lay indecipherably far into the future. In 1959, such a contest was simply not imaginable.




  Another future combatant was more accessible to Margaret Thatcher at that time. This was the MP for Leeds North-East, Sir Keith Joseph, Bt. Joseph too had risen fast, having got into the Commons

  at a by-election in 1956. Now his foot was on the first rung of the ladder, with a job as parliamentary secretary at the incongruously combined Ministry of Housing, Local Government and Welsh

  Affairs. Yet he was not out of reach. Far from it. He played a critical part in the earliest parliamentary appearance Margaret Thatcher made, just as he was to be the decisive figure when her

  career reached its climax. In the years between these episodes, a bond was established, uneven in its intimacy and certainly stronger at the end than at the beginning, but with a roughly coherent

  symmetry. The Thatcher–Joseph connection became one of the most formative political relationships of modern times.




  Among those whose entry to the Commons coincided with hers were several men who must have reckoned their own chances of a glittering Conservative career greater than hers. James Prior was

  elected for Lowestoft, Peter Tapsell for Nottingham West, Julian Critchley for Rochester & Chatham, Nicholas Ridley for Cirencester.




  But not one of them made their mark as soon as she did, something she owed to luck. Often described later as a lucky prime minister, she was indubitably a lucky backbencher in that she had

  scarcely arrived at Westminster before coming second in the annual ballot for time to introduce a Private Member’s Bill. Most unusually, her maiden speech itself was therefore devoted not to

  the customary forgettable bromides but to the businesslike introduction of her own measure, the Public Bodies (Admission to Meetings) Bill. Its purpose was to give the press a right of access to

  the meetings of local councils.




  Mrs Thatcher’s mode of introducing her measure was early evidence of a well-thought-out political style, heavily dependent on encyclopaedic self-briefing and tireless forensic preparation.

  She spoke for twenty-seven minutes with barely a reference to notes, pulling out of the air a catalogue of relevant statistics which bore witness to the incontrovertible right of the citizenry to

  be informed about the vast amounts of money local authorities were spending. It was, in a minor way, a parliamentary tour de force, which produced many compliments.




  Barbara Castle, the Labour MP for Blackburn, commending the fluency of the proposer, said she would support the Bill despite her party’s opposition to it. For the government, the Minister

  of Housing, Henry Brooke, was quite bowled over. ‘No words of mine’, he said in giving the Bill a general welcome, ‘can be too high praise for the brilliance of the speech with

  which the Member for Finchley opened the debate.’ To wind it up there appeared a voice which showed that there was a bit of a network, albeit an unfashionable one, to which the Thatchers did

  belong. W. F. Deedes, MP for Ashford, another man of Kent and a friend of Denis Thatcher, sponsored the Bill and praised in particular the ‘courage’ of the new Member who had introduced

  it.




  Like others, Deedes also belonged to the future. For one thing, his friendship with Denis was immortalised in the Private Eye satire, Deedes being the ‘Dear Bill’ to whom

  Thatcher’s fortnightly commentary on affairs was supposedly addressed. But he also became editor of the Daily Telegraph, house newspaper of the Conservative Party, just before

  Margaret Thatcher was elected party leader, and stayed there until the middle of her second term. In that role, he and his judgments, invariably supportive, were to have an important impact on her

  fortunes among the party faithful.




  But for the moment, in 1960, it was on Keith Joseph that she made the more significant mark. As Henry Brooke’s junior, he was the minister deputed to help her take her

  Bill through the legislative process. Together they worked out amendments to it, in particular one which extended rights of access beyond the press to the public at large.




  The Public Bodies (Admission to Meetings) Act 1960 has always presented a puzzle to students of Mrs Thatcher’s evolution. Ostensibly a measure directed towards more open government, it

  accords with no other interest in such matters ever shown by her, in or out of power. It appeared to be motivated by a strong desire to make the press more free: indeed, in its original form it

  offered nothing to the wider public and gave the press a special privilege. Yet freedom of the press, while never repudiated by Mrs Thatcher, was never high among the liberties she fought to

  defend. Why did this new MP select, out of any number of possible legislative ideas, a measure not obviously close to her heart, as well as one which the Conservative group on the local council in

  Finchley, sensing that even Tories might want some day to exclude the press, opposed?




  The answer is that the choice was not entirely hers, and the motive was not entirely to do with journalism. The Conservative Party committed itself to some such measure in the 1959 election

  manifesto, and for an MP high in the Private Members’ ballot to take it over did the government, and particularly the whips’ office, a favour. The reason the party was committed was

  only secondarily out of any belief in the freedom of the press. A more potent influence was the desire to turn back trade union power. During the newspaper strike of 1958, certain Labour councils

  had voted to support the strikers by excluding from council meetings reporters who worked for papers being produced with strike-breaking labour. Although the press were from time to time excluded

  for other reasons by other councils, including some under Conservative control, the strike exposed a loophole in the law through which union power could run free. The parliamentary debate, as the

  Thatcher Bill was advancing, makes reference to the need for fuller public information, but it is the town hall as proxy union battleground that was the real target of Conservative indignation.




