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Maggie and me


‘JOHN, NOT ALL OF THEM LIKED YOU,’ Pauline confided over lunch. She smiled and I tried not to look too concerned. We were among a group of six who regularly ate together in a vast dining room, served by ever-attentive waiters mostly from the Philippines. I had given my first talk on a cruise ship, and inevitably it was my references to Margaret Thatcher which had caused some concern. Most of the elderly passengers were on a trip round the world, which no doubt they felt was their just reward for a lifetime of hard work. They did not want their peace disturbed by unexpected attacks on Lady Thatcher. Pauline’s husband Terry had made a good living out of selling fire extinguishers to hotels and schools – ‘squirters’ he called them – and if the conversation took too serious a turn he would deftly move us into shallower waters. Printed notes awaited me in my cabin and I was slightly surprised to learn that on board the pride of Fred Olsen’s fleet, the Black Watch, we were not expected to engage in discussions about politics and religion. It is reasonable to ask: what on earth was I doing there?


‘No,’ had been my response when the agent responsible for providing the ship’s entertainment had phoned me at home. ‘But, John . . .’ he tried to interrupt. ‘No. Certainly not,’ I went on. He didn’t give up. ‘But, John, you would start in Tahiti.’ He paused, dramatically. ‘Oh,’ I responded. ‘Then you would go to the islands of Bora-Bora, Samoa, Tonga, Fiji; then Auckland, and you’d fly back from Sydney.’ Sometimes, particularly in phone conversations, it is best to admit when you’ve got something completely wrong. I announced gravely, ‘When I said “Certainly not” that didn’t necessarily mean no.’ All those years listening to politicians had not been wasted. My wife Mary could not get away from her teaching job; so when I swapped the cold and rain of London in February for the balmy tropical paradise of Tahiti, it would be my elder brother Peter who would join me for the three-week cruise. As a former actor, he would be my perfect agent, floor manager and all-round companion.


He could not help me much, though, in tackling the most difficult problem. As we made our royal progress across the South Pacific at a stately seventeen knots, helped by a gentle breeze from the trade winds, wasn’t it up to me to provide some insight and wisdom? Not all the seven hundred passengers could be expected to attend my talks – they had bridge to play and deck quoits to throw – but given a straight choice between me and staring out to sea, I managed to attract a few hundred. But could I provide some enlightenment or even a sense of purpose to our magical journey on the other side of the world?


This was early 2004, British spring turned into southern hemisphere high summer by a day-long flight. I had spent a good deal of the previous eighteen months preparing a book on Margaret Thatcher. Now I was meeting a group of people – most of a similar age to the former prime minister – who might not take kindly to my less than reverent approach to the subject. Pauline, my companion at lunch, confirmed what I had already guessed. ‘I met a lady coming out of your talk who wasn’t at all sure about you,’ she said. ‘She couldn’t work out where you were coming from, as regards Lady Thatcher; and there was some muttering from others.’ Fortunately, the majority of those who attended the talk had been interested, and at times amused, by my rambling account of my life as a political correspondent being dragged along in the wake of the most controversial prime minister in recent British history.


For years, my party piece – very definitely not a Conservative party piece – has been my account of her final days. It includes some explanation of how I stood outside the British embassy in Paris on a dark, cold November night in 1990 solemnly telling thirteen million television viewers to the BBC six o’clock news that Mrs Thatcher would not be coming out to comment on her disastrous showing in the leadership election. My earpiece, which was meant to connect me with the backstage team in London, was not working so I did not hear the newsreader, Peter Sissons, warn me: ‘John, she’s behind you.’ A large part of the audience immediately sensed this was a great moment of political pantomime, and to judge from the comments I have subsequently received, it appears that thirteen million people also shouted at me, ‘She’s behind you.’ This could, in other circumstances, have been a career-threatening moment, particularly as I had only recently been appointed chief political correspondent. But such was the genuine confusion at the heart of government that my role in bringing this incident live to homes across the country elevated rather than depressed my reputation.


I was greatly helped by the behaviour of the prime minister’s press secretary Bernard Ingham and another official from Number 10, who appeared to be pushing me aside as they searched for a microphone. It was this other official who had earlier told me she would not be coming out. I wrongly assumed they were looking for my microphone, and in my usual, helpful way I said, rather plaintively, ‘Here is the microphone,’ thrusting mine forward. This seemed to make them angrier and it has even been suggested – though I have always denied it – that at this point Mrs Thatcher hit me with her handbag. The truth is that they were looking for another microphone, which had been set up across the courtyard near the main gate. It had been placed there so that Mrs Thatcher could speak to a small but high-powered delegation from the British press – who were none too pleased with my BBC exclusive.


Mrs Thatcher was so keen to be rid of the distasteful task of admitting she had failed to win the first round of the leadership ballot that she gave her comment to me, and then disappeared back into the embassy. She thanked those of her MPs who had supported her in her battle against Michael Heseltine, and she promised to put her name forward for the second ballot. But it was not to be. Two days later she announced her resignation. What made the ‘handbagging incident’ in Paris an award-winning event on television was that the prime minister looked as if she had lost her grip on power; and indeed she had lost control, but not in the way the pictures suggested. This trivial misunderstanding outside the British embassy had taken on the power of a political cartoon. Unwittingly, Mrs Thatcher, with a little help from me, had provided a tableau which could have been entitled, The Great Fall. I couldn’t resist giving my elderly cruise-ship audience one of my oldest lines: ‘It made my career, and it finished hers.’