  And here is the link with the later Thatcher. Hatred of union power became a consistent theme in a way that greater openness did not. In a career which was true to a handful of unchanging

  shibboleths, as well as exhibiting some crucial irregularities, belief in the virtues of more open government for its own sake never featured prominently in the Thatcher

  rhetoric.




  Markers closer to her heart were also put down at this time. As a backbencher she took an early interest in tax. Two themes which could be taken almost word for word from

  numerous speeches she later made as prime minister began to make a trenchant appearance. Her greatest worry, she told her local party after eighteen months in the House, was the control of public

  spending. ‘It is in fact very much more difficult than I ever thought it would be in theory,’ she said. ‘We are chasing after the hundreds and the thousands, but tending to let

  the millions go by. Some time we must alter the system of public accountability and the nation must present its accounts to Parliament as a company does to its shareholders.’ Only in this way

  could tax be reduced. But secondly, the tax system should have a bias in favour of productive industry and against the entirely unmeritorious playing of the stock market. ‘It is the

  speculators in shares that we want to get at,’ she told the Commons during the debate on the 1961 budget, ‘the person who is making a business of buying and selling shares, not to hold

  them for their income-producing properties, but to live on the profit which he makes from the transactions.’ Although, as a consequence of her financial policies as prime minister, many

  thousands of people were to get very rich indeed by precisely such methods, it was a feature of budgets during the 1980s that they did the banks and other money-changers few favours. The

  puritanical moralist of the 1960s did her best to survive into the later era.




  The main significance of this period, however, was that it saw the quiet launching of Margaret Thatcher into government. The smooth management of her Bill had proved her qualities as a speaker

  and a willing compromiser in the party interest. She showed she could play the game. To elevate her above the jostling crowd of ambitious new MPs she also had, once again, the advantage of being a

  woman.




  In her own estimation she owed her first job, in October 1961, to this fact not least. She was offered the post of parliamentary secretary at the Ministry of Pensions, she told George Gardiner,

  because the vacancy had been created by the departure of another woman, Pat Hornsby-Smith. Even in those days, convention required a certain proportion of women to be admitted to the male preserve

  of government, and there were not many in the Macmillan Tory Party to choose from. The minister whose junior she became, John Boyd-Carpenter, began by being somewhat scornful.

  ‘I thought quite frankly’, he recalled later, ‘when Harold Macmillan appointed her that it was just a little bit of a gimmick on his part. Here was a good-looking young woman and

  he was obviously, I thought, trying to brighten up the image of his government.’1 As it happened, this particular woman, with her tax background and

  her relish for the fiddling details of a junior pensions minister’s work, was admirably qualified for the job. But being a woman was nonetheless a special help. It set her early on a career

  which gave her a front-bench seat for the rest of her political life.




  Her occupation of the post was of only modest interest. She did nothing memorable in it. How could it be otherwise? In any listing of the least glamorous positions in government, parliamentary

  secretary to the Ministry of Pensions would be near the top. Mrs Thatcher lived on a daily diet of individual complaints and inquiries about national insurance and national assistance, hundred upon

  hundred of them to be considered by civil servants and adjudicated by the junior minister. At this class of work she proved to be thoroughly adept, and Boyd-Carpenter soon revised his early

  judgment. ‘I couldn’t have been more wrong, because once she got there she very quickly showed a grip on the highly technical matters of social security – and it’s an

  extraordinarily technical, complex subject – and a capacity for hard work which she’s shown ever since, and which quite startled the civil servants and certainly startled me.’




  A somewhat sourer memory was offered a little earlier than this to other biographers.2 The permanent secretary at the Ministry of Pensions and National

  Insurance in 1961 was Sir Eric Bowyer. He evidently disapproved of her appointment to the job. He asked whether as a young mother she would work hard enough. Twenty years on, he also pulled out of

  the past a recollection that had surely by then become a misleading cliché. ‘She would turn up looking as if she had spent the whole morning with the coiffeur and the whole afternoon

  with the couturier.’ However, in the end the civil service had ‘got at least as much work from her as anyone else and probably a bit more’.




  In these condescending words may lie a clue to the one enduring impact Mrs Thatcher’s first government job made on her political life. It offered few opportunities to shine in Parliament,

  though what she had to do she did capably enough. At the bottom of the totem pole, it brought no publicity either. Margaret Thatcher gained no kind of celebrity as the junior

  minister of pensions. But she did learn about civil servants, and this was an awakening she never forgot. In a career punctuated by many tempestuous relationships with officials, Pensions is where

  the seeds of her aggression were sown.




  This was not simply a matter of rejecting the social attitudes, often incorrigibly anti-feminist, of the typical Whitehall mandarin, so aptly conveyed by Bowyer’s phraseology. These

  attitudes in the early sixties were at their loftiest. It was still the era when the civil service could make a plausible claim to be running the country. In the plenitude of their self-confidence,

  which had not yet been broken by economic decline or any perception that the consensus which they embodied might be in error, top civil servants looked upon junior ministers as a very low form of

  life – and here was one junior minister less prepared than some to overlook the slights.