For many years after Mrs Thatcher resigned this was my view: that when the Conservative party turned against her – after eleven years as one of the most dominant figures ever to occupy Downing Street – her power had been broken. The Thatcher era was over. But after writing my memoirs during a final three-year stint at Westminster, as political editor of ITN, I had more time to reflect. The conclusion I came to – and this is the theme of this book – is that Mrs Thatcher’s power to influence events did not end with her resignation. She was to have an extraordinary Indian summer to her political career; and even now it is impossible to understand the present state of British politics without a clear grasp of the part she played after her departure from Number 10. Partly this was because of her early successes in government. She had built up an amazing following across the world; as Britain’s first woman prime minister, fully determined to dress the part, she had become the most famous politician in the world. I covered her first visit to see the Russian president, Mikhail Gorbachev, in Moscow in 1987 and the trip ended with a visit to Georgia. Two million people stopped work to line the route her motorcade took to the airport at Tbilisi. She was a superstar.


For many of my audience on the Black Watch Lady Thatcher had kept her aura; indeed she had regained much of the popularity she had lost at the end of her time in office. In the autumn of 1990 no doubt many of those now relaxing on the cruise had been appalled by the poll tax, annoyed that inflation had crept back into double figures, and might have accepted that she had become an electoral liability to the Conservative party. In modern politics it is hard for any prime minister not to look shop-soiled after two terms in office, let alone someone who soldiers on deep into their third term. So much news coverage – now twenty-four hours a day – is devoted to the all too human inhabitants of Number 10 that it is not surprising that voters simply get bored with the same character. Once relieved of the necessity of taking unpopular decisions ex-prime ministers have the opportunity to polish up their image, and nearly fourteen years later in the promenade lounge of this luxury cruise ship it seemed there were few who did not feel that Margaret Thatcher had been Britain’s last great political leader.


It was not that they were all Conservative voters – some voted Labour or Liberal Democrat – but I think my jokes at her expense were only tolerated because they were funny. Any real attack on the former prime minister would not have gone down well. As they put on their evening dress for dinner – dinner jackets every third night was the rule – you felt a collective longing for order and respectability. These were not Thatcher’s children we have heard so much about, but Thatcher’s brothers and sisters; and if that BBC chap was a bit iffy, they could take comfort in the fact that the lecturer taking over in Sydney would be Sir Bernard Ingham himself. From Cape Town, on the final leg, those of a right-wing persuasion would have even more of a treat. The lecturer on the way back to Southampton was the former prime minister of Rhodesia, Ian Smith, still going strong at the age of eighty-four. Sergeant, Ingham and Smith; for the true blues things could only get better.


When we returned home, Bernard and I compared notes. I had come to know him well during the eleven years he had served as Mrs Thatcher’s press secretary. He did not like being called a spin doctor, but he became the first civil servant who increasingly filled that role, putting the best possible gloss on the government’s activities. And I suppose if he was a spin doctor, I was one of his patients. Often twice a day I would sit among a group of reporters at his off-the-record briefings, taking the medicine from Bernard. With his prominent eyebrows and jutting chin, he skilfully turned himself into the alternative voice of Margaret Thatcher, and was a personality in his own right, a cross between a Yorkshire terrier and a British bulldog. With him, as with Mrs Thatcher, the best kind of argument could only be expressed in straight lines, and if alternative representations were offered he would often react by repeating his catchphrase, ‘Bunkum and balderdash.’


He agreed with me that the passengers on the Black Watch held Baroness Thatcher in high regard. ‘They must do,’ Bernard insisted, ‘otherwise why would they want to hear from me what it was like working with her – after nearly fourteen years?’ In his view it was not a matter of whether they were Conservative or voted for other parties; she represented ‘common sense’ not the ‘nonsense we have to put up with nowadays’. But I then tackled him on the central, most disturbing question for anyone who takes that view. If she was so admirable, how can they come to terms with the fact that she was ditched by her own party? ‘They can’t understand it,’ Bernard retorted, ‘and that is why people have become cynical about politics and politicians.’ He spoke with passion on a point which he must have reiterated many times in the pastel-coloured lounge high above the waters off the coast of Australia. The downfall of Margaret Thatcher had been an event so bewildering to ordinary people, he argued, that it had driven a wedge between the public and Parliament which had yet to be removed. And as for the Conservative party itself: ‘All these years later, they have still not got over it.’


When visitors are guided round Parliament, the highlight of the tour is the chamber of the House of Commons. Most people are surprised that it is not larger, and grander. There are not nearly enough seats for the 659 MPs. Seen on television it suffers from the same distorting effect as the Centre Court at Wimbledon: the cameras make it seem bigger than it is. Many parliaments have their seats arranged in a semicircle; this makes it easy to see which parties are on the left wing, and which are on the right. The small, oblong shape of the House of Commons encourages quite a different view of how politics is conducted. On a guided tour you are likely to be told about the apocryphal new MP being shown round by an experienced colleague. ‘It must be difficult,’ the new member suggests, ‘having to make your speeches not to your friends, but across the chamber to your enemies.’ The older MP shakes his head. ‘No, you’ve got that wrong,’ he says. ‘Your opponents sit in the benches on the other side of the chamber. Your enemies are on your own side.’