  But the moral she drew was somewhat deeper. Civil servants, it appeared to her, were above all not interested in argument. While concerned to maintain their power and eager to keep the ship of

  state on an even keel, they were essentially uncreative people. Because the Ministry of Pensions was almost never subject to political crisis or the need for a sudden decision to be made, the

  remorseless tide of casework could be offset by more discussion of long-term policy than is possible in most departments. The experience gave Mrs Thatcher an insight into a Whitehall trait she

  found uncongenial under each of the three ministers she served during her three years in the post. ‘It was interesting to sit in on the policy meetings’, she told George Gardiner in

  1975, ‘and see how the advice offered by the civil service changed according to the minister. I came to the conclusion that the civil service tend not to put up advice that they think the

  minister will reject. After a minister has been some time in a department, therefore, you tend to get rather limited advice coming up.’




  Later, this perception of Whitehall was dramatically turned on its head. The blind acquiescence that Mrs Thatcher deplored in the 1960s became, once converted into zealous commitment to her own

  ideas in the 1980s, a positive demand she made on all the mandarins who came in sight of her. But what remained consistent was her irreverence, her refusal to show much awe for the occupants of

  historic positions: and this was the main residue of her otherwise arid first three years in government.




  This aridity, however, was not alien to her temperament. That she could put up with it, indeed enjoy it, not hankering after a post more suited to the conventional high-flyers in the party

  – something in the Foreign Office or the Treasury – suggests a politician who at this stage was glad of any job she could pick up. The ceaseless detail suited her

  practical mind. She was certainly ambitious, and had publicly speculated about a woman becoming Chancellor of the Exchequer. But her humble post, combined with the common instinct that set the

  sights of any woman in politics cautiously low, left her far from great events.




  When Macmillan resigned because of ill-health in October 1963, few people wanted to know the opinion of the junior pensions minister about who should succeed him. Like most junior ministers and

  almost all MPs, she had neither voice nor vote in the matter. The most that she, like all of them, could hope to exercise was one small fragment of a collective veto against any leader the party

  establishment decided was the favourite. Mrs Thatcher, backing what looked like the safe horse, seems just to have favoured R. A. Butler. So, at least, she told Gardiner. But since these were the

  days before any Tory leader was formally elected, a public commitment was not required. A leader evolved out of the miasma, leaving MPs, as sole compensation for the lack of a vote, the opportunity

  to climb aboard whichever bandwagon was ahead. When Lord Home, the Foreign Secretary, in one of the most shocking modern coups against elective politics, triumphed over Butler and everyone else,

  Mrs Thatcher raised no objection. She was slightly concerned, as were others, that Home might not get elected to the Commons. But he had quality. ‘One knew that Alec was very, very good, and

  so easy to talk to,’ she said.




  She would hardly have called him Alec at the time. But under him she served out her apprenticeship. A year later he led the party to narrow defeat. In Finchley Mrs Thatcher was safely home, her

  majority reduced to a mere 9,000. But, with a majority of four in the Commons, the Labour years of Harold Wilson began.




  At the time, the passing of the Tory Government did not seem, to Mrs Thatcher or many other people, like the end of a disaster. It was traumatic to lose power, but the scornful chant denouncing

  ‘thirteen years of Tory misrule’ was a slogan exclusive to the Labour Party. Only later did Conservatives begin to purloin such thinking for their own side. That exercise in revisionism

  was going to be a complicated intellectual process, with many cross-currents of opinion and personality and more than one false start.




  Analysis of the Macmillan years was to become the defining intellectual event, the condition precedent, of the redefinition of Conservatism as Thatcherism. But for the

  moment, in October 1964, to the Member for Finchley office under Macmillan and Home was simply something she had unfortunately lost, until the wheel of fortune once again came round.
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  Heath’s Woman




  THE 1964 ELECTION was the beginning of the end for Conservatism of Churchillian pedigree. Those who ran the party for the first

  two post-war decades were all, in one way or another, Churchill’s protégés. Home’s appointment as party leader was the last gasp of the pre-war generation, and of the

  system which had perpetuated its power and influence. When Home lost the election, he had to go, leaving behind him, as the only permanent legacy of one of the most decent men to occupy 10 Downing

  Street, a new system for the formal election of his successor. All who took part in it were conscious of voting for a new era.




  The candidates for the first elected Tory leadership were Reginald Maudling, Enoch Powell and Edward Heath. Each of them has been of some importance in the life of Margaret Thatcher: one as her

  friend, another as her intellectual mentor, the third, after years of enforced and chilly association, as the sworn enemy of all she stood for. She voted for her future enemy, the man with whom she

  had shared platforms in the old days, Edward Heath.