The way that Mrs Thatcher was removed from office by her own side is the most dramatic recent example of the way battles within a party can be far more important than the set-piece jousting across the chamber. These internal conflicts are likely to be more vicious, bloodier affairs; and, as in a civil war, they can give rise to personal antagonisms on a grander scale, as well as having much longer-lasting effects. The reason for this is fairly obvious: in a conventional war combatants have little choice but to fight for their country; in a civil war most of those involved can choose on which side to fight. Votes in Conservative leadership elections are conducted by secret ballot, but enough of the argument has to be fought out in public for the battle lines to be clearly drawn. For Conservative MPs the question had to be answered: ‘Are you with us, or against us?’ And the answers were not forgotten.


If you are not a Conservative supporter, you may be thinking, ‘Well, why should I care? The Tories got themselves into a mess; if they spend years trying to sort it out, that’s their problem.’ But, of course, it is not as simple as that. The devastating effect on the Conservative party of the divisions which led to Mrs Thatcher’s departure and the long struggle which took place after she’d gone weakened British politics as a whole. The landslide Labour victories in 1997 and 2001 against an enfeebled opposition hardly strengthened the democratic process. The Conservative foreign secretary Francis Pym greatly annoyed Mrs Thatcher at the start of the general election campaign in 1983 when he said on television, ‘Landslides on the whole don’t produce successful governments.’ She thought it hardly the sort of confident rallying cry she would expect from a leading member of the cabinet, and after the Conservative landslide only a few weeks later – they had a majority of 144 – she sacked him. It was not, in her view, his only offence; it was simply the last straw. But he was right. Landslide victories are not usually good for the country. In the British parliamentary system the strength of the opposition matters, as does the vital question of who is leader of the official Opposition. Weak oppositions weaken governments; they severely reduce the chances of ministers listening to sensible argument and advice.


For nearly two years I had been trying to work out the best way to approach the subject of Margaret Thatcher. I could not escape her; we had spent too long foraging in the same pastures. From the moment she had become leader of the Conservative party in 1975 I found her impossible to avoid. I covered her first visit to Brussels, where she met officials from the European Commission, a group who would later join the ranks of her least favourite people. On the same trip she went to the headquarters of NATO to meet the military leaders of the alliance, with whom she felt very much more at home. During her first election campaign, in 1979, I had been diligently present at all her major speeches; and when she won the election I even crawled through the feet of a large crowd of her supporters at Central Office in order to obtain her first radio interview as prime minister. When she arrived in Downing Street, having kissed hands with the Queen, I was, of course, waiting outside Number 10, microphone in hand. During her years in power, until the very end, she was never far from my professional thoughts.


Having retired from political journalism at the end of 2002, I was in a position to produce, if not a magisterial tome on the Thatcher years, at least a more reflective assessment than is possible during the hand-to-mouth life of a reporter. I had many advantages over more distant observers. As well as a direct memory of the key events and often some inside knowledge picked up at the time, I was able to draw on contacts at the highest levels. Many of the most senior members of her governments had become friends who would be ready to help with their comments. I would also be able to talk in detail with those who had followed Lady Thatcher to Number 10. Both John Major and Tony Blair put aside time to give me their assessments of the prime minister who one way or another had helped them reach the highest office. What was lacking before I started this quest was a theme. Winston Churchill once complained about one of the drafts of his own speeches. ‘It’s like a pudding,’ he said. ‘It lacks a theme.’ Oxford University Press have produced a CD-Rom which contains all of Lady Thatcher’s public statements in the forty-five years before she resigned as prime minister. It is a splendid compendium, but anyone hoping for an easy read should give it a miss. The compact disc contains more than seven thousand statements and a total of more than fourteen million words. But there is not one sentence in it which constitutes a theme.


I was increasingly drawn to the idea that I should concentrate, not so much on the glory years, but on what happened after she resigned: the aftershock from which the Conservative party has still not yet recovered. Up until the time that Michael Howard became Conservative leader, late in 2003, Lady Thatcher was still a force to be reckoned with; she took a direct hand in all the leadership elections before that date and her role was crucial in determining their outcome. I was just finishing an interview for this book with Douglas Hurd, now Lord Hurd, in the tea room of the House of Lords when I came across another former foreign secretary, Lord Carrington. I have long appreciated his briskness and no-nonsense approach, and so I did not hesitate to ask him a direct question: ‘How much influence did Lady Thatcher have on leadership elections after she’d gone?’ He immediately replied, ‘She intervened in all of them, and always with disastrous results.’ He then grinned broadly, enjoying the surprise on my face.


Slowly it was beginning to dawn on me that perhaps I had a theme. It would not take away from Lady Thatcher her main achievements. She was, without doubt, one of the greatest prime ministers of modern times. But I would also not shrink from pointing out how much she was disliked, and how much she was bitterly resented by those – like the miners – who felt her victories had been at their expense. But I wanted to try to explain what happened after her downfall: how Lady Thatcher tried to come to terms with being rejected by Conservative MPs, her deep sense of betrayal, and her determination neither to forgive nor forget. The consequences, not just for her but for British politics in general, were profound; and if I could clear up some of the bewilderment felt by the passengers on the good ship Black Watch maybe that would be good too.


I was acutely conscious of the need to establish contact with the small number of people who had direct experience of how Lady Thatcher operated, both in and out of government. If my advances were rejected by any of the key witnesses, the whole project would be in jeopardy. It would take time, and luck would play its part. Not only was it important to speak to those who had held prominent positions, it was vital to have some idea of the line they would take. Hours spent with people merely prepared to repeat what they had already said in public would not be of much use. Social events involving those who inhabit the Westminster village were my most useful hunting ground, and I got lucky when the broadcaster James Naughtie and his wife Ellie gave a joint fiftieth-birthday party at the London Welsh Rugby Club in Richmond. I found myself queuing up for food with the former Conservative chairman and eminent Brussels commissioner, Chris Patten. I explained how I was writing a book about Margaret Thatcher and was hoping to talk to him. ‘Oh, yes,’ he replied, smiling broadly. ‘She destroyed the Conservative party.’


At last I had my theme.
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‘The prime minister will see you now’


FOR A PRIME MINISTER to spend more than half an hour with a journalist is unusual; if it is for an interview which will not be broadcast or published in a newspaper that is really quite something. This was one of the thoughts buzzing through my head as I made the oh-so-familiar trudge up Downing Street one afternoon, towards the end of July 2002. I was on my way to talk to Tony Blair about Margaret Thatcher. The policeman on the gate greeted me in his customary way: ‘Hello, Mr Sergeant. Can I check your identity?’ I was never sure whether he realized he was being funny, but it always cheered me up. If you appear on television regularly, you inevitably have identity problems. People often believe you are an old friend; a woman once gave me a puzzled look and finally asked, ‘Are you someone?’ It was a relief to reply, ‘Not really.’ I found it oddly relaxing to have a policeman who knew me well look at my Westminster pass to see if my face matched the photo.


Prime ministers sometimes pretend they are not mesmerized by the media. Clement Attlee allowed a telegraph ticker tape machine to be installed at Number 10, but that was only, he insisted, to keep an eye on the cricket scores. When political pressures threatened to overwhelm him, Harold Macmillan would ostentatiously read a Jane Austen novel. Tony Blair never pretended that the media were not vitally important: from the moment he entered politics he knew that the script – sometimes rather portentously called the narrative – of his career could only be written by the media; and his task was to influence it as much as possible.


One of Mr Blair’s first appointments as Labour leader was to take on Alastair Campbell as his press secretary. Tall, witty and with a scowl as his default expression, Mr Campbell, like Bernard Ingham, had the great advantage of usually knowing what was in Mr Blair’s mind; and if, on some issues, he was not sure, then just as Bernard might guess at Mrs Thatcher’s thoughts, Alastair would chance a view on Mr Blair’s behalf. I had always got on well with him, although sometimes in a fairly rough way. Once, on his way into the regular meeting of political correspondents called The Lobby, Alastair – in a jovial way – kicked me on the leg. I immediately kicked him back. Despite this, without his help I would not have been given an interview with the prime minister to talk about Lady Thatcher.


Prime ministers have a certain amount of fellow feeling for each other, especially if they have not been rivals. James Callaghan was once in a small gathering of former inhabitants of Number 10 and wondered how they might be described. He thought the most appropriate collective noun would be a ‘denial’. But that tells you more about his period in office than he perhaps intended; he was almost always on the defensive. A ‘pride’ of prime ministers is what most of them would like to be, lions able to take on the world, and improve it as well. Mr Callaghan, and later John Major, were both severely constrained by their dwindling and finally vanishing parliamentary majorities. Towards the end of their periods in office they could barely manage a roar between them.


Mr Blair, having recently won his second landslide victory – in the election of 2001 – was often compared with Mrs Thatcher. He had done better in terms of seats in his two elections than she ever had, but the effect was the same. Both of them had enough MPs not to have to worry too much about backbench opinion. Both of them had exceptional flair and vote-winning appeal. What surprised me during my interview with Mr Blair was the extent to which he was prepared to acknowledge Margaret Thatcher’s strengths, and to make it clear that he wanted to emulate her. From the leader of a party which had spent years vilifying the former Conservative leader, it came as quite a surprise.


We met in the cabinet room and Mr Blair then ushered me through the French windows into the garden. ‘It’ll be quieter here,’ he said. The garden is quite large – Mr Major used it to hold news conferences – but the lawn is hemmed in by a brick wall which cuts it off from Horse Guards Parade. I looked in vain for any signs of the IRA mortar attack of some years earlier – the bombs landing in the garden smashed windows and sent Mr Major and his colleagues diving for cover under the cabinet table. The garden now looked cared for and peaceful, and this mood was matched by Mr Blair’s demeanour. But he had aged considerably during his five years in office. It was hard to see how anyone could have compared him with the frisky young cartoon character Bambi. He looked greyer, and contrary to my own experience of getting older, seemed to have lost weight.