  This was not her first instinct. She originally leaned towards Maudling, her friend and everybody’s favourite to win. George Gardiner tells us why this was. Apart from being closer to him

  than to the others, ‘she greatly respected the judgments which he had made as Chancellor.’ At the time, this was the conventional view of Maudling. Macmillan had sent him to the

  Treasury in 1962 with a brief for growth and expansion which he duly carried through. Quite soon, with Labour in office, Maudling’s prodigality was widely blamed for the balance-of-payments

  crisis which kept the new government permanently in its grip. Later still, when revisionism was sweeping the Tory Party and the monetarist analysis probed backwards to lay bare the alleged errors

  of the past, the Maudling Chancellorship was held to epitomise the degeneracy over which Macmillan had presided. But in July 1965 that was not the way it looked, to Margaret Thatcher or anyone

  else. On the contrary, Maudling’s economic policies were the main commendation for his candidature. Heath was ultimately preferred, both by her and by the party, for

  having greater manifest toughness than the casual Maudling, and for his more promising ability to match the talents of Harold Wilson. As for Powell, the future mentor, he secured only 15 votes, to

  Heath’s 150 and Maudling’s 133. He was a renegade figure, too far outside the mainstream for any ambitious young politician to contemplate supporting him. Margaret Thatcher did not give

  his candidature a second glance.




  Ted Heath’s arrival in the Conservative leadership was a beacon of promise to many of his contemporaries, and all younger Conservatives, who saw in him the proof that the age of the

  meritocracy had dawned. In Britain’s class-obsessed society, this was what immediately mattered most about Heath – his humble origins, the tortured vowel-sounds that betrayed them, the

  proof he embodied that you did not need to be a toff to lead the toffs’ party. In truth, the party had not always been led by such people. Stanley Baldwin, although educated at Harrow, was of

  quite humble origins; and Neville Chamberlain was far less well educated than Heath. Nonetheless, breaking the perceived class pattern was the first and overwhelming excitement Heath offered. The

  second was the political image that went with this fracturing of the social mould: the new direction in which he would lead the party, the abrasive dynamism which would finally wipe away the

  prevailing image of Conservatism, whether symbolised by Macmillan’s drooping moustache and Edwardian weariness, or Home’s confession that he was unable to think about economic policy

  without the aid of matchsticks. Since both these apparent transformations, the leap down the social scale and the definition of a new brand of Conservatism, insinuated themselves into the personal

  odyssey of Margaret Thatcher, they repay a little study.




  Ostensibly, her background and Heath’s were almost identical. And certainly he paved some of the way for her ascent. It would have been more difficult for the Tory Party to contemplate

  electing the daughter of a Grantham grocer to the leadership in 1975 if it had not elected the eldest son of a Broadstairs carpenter ten years earlier. But the points of difference in their

  formation are as notable as the similarities and, given the accepted mythology, rather more interesting. Overhanging all of them is the signal fact that, whereas Margaret Thatcher constantly

  gloried in her origins, Ted Heath spent a lifetime escaping from his own.




  Heath was a genuine working-class boy, the son of a man who was proud of it and never aspired to climb the social scale. ‘We’re a working-class family and no two

  ways about it,’ William Heath, the father, told Ted’s biographer, Margaret Laing, in 1972. He was therefore different from Alfred Roberts. The family homes of the two future prime

  ministers enshrined some of the same values: thrift, cleanliness, a belief in education. But where Heath was reared, neither politics nor social pretensions coloured the domestic scene. According

  to Laing, William ‘vaguely believed he was a Liberal’, but did nothing about it. During the First World War he was so poor that he had to beg for coal and potatoes. The aldermanic aura

  of the Grantham petty bourgeoisie had no counterpart in the upbringing of Edward Heath. In Grantham, Alfred Roberts was rather grand. His life took him into ruling circles. He met politicians and

  rubbed shoulders with Lord Brownlow, an intimate of the Prince of Wales during the Abdication crisis. Nothing like this was any part of Heath’s early years. Even education itself was

  sometimes a struggle. When Ted got a place at Balliol College, Oxford, he did not originally secure a scholarship – this only came later – and his father was doubtful whether he should

  go at all. If we are speaking of Conservatives who have triumphed over apparent social adversity, Heath travelled a longer road than his successor.




  Oxford, however, did much the same for both of them. Two diligent grammar-school toilers were transmuted into dedicated Conservative politicians, and, strengthened by the indestructible benefits

  of the Oxford experience, took every chance of fulfilling their high political ambitions. But there was at least one important difference. Heath used his undergraduate years, like many others, to

  travel, whereas Margaret Thatcher’s first journey abroad was on her honeymoon. A crucial ten years before, pre-war not post-war, Heath was drawn towards a Europe then in turmoil, travelling

  to Germany in 1937 and Spain in 1938 in the middle of the Spanish Civil War. On each journey he witnessed historic events. In Germany it was the Nuremberg Rally. ‘I can still recall that

  rally, every moment of it,’ he told Laing. ‘What struck me was the hysteria of the whole thing.’ In Spain, visiting the Republican forces, he was bombed out of his hotel in

  Barcelona. As late as the summer of 1939 he was in Poland and Germany, returning home only two days before war was declared.