Mrs Thatcher suffered in a similar way from the strains of her premiership. When she first arrived at Number 10, she exuded a kind of healthy radiance; she gave the impression of being a natural in the job, totally confident that she could overcome the challenges and merely irritated that there were only twenty-four hours in each day. At a Downing Street party she told my wife how she got over the excitement of winning the election: ‘Oh, you can’t stay on cloud nine for ever – you have to settle down to a routine.’ But after eleven years that routine of punishing days and short nights had taken its toll. When I met her at a Downing Street reception shortly before the end the old radiance had gone. On that occasion she appeared to be lecturing her guests on anything she had decided was safe and reasonably relevant. When she spoke to me, with the veins showing in her tired eyes, I thought for a moment she was addressing someone behind me. Like a faulty two-way radio she was able to transmit but not to receive.


In Mr Blair the change was not very noticeable to begin with. During the election campaign of 1997 he had worried privately about his receding hairline, but that had not struck me as being at all significant. He was young and confident; in America he would have been a perfect candidate for president. The big change came with the devastating effects of the Iraq crisis: he quickly began to look his age, and the stress of office was no longer disguised. But that was some way in the future. At the time of my interview he was still enjoying one of the longest political honeymoons in British political history.


He had retained his directness and – quite rare in senior politicians – his ability to engage in discussion. Many of his similarly overworked colleagues were already finding real conversation a bit of a strain. But there was still plenty to concern Mr Blair in the summer of 2002; he was worried about the need to give his period in office a sense of direction, about how his narrative might appear to future historians. The comparison with Mrs Thatcher may well have been troubling him. His first term in office – apart from the dramatic decision to grant the Bank of England independent control of interest rates – looked cautious if not timid. Most of his more controversial moves, including devolution with separate parliaments for Scotland and Wales, had been carried out on the back of strong public support. Indeed there were times when it seemed Mr Blair could not decide policy until his faithful polling expert Philip Gould had given him the nod. The most notable exception was his decision to take on the Serbs and their leader Slobodan Milo[image: image]evíc, who were forcing thousands of ethnic Albanians out of Kosovo. With his friend and close ally, the American president Bill Clinton, it was decided to attack the Serb forces from the air in a joint US–British operation. After some very difficult weeks and a concerted international campaign against the bombing, the air raids succeeded and Mr Blair was able to keep his promise that the refugees would be ‘home by Christmas’.


Surprisingly, it seemed that Lady Thatcher had played a part: Mr Blair revealed that he had talked to her ‘reasonably regularly’ since becoming prime minister and they kept in touch, particularly over international issues. ‘I found her immensely helpful over Kosovo,’ he said. I wondered whether this was simply because this was an issue on which they agreed. ‘We were,’ Mr Blair admitted, ‘on the same side of the argument. But she was not just very supportive; she was very kind personally. She understood the pressure. She was very good about advising me on how to take the military advice on board, and how to use it.’ Much is often made of loneliness at the top; how when the big decisions have to be made there is no one to lean on, you are on your own. One of Mr Blair’s virtues in the early part of his premiership was that he was prepared to be open about this and not try to shroud his own feelings in mystery. It was only later when his more messianic side came to the fore – particularly over Iraq – that he found it difficult to admit to mistakes, or even weakness.


‘It worked out in the end,’ Mr Blair continued. ‘But there were points when it was very rocky indeed, and I thought at one point that we were really pretty extended, in terms of our political credibility. And she was just very, very supportive at those times.’ ‘And her advice to you on this occasion was to trust your instinct?’ I suggested. He nodded and smiled, as he recalled what she had said: ‘You are doing the right thing; don’t pay any attention to the critics. Go on and get it done.’ When I read the transcript of the interview later, I thought back to those occasions when Mrs Thatcher had taken delight in urging a course of action on an American president. There was the famous occasion when George Bush was said to have ‘wobbled’ over the possible US response to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait; that was until Mrs Thatcher had provided some necessary stiffening to the president’s resolve. Her advice to Mr Blair was, as I had suspected, vintage Thatcher. She was never, it seemed, happier than when she was involved in a fight which could be portrayed as virtuous.


MR BLAIR TOLD ME about his first encounter with Mrs Thatcher, which had occurred one day during prime minister’s question time in the House of Commons. The young Mr Blair had had the temerity to suggest that the government was not taking responsibility for providing people with jobs, in stark contrast with the policy outlined in the 1944 White Paper on full employment. ‘At which point,’ Mr Blair recalled, ‘she put her handbag up on to the Dispatch Box, opened it, and drew out the White Paper. She then proceeded to slaughter me with various selective quotations.’ Mr Blair was amazed that she had been able to produce the right document without any apparent warning. How had she or her advisers made sure she was so well prepared? ‘I have never known to this day how they knew,’ he told me. ‘But I think that is where the term “handbagging” came from.’


This encounter with the first woman prime minister had made a strong impact on Mr Blair. His respect for her grew. ‘She was a very fine intellect,’ he told me. ‘She had a really uncluttered mind, a very clear mind.’ When he was researching the speeches she made when she spoke for the Conservatives on Treasury matters, back in the 1970s – to look for ammunition to use against her – he had been impressed. ‘Her speeches then were really good, detailed forensic speeches; she had a clear way of expressing herself.’ Mr Blair was speaking as one former lawyer about another, but as a politician what he most admires is the way that Mrs Thatcher set a course for her party in government which radically changed the history of Britain. That is the aim of any prime minister, and – apart from the post-war Labour government of Clem Attlee – the way her government responded to the challenge puts her ahead of any other British leader since Winston Churchill.