  Heath grew up politically at a time when politics was dominated by foreign affairs, and this imposed its influence on his entire career. An attitude to foreign policy decisively shaped his

  youthful Conservatism, the origins of which were less specific than Margaret Thatcher’s. Although Heath was as clear as she was from an early age that he wanted to become

  a politician, his allegiance was not quite so predetermined. He grew up at a time when many educated young men experienced political confusions, lured towards Communism by the rise of Hitler and

  the romantic war against Franco, or towards the rearmament lobby in the Tory Party by the complaisant vacillations of the Baldwin Government. Heath, however, soon made up his mind. He was as

  repelled by Labour’s pacifism as by the appeasing Tory leadership. President of OUCA in 1937, he was elected President of the Oxford Union six months after Munich, having taken a prominent

  part in the Oxford City by-election of October 1938, supporting Lindsay, the master of Balliol, against the appeasement candidate, who was none other than Quintin Hogg. Truly does Hogg go back,

  erratically, into the past, penetrating the life of every leading Conservative for the last fifty years.




  One consequence of Oxford was identical in both the Heath and the Thatcher cases. The university gave them a reputation in the party and acquainted them with the right people to know. Heath did

  it by taking OUCA into the anti-appeasement camp, against Neville Chamberlain and the party leadership. This was a bold piece of defiance for a working-class boy, but it earned the approval of

  future patrons like Harold Macmillan. By the end of his time, according to a Balliol contemporary, Julian Amery, he had become ‘the leading Conservative figure in the university’.




  This process of recognition had its almost exact parallel a decade later, when Margaret Roberts took a similar part in thrusting OUCA into the post-war era. Each had to overcome difficulties,

  she because she was a woman and unfashionable to boot, he because he arrived at Oxford as a shy, withdrawn young man without any money. Each triumphantly succeeded.




  The man who arrived in the Conservative leadership in 1965, however, was very different from the woman who got there in 1975. Each event was the climax of a different strategy, a fact which

  profoundly influenced the course each adopted as leader and the fate each underwent as prime minister. It was also, eventually, responsible for nurturing one of the bitterest exhibitions of

  personal antagonism between two leaders of the same party in the politics of the twentieth century. British political history may be littered with famous personal resentments, between Asquith and

  Lloyd George, for example, or Macmillan and Butler, or Harold Wilson and George Brown. None lasted so long, at such a peak of unremitting acrimony, as that between Heath and Mrs Thatcher in their

  later years.




  After the fall of Home, Heath became leader as the complete establishment man. His was an updated Conservatism, and his way of expressing it seemed to put him on equal terms

  with his chief antagonist, Wilson, the wunderkind of a modernised Britain. But Heath had got to the top by becoming the perfect mimic of his elders. The brief anti-leadership phase before

  the war was replaced, from the moment he got into Parliament in 1950, by an unswerving eye for the location of power. He had already acquired more social security by reaching the rank of

  lieutenant-colonel during war service. Within a year he was taken into the whips’ office, within three he was deputy chief whip and quite close to Churchill himself. From 1955 to the 1959

  election, as chief whip, he was responsible for steering the party relatively intact through the Suez crisis, as well as for the distribution of large amounts of patronage. Any self-doubt the boy

  from Broadstairs might have had about his ability to shake off his unfavoured past, and any doubts the party had about his right to be regarded on equal terms with its most famous men, had long

  since vanished.




  When Margaret Thatcher reached the House, Heath was a full member of the ruling circle, frequenting its clubs, dining at its tables, discoursing on the subject it still took more seriously than

  anything else, international affairs. When he took his part in the removal of Home – a role he always denied, but one which the Home family never quite forgot – he had equipped himself

  with a record in office marking him as the man to carry on the middle-way Conservatism of Macmillan, to whom he was devoted, while shaking off some of its more decadent encrustations. He had been

  briefly Minister of Labour; had led Britain’s first, unavailing attempt to join the European Community; had, as President of the Board of Trade, driven his reluctant party to cut through

  antiquated protectionism and abolish what was known as Resale Price Maintenance. This supposed opening-up of internal free trade by the decontrol of prices, while highly contentious on the

  shopkeeper wing of the Conservative Party, was a fitting symbol of the world Heath promised for the sixties and seventies: competitive, modernised and much given to the ritual slaughtering of

  sacred cows.




  In this historic process Margaret Thatcher was allotted only a minor role. She had done enough in government to earn her a place in the front-bench shadow team, and Heath moved her rapidly from

  junior post to junior post: first Pensions, then Housing and Land in October 1965, and thence to the Treasury team six months later. She was promoted to the shadow cabinet in October 1967, with the

  Power portfolio, although apparently with due apprehensions on Heath’s part about what this might portend. Jim Prior was consulted on who should be what he terms the

  ‘statutory woman’ in the shadow cabinet. When he recommended Mrs Thatcher, Heath replied, after a long silence, ‘Yes, Willie [Whitelaw] agrees that she’s much the most able,

  but he says once she’s there we’ll never be able to get rid of her.’1




  A year later, in contentious circumstances, she became shadow minister of Education. This gave her a broad range of training in the work of a succession of domestic departments, and the

  opportunity to shine occasionally in Parliament against some of the more celebrated Labour ministers, notably the Chancellor of the Exchequer, James Callaghan. But what is more striking about this

  period is how small and tentative were her contributions to the debate which raged about the future of Conservatism.