When I travelled with her during the election campaign of 1979 a great deal of attention was given to the mere fact that she was a woman. There were even serious commentators who believed that she would not be able to overcome this supposed disadvantage. There was a widespread feeling that, in the secrecy of the ballot box, the electorate would baulk at the prospect of a woman leader. Now – in large part due to her period in office – this seems hopelessly old-fashioned. She was determined to remain feminine, and this was one of her great strengths. She came over as a real person. To some she seemed like a pushy parent – Conservative MPs would often refer to her as ‘mother’ – to others she was bossy and objectionable, to still others she wore interesting clothes and was even sexy. For me her big attraction was that she provided an endless stream of stories: she was invariably good copy.


One of her major political advantages in 1979 was that James Callaghan’s Labour government had so obviously run out of steam; the election was caused by the loss of a vote of no confidence in the Commons, and the preceding six months had been dominated by strikes and industrial unrest which had come to be known as ‘the winter of discontent’. But Mr Callaghan had personal qualities which suited Number 10 including an avuncular style and a commanding way in the Commons; he would confidently trounce Mrs Thatcher at prime minister’s questions, making her seem almost girlish. Usually she would ask only one question, which added to the impression that she was out of her depth. Fortunately for her this was long before the Commons was broadcast on television.


Margaret Thatcher’s greatest strength was in her policies. Looking back at the manifestos on which the election was fought, it is clear that the spirit of the times was on Mrs Thatcher’s side. In her manifesto foreword, she wrote, ‘There has been a feeling of helplessness, that we are a once great nation that has somehow fallen behind and that it is too late now to turn things round. I don’t accept that.’ She had ‘no magic formula’ nor did she make ‘lavish promises’, but she was determined that the balance of power between the individual and the state, which had increasingly been tilted towards the state, should be reversed in favour of individual freedom. The power of the unions, which had brought the country close to disintegration during the winter of discontent would be reduced; wealth creation and enterprise would be encouraged; income tax would be cut, and inflation would be kept in check by exercising financial discipline – by controlling the money supply. People would be given the legal right to buy their council homes. Attempts by Labour to directly control prices and incomes in the private sector would be abandoned and what came to be known as privatization of state assets would get under way. The Conservatives were, of course, opposed to any further nationalization of firms or industries.


Labour’s manifesto, in comparison, seems a backward-looking document, merely recycling policies already past their sell-by date. Their industrial strategy was based on yet another attempt to build what they called a ‘constructive national partnership’ with unions and management. They boasted of having ‘hammered out’ a new framework with the unions as represented by the Trades Union Congress. Governments, the party manifesto insisted, should step in to help create employment, to limit price rises and to assist industry to modernize itself. They accused Mrs Thatcher of wanting to gamble the people’s future on a return to the nineteenth-century free market. Labour proposed to negotiate planning agreements with the major industrial companies, ‘with the necessary backup statutory powers’. To achieve full employment it would be necessary, they believed, to have longer holidays, earlier voluntary retirement and to move towards a thirty-five-hour working week. Only in their acceptance of the need to sell off some council houses to tenants did they seem to realize that the days of old Labour socialism were numbered. It is not surprising that Mrs Thatcher described the 1979 contest as ‘the most crucial election since the war’.


To anyone who followed closely the events of the 1970s it was clear that this was a turning point. The mood of resignation, sometimes despair, which had culminated in the winter of discontent is hard to exaggerate. The effect on Britain’s standing in the world was obvious. There was endless talk about the ‘British disease’ of poor industrial relations and strikes, and of low productivity producing low wages. Sometimes it led visitors to reach erroneous conclusions about the general state of the country. I saw a group of Americans on a tube train travelling into London from Heathrow Airport. On spotting some allotments alongside the track, they leaped to completely the wrong conclusion. ‘Look,’ one of them said, pointing to the rows of carefully tended vegetables, ‘subsistence farming.’ I remember going to a reception for eminent businessmen in London at about the same time; one of them turned to me and said, ‘Do you think this country is governable?’


Mrs Thatcher’s first term in office was far from easy. One of her early moves, with her chancellor Sir Geoffrey Howe, was to double the rate of Value Added Tax, from 7.5 to 15 per cent. Indirect taxes would be allowed to rise; direct taxes, particularly income tax, would be cut. I was making a television film for BBC2 in a brush factory near Bristol which Mrs Thatcher had visited during the election campaign, and when the news was announced the chief executive nearly knocked his radio off the table. He was astounded that a Conservative government was prepared to put up taxes, a strategy which would obviously affect his business.


The budget of 1981 was even more controversial. In the teeth of a recession, the government decided to increase taxes. It was the most dramatic example of the importance placed on monetarist economics by Mrs Thatcher’s government as a way of defeating inflation. The housewife determined to ‘balance the books’ – as Mrs Thatcher had portrayed herself during the election campaign – was made flesh. An amazing 364 leading economists, one for nearly every day of the year, signed an advertisement condemning the policy. A leading Conservative in the Whitby constituency of the Treasury chief secretary, Leon Brittan, actually fainted during an interview with me for Newsnight on BBC2. She was desperate to appear loyal even though the budget, which led to an increase in fuel prices, badly hit the rural economy in areas such as hers. But the overall effect, long term, was beneficial; and my hapless interviewee soon revived. The 1981 budget became the foundation for Mrs Thatcher’s claim that her economic policy helped to ‘save the country’.


The economy did indeed begin to pick up as the election of 1983 approached, but there was an extra, completely unexpected factor. Every successful prime minister needs some luck, even if that involves being lucky with your enemies. For Mrs Thatcher the incompetence and unpleasantness of the military junta which ruled Argentina in retrospect seems heaven sent. It was a series of classic British mistakes, including the suggestion from Nicholas Ridley, then a minister at the Foreign Office, that Britain might be prepared to give up sovereignty of the Falkland Islands, which encouraged Argentina to resolve its long and bitter grievance by carrying out an invasion. It was Mrs Thatcher’s fortune that, thanks to the bravery and skill of the British forces, with vital help from the Americans, the islands were triumphantly recaptured.


Mrs Thatcher had even more luck with her enemies at home. Labour’s initial reaction to her success was to turn in on itself; the left wing of the party, led by among others Tony Benn, convinced itself that what was needed was not less but more old-fashioned socialism. At the very moment when the country was moving firmly to the right, the Labour party found itself fighting a rearguard action to try to keep itself even roughly in the centre. Labour’s civil war ruled it out of contention for the duration of the Thatcher period and beyond. They would be in opposition for eighteen years. The 1983 Labour manifesto, which called for more nationalization and a withdrawal from the European Community, was famously described by one of the party’s senior members, Gerald Kaufman, as ‘the longest suicide note in history’.


With her landslide victory in 1983 Mrs Thatcher was finally able to dominate her cabinet. She had spent her first term complaining that some members of her team, including Christopher Soames, Jim Prior and Ian Gilmour, had been insufficiently radical; they had been cautious when she had wanted them to be bold, particularly on economic policy. She described them as ‘wet’, while the rest were happy, for a time, to be known as the ‘dries’. The wets were worried about the effect on the social fabric of the nation of policies which seemed to be intent on increasing the differences between rich and poor, between those who owned property and businesses and those who did not. Mrs Thatcher was more concerned that unless the government acted quickly to reduce the power of the state and encourage enterprise her mission would fail.


Once again Mrs Thatcher was helped by her choice of enemies. If victory over General Galtieri of Argentina had boosted her popularity in her first term, during her second period in office she had good reason to thank the president of the National Union of Mineworkers Arthur Scargill. She once inadvisedly, referred to him as ‘the enemy within’ but, at least within Conservative circles, Scargill was as disliked as Galtieri. The confrontation with the militant miners was the bitterest industrial dispute of modern times; it still scars the memories of many of those involved and might have turned out very differently if Mr Scargill had obtained the wholehearted support of the miners through the ballot box. For Mrs Thatcher it sealed the success of her second term. Coupled with her privatization programme, which had been an enormous popular success, she reached the peak of her power with her second landslide win in 1987.


FOR TONY BLAIR this high point in the Thatcher ascendancy contains much to be admired, although he is fully aware of the divisive effects of many of her policies. That 1987 election triumph had long since passed when he and I met, but he told me he was particularly impressed by her ‘tremendous clarity of objective, matched by huge determination and vigour’. Compromises along the way were acceptable, but on certain key policies she never lost sight of her objective. As Mr Blair put it, ‘She never yielded her ultimate goal.’ The examples he gave included her epic struggle with the miners. The first time she was confronted by strike threats from the National Union of Mineworkers, she did back down; but when the real fight with Mr Scargill was joined she was able to ensure there were sufficient coal stocks, police countermeasures were in place, and she did not have to yield. Mr Blair was not commenting on the tactics she had used, but he spoke approvingly of the way she had pursued trade union reform over a period of eight years, little by little, not giving up.


Mr Blair, unlike many in the Labour party, is able to accept that Mrs Thatcher’s clearly defined philosophy of rolling back the state, putting greater emphasis on individuals and curbing trade union strength was an inevitable reaction to the growth of state and trade union power. ‘She was a considerable prime minister,’ he told me. ‘It is foolish for anyone, left or right, to deny that. She understood the importance of putting trade unions into a proper legal framework. And she understood the need to take an axe to some of the things in the public sector that were out of date.’ But it was not entirely a paean of praise. Under Mrs Thatcher, Mr Blair contended, there had been ‘massive under-investment in public infrastructure’ and an ‘indifference towards social division, because, she argued, people could stand on their own two feet’.


Without Mrs Thatcher, it is often argued, Mr Blair would not have become Labour leader, or indeed prime minister. The changes she made to British politics paved the way for New Labour. Union leaders being chosen through a ballot of members is one example of many. In this context it is perhaps not surprising that Mr Blair should have been so ready to heap praise on the former prime minister. I asked him bluntly, ‘When people say she is the founder of New Labour, what do you say to that?’


‘I think that’s . . .’ He paused.


‘Going too far?’ I suggested.