  This got under way in earnest only in 1966, after the Wilson Government called another election and, in accordance with most predictions, strengthened its hold on power. With a majority of 97,

  it was clearly in place for a full term. The Conservative Party could afford to devote itself to a serious examination of its past and its future.




  In later years, Heath’s period as leader of the Opposition has often been remembered as a time mainly devoted to the discovery of ideological purity. Now was the time,

  it has been said, when the modern Tory Party shook off the chains of quasi-socialist compromise in which Macmillan and Butler had mistakenly shackled it. Those closest to prime minister Thatcher

  were particularly attached to this version of history. It was integral to the mythology of the late 1970s and beyond. To put it simply: Heath was construed as the leader who had once believed in

  most of the ideas Mrs Thatcher came to stand for, had led the party of the 1960s towards them, but then reneged on them halfway through his own prime ministership. The image of Heath the Betrayer,

  so crucial to support for the ragbag of ideas called Thatcherism, was fashioned from memories that began as early as 1966.




  There is some truth in this account of events, but less than is often claimed. What, in fact, did Heath stand for? In part, certainly, for a revamped Conservatism that began with an analysis

  similar to Mrs Thatcher’s ten years later. For example, he placed great emphasis on the need to curb trade union power with new laws. Putting Britain Right Ahead,

  the party manifesto for the 1966 election, gave this a central place in a policy designed to reinvigorate the economy by increasing competition. Competition was the Heath watchword, and attacking

  trade unions became an avowed part of the strategy for increasing it. The ‘one-nation’ philosophy, the inherited slogan of generations of Tory reformers, was explicitly recommended for

  revision. According to one progressive thinker of the time, Timothy Raison, the party should develop ‘a clear anti-union bias’. The Conservatives’ problem, he wrote, was that they

  had tried to operate a ‘largely capitalist economy without a capitalist ideology’. We must now accept, said the heretical Raison, that life was largely about conflict and that

  ‘there are two sides in industry’.2




  Another young theoretician, also quite close to Heath, recommended the philosophy of class war even more starkly. David Howell, then director of the Conservative Political Centre, wrote:

  ‘Strikes do at least indicate that toughness is being shown on the management side in face of unreasonable demands. . . . The absence of strikes may well be evidence of a tacit conspiracy

  between management and work people to do nothing new and disturbing, to give in to all wage demands swiftly, and in general to preserve a cosy climate of inefficiency.’ The conclusion of this

  analysis, that the party should launch itself bald-headed into anti-union legislation, was accepted without demur by the entire Conservative Party. Indeed, it became for a time the conventional

  cross-party wisdom, as was shown by Harold Wilson’s unavailing attempt to pass an anti-union law of his own in 1969.




  Secondly, Heathism anticipated Thatcherism in its desire to reshape the welfare state. Controlling the social service budget, and confining its benefits to people ‘in need’ was a

  dream of the Conservative leadership twenty years before Mrs Thatcher, as prime minister, began to put it seriously into action in the mid-1980s. Sir Keith Joseph, whom Heath placed in charge of

  this area of policy, was developing the concept of ‘selectivity’ in social provision even before the 1966 election, and the attack on universal provision persisted as a Tory theme

  throughout the period of opposition, although with no great consistency beyond it.




  Thirdly, Heath wanted to give top priority to business and the interests of businessmen. Hand in hand with more competition was to go a great rebirth of the spirit of laissez-faire.

  Technocrats and industrial managers were to be elevated into the new elite. Again this was a new bias similar to that which Mrs Thatcher later asserted. Partly it was a matter

  of setting business free. To this end, incomes policy was to be completely dismantled. But partly it was a matter of culture. Entrepreneurs, Heath said, were the pacemakers of society: ‘They

  are the people who are blessed with particular skills, with greater imagination, with foresight, with inventiveness and with administrative ability, who can give the lead and who can help us to the

  fore in world affairs.’ This cry, passionately felt if dully put, was taken up in identical terms ten years later.




  But in other respects the Heath of the sixties was decidedly not the precursor of the Thatcher of the seventies. For one thing, he continued to believe unashamedly in the power of the state and

  the need to mobilise it as a key weapon of economic policy. ‘Waste’ in government spending was an evil to be eradicated, but no serious assault was promised on the state’s

  economic power. On the contrary, in the pursuit of growth the state had to be an active partner. The need for state intervention in the expansion of productive investment was seen as a positive

  necessity by Howell, as it was by another young journalist–politician, Nigel Lawson.3




  The strategy enshrined efficiency and growth as twin deities. But it favoured thoroughly corporatist methods of propitiating them. Along with the obsessive determination to carry Britain into

  the European Economic Community, it sprang from a managerial view of the British problem – which could be cured essentially by institutional change, rather than by a painful philosophical

  challenge to the status quo which Wilson was establishing.




  This points to the pervasive difference between the periods 1966–70 and 1975–9. As perceived by contemporary observers of the earlier period, including many voters, there was little

  fundamental to choose between Heath and Wilson. Heath’s plan to curb union power for a time provided it; but when Wilson succumbed to the same ambition in 1969, even this difference largely

  dissolved. What Heath offered was seen in large part as a more efficient version of the kind of technocratic state Wilson had long talked about without being able to bring it very conspicuously to

  birth. Heath in fact recoiled from anything so grand as a philosophy with which to challenge socialism. His interest and aptitude drew him relentlessly towards the detail of policy and away from

  any broad coherent message that might lie behind it. He thought all problems would fall before the logic and efficiency of the businesslike approach.




  Heath was, in short, the opposite of an ideologue. That he should ever have been represented as one he owed principally to a single event – and, even here, later

  interpretation probably overcoloured the truth of what occurred. In January 1970, the shadow cabinet met for a heavily publicised pre-election weekend at the Selsdon Park Hotel outside London. As a

  result of the strident communiqué issued at the end of it, stressing the need for tax cuts, more selectivity in social services and above all a more vigorous approach to law and order,

  ‘Selsdon Man’ was born in Labour rhetoric: a hairy, primeval beast threatening to gobble alive all the benefits which socialism had spread around post-war British society. This graphic

  conceit, invented largely by Wilson himself, was credited with having persuaded him to call a general election that June, an election he thought he was sure to win against such a monster. And

  certainly, by depicting Heath in this way, Wilson endowed him with more vivid coherence than his pedestrian collected speeches could ever aspire to.




  But ‘Selsdon Man’ did not lose the election. On the contrary, Robert Blake, the historian of the Tory Party, judges that the image ‘did the Conservatives more good than

  harm’.4 It was in any case a false image. Although central to the picture of Heath’s prime ministership as a great betrayal, which the Thatcher

  years are supposed belatedly to have rectified, it is a significant misrepresentation. It overlooks the extent to which Heath’s decade as the Conservative leader was spent in open warfare

  with the very influences which were eventually to shape the most important elements of his successor’s appeal.




  Far to the right of Selsdon Man was a classical right by whom Heath was regarded as unsatisfactory from the start. Here there was a yearning for something more recognisable as a Conservative

  alternative to socialism, a rounded and even fundamentalist philosophy. This school had several prominent spokesmen. Among the earliest was Angus Maude, who was sacked from the shadow cabinet as

  early as 1966 after expressing his anxiety that the party was becoming a ‘meaningless irrelevance’. ‘For the Tories simply to talk like technocrats’, Maude wrote,

  ‘will get them nowhere.’5 Economic growth itself was a quite insufficient objective. ‘Every political party needs some solid ground of

  philosophy to stand on – otherwise it is apt to be swept along by the tides of passing fashion and fancy.’




  These too were the years when the Monday Club flourished. Its members were not merely imperialist dreamers, though it had been Macmillan’s decolonisation policies in Africa which caused it

  to be founded. They strode confidently into the domestic arena. In one of their pamphlets, John Biggs-Davison MP declared: ‘Under the creeping socialism of a generation we

  have been stripped well-nigh naked of our monetary, military and moral defences. The threat to our kinsfolk and partners overseas is matched by the threat to domestic economy and social

  order.’ To have any impact on this, Biggs-Davison argued, the Conservatives had to shed their own ‘degeneracy and materialism’ and undertake ‘an almost superhuman labour of

  national rescue and revival’. None of this, it would appear, was the Heath leadership preparing to supply. As another spokesman for the right, Dr Rhodes Boyson, put it, when compared with

  Labour ‘the Conservatives offered no alternative morality of politics.’




  These thinkers, Heath’s critics and enemies, do not now sound in every respect like early Thatcherites. In both Maude and Boyson there was a fastidious distaste for materialism nowhere to

  be found in the Conservative Party of the 1980s. Maude called growth ‘a sterile cycle of increasing production for increasing consumption of increasingly trivial things’. By the time he

  had become a member of Mrs Thatcher’s cabinet he allowed himself no such expressions of austerity.




  In general, however, the resemblances are strong. There is a striking similarity of thought and phrasing between what the anti-Heathites were saying in the late 1960s and what the

  pro-Thatcherites said in the late 1970s. When Biggs-Davison called for Heath’s Government to ‘end consensus politics’, he was minting the motto that would later epitomise

  Thatcherism. When Boyson lamented that throughout the Macmillan years ‘the country continued to advance step by step to socialism and more government control, more egalitarianism, and to a

  reduced-choice, heavily taxed economy,’ he was voicing the theme, if not the explicit historical reference, of a thousand Thatcher speeches delivered after 1975.




  A still more resonant spokesman for proto-Thatcherism was also at work during this period. Enoch Powell, who had left the Macmillan Government in 1958 on a point of principle concerning

  excessive public expenditure, was the most prominent exponent of precisely the kind of unambiguous alternative to socialism that Heath did not stand for, and never regarded as a serious option. As

  the exemplar of the difference between Heathism and Thatcherism, the ultimate disproof of the betrayal theory as applied to Heath’s record, one could find no more authoritative figure than

  Powell.




  What Powell argued for then was a position that has now become very familiar. But in the later sixties, and certainly for most of Heath’s time as prime minister, it was the height of

  unorthodoxy. His concerns were mainly economic. He was determined to establish the superiority of market forces over state planning and control, whether in housing, the social

  services or the level of the exchange rate. He believed in competition, as did Heath. But he adamantly resisted the role of the state in encouraging it. Having left Macmillan’s Government he

  became, in Andrew Gamble’s words, ‘the foremost critic of the new interventionist state the Conservatives developed to help restructure capital and contain wages’.




  A good many of Powell’s preoccupations, which then seemed to be those of an almost lone fanatic, were to float into the mainstream of the Thatcher age. Inflation, he kept insisting, was

  not caused by rising wages or prices but by governments printing money. Public spending was the curse of a free society when it was financed by printing or borrowing. Inflation, he added, was an

  excuse for imposing prices and incomes policies which, besides being ineffective, were another arm of state control. Almost everything, further, depended on the money supply. ‘Upon the sound

  working of the money system,’ he wrote in 1969, ‘and above all upon the stability and honesty of the currency, depend not only the operations of industry and commerce but . . . the

  structure of society itself.’6




  Many of Powell’s economic ideas later became commonplace. But to Heath they were mostly anathema. The entire Powellite package of Conservative populism was almost the opposite of what

  Heath defined as his priorities. Heath believed in state intervention, in the corporatism of the big battalions, in an economy that needed only to be better managed not radically reorganised.

  Powell despised all these ideas. Heath put entry into the Common Market at the centre of his programme. Powell fought it with every weapon he could find. Heath was an internationalist, Powell a

  fierce nationalist as well as an anti-American. Heath accepted, without very obviously welcoming, the multi-racial society. Powell chose the immigration issue as the one on which to speak with such

  unbridled venom that it marked the end of his career as a front-bench Conservative politician. For, despite their differences, he was a member of Heath’s shadow cabinet until 1968. Although

  Heath always disliked him, and was baffled by his insinuating intellect, he broke with the guru of the new right only after a nakedly racist attack on coloured immigrants in April of that year. In

  his view of the consequences of large-scale immigration for Britain’s cities, Powell paraphrased the prophecy of the Sibyl in Book VI of Virgil’s Aeneid. ‘As I look

  ahead,’ he said, ‘I am filled with foreboding. Like the Roman, I seem to see the River Tiber foaming with much blood.’ Heath despatched Powell into the

  wilderness from which he never returned in person – although he lived to see the arrival into power, by proxy as it were, of many of the ideas he spent his later years self-righteously

  proclaiming.




  But where was his proxy at this time? Her Jewish constituents in Finchley would certainly not have permitted her to utter the slightest sympathy for Powell’s racism, even had she been free

  to do so by voting against the 1968 Race Relations Act. But how did Margaret Thatcher contribute to the first serious contest of her mature political life between different strands of Conservative

  thinking? Whatever view one takes in retrospect of the ‘betrayal’ to be discerned in the Heath record, this is an interesting question. Was Mrs Thatcher to be found, as one might expect

  from her later record, in the Powell camp? Was she seriously committed to the kind of programmatic assault on socialism that Heath could not be persuaded to embark on? And thus to a position that

  would put her at odds with the mainstream party leadership? Or did she essentially conform to the prevailing wisdom, half-baked though it seemed to many people on the right of the party?




  The truth is that she took little part in these great debates. She contributed in no serious way save one to the arguments which her own prime ministership later saw to a different conclusion.

  The annals of pamphleteering and speech-making between 1965 and 1970 are almost devoid of mention of her name. For she had one thing at least in common with Heath. Her cast of mind was that of a

  problem-solver. She was happier with particular issues needing particular solutions than with the dangerously unlimited scope of a sophisticated discussion of first principles. As a junior shadow

  minister of Housing, she sank her teeth into Labour’s plan to set up a Land Commission. After the 1966 election, moved to Treasury affairs, she delivered with enormous relish an impressive

  onslaught against Callaghan’s proposal for a selective employment tax. When the Government was driven to introduce a Prices and Incomes Bill, she enjoyed nothing better than fighting every

  individual order made under it. Moved once more to the Fuel and Power portfolio and promoted to the shadow cabinet, she had to learn about natural gas, nuclear energy and the horror of the Aberfan

  pit disaster. Later still, handling Transport affairs, she was confronted by intensely practical problems, requiring mastery of many facts and figures, which played to her forensic strength. But

  the evidence strongly suggests a Heath-like aversion from offering general reflections on the cosmic nature of the political struggle.




  The single exception came in 1968. She was invited to deliver the Conservative Political Centre lecture at the party conference. It is a prestigious event in the party year,

  and she must have made a mark to be invited at all. But it cannot have been as a controversialist or thinker that she was asked, because her record in either of these guises was virtually blank.

  The lecture constitutes the first comprehensive attempt at an articulate political philosophy which the future prime minister ever publicly essayed.
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