‘Yes,’ he went on. ‘The fact is we were so badly beaten in the eighties that we finally realized that fundamental reform and not tinkering were necessary to get us back into power.’


For Tony Blair there is no doubt that the success of his government’s military involvement in Kosovo – backed by Lady Thatcher – was a turning point in his attitude to the United States, and encouraged him to seek ways of working with the Americans to solve major international problems; it led perhaps inevitably to the joint invasion of Iraq. There is a clear parallel between Iraq and the Falklands War in that the vital if discreet part played by the American alliance strengthened Mrs Thatcher’s determination to be Washington’s most important ally. But the parallel breaks down when you consider the domestic political consequences: the success of the Falklands War helped produce a landslide for Mrs Thatcher in 1983. The far more complicated and controversial intervention in Iraq has become Mr Blair’s millstone, with many of his former supporters deciding that he can no longer be trusted.


In classical Greek tragedy the future is ordained. Pride comes before a fall; hubris is followed by nemesis. Even at the height of a leader’s success a fatal flaw of character can emerge, and the seeds of failure are sown. For Mrs Thatcher the last electoral triumph would occur in 1987; she would never again win the formal support of British voters. But what happened in the last period of her rule would help set the tone of British politics until the present day; and it would take another political generation to understand why the glory days came to an end, and to appreciate what a disaster would befall the Conservative party.
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Heart versus head over Europe


EUROPE IS THE ISSUE at the centre of our story. It was by no means the only reason for Mrs Thatcher’s downfall, but it was the question on which she found herself in a minority within her own cabinet. It was also the issue she chose to highlight in the last part of her career; and its effect on the Conservatives was so damaging that it helped remove their chances of government for many years But for a leader renowned for her consistency, the way she tackled the subject varied enormously during her time at the forefront of British politics. It is hard to imagine Baroness Thatcher now having much positive to say about an ‘ever closer union’ in Europe, but those were the words used in the original Treaty of Rome which Britain signed up to, and she supported British entry.


As prime minister her role was crucial in extending the power and the scope of the European Union: she joined the leaders of other member states in supporting moves which led eventually to the euro and an institutional structure she would later complain had laid the foundations for a European superstate. For some of her colleagues it was always a matter of ‘heart versus head’; she never wanted Britain to go down the path she would later believe led, at the very least, towards a European federation, but she sometimes judged it unwise to object. She also changed her mind.


Mrs Thatcher was a child of her times. As the daughter of a shopkeeper in the small market town of Grantham in Lincolnshire she had direct experience of German aggression. She was not quite fourteen when the Second World War began and nearly twenty when it ended. Her home town was surrounded by American airbases and was sometimes the target of German bombs. There were more than twenty raids; seventy people were killed and about two hundred injured. Margaret Thatcher spent a good deal of her time preparing for her School Certificate exams hiding under the kitchen table. Her husband Denis served in the war, and it is not surprising that her political hero was Winston Churchill. Previous Conservative leaders had had far more experience of fighting, but Mrs Thatcher was still profoundly affected by her wartime memories, which were all the more vivid because these events took place when she was barely out of her childhood.


I am nearly twenty years younger than she is, but through my own experiences I can catch something of the atmosphere in which she was brought up. As a child in the 1950s I lived in a family of similar means – and much the same ambitions – at Great Tew in Oxfordshire; its thatched cottages built in honey-coloured stone provided perfect picture postcards for sale at the village shop. My father was the vicar. The war cast a long shadow and many of the common assumptions which surrounded Mrs Thatcher’s upbringing were still very much in evidence. The simple pleasure we took in the fact that Britain had won the war came with an assumption that Britain was best. We may have been busy disposing of our empire, but that was for the good of the former colonies not through any weakness of the mother country. ‘Made in England’ was a guarantee of quality; if we travelled abroad it was assumed that the standard of the plumbing and other facilities would not be as good as we had at home. Not being able to drink water from the tap without fear of illness seemed particularly strange. What could be more straightforward than filling a glass with water?


I spent a couple of hours in a London restaurant in 2003 discussing Mrs Thatcher’s views on Europe with one of her former political secretaries, Stephen Sherbourne, who helped write many of her speeches. An archetypal back-room figure, very clever and rather shy, he later became Michael Howard’s chief of staff when he took over as party leader. Mr Sherbourne believes that Margaret Thatcher’s attitudes to the politics of the continent were largely instinctive. He told me: ‘She had a tremendous belief, which may have come from her father, that England was better than other countries.’ It stemmed from her experiences as a child in Grantham. ‘A phrase she used all the time about the European countries was, “We either beat them, or rescue them.” Britain had neither been beaten, nor did it need to be rescued.’


Like Mrs Thatcher I managed to get into Oxford University, but there our paths diverged. Whereas I studied politics, philosophy and economics, the future prime minister had been stuck in a chemistry lab. But we both conformed in different ways: I became a middle-of-the-road student of the 1960s – supporting radical left-wing ideas – she had soon been a junior member of the Conservative party. I went on to become a journalist and eventually a BBC reporter; after a spell as an industrial chemist, she had been chosen as a Conservative parliamentary candidate in a winnable seat. She also married a wealthy man, and qualified as a lawyer. When our paths crossed she was already leader of the Conservative party, and the differences between us were immense. But this did not prevent me from enjoying being with her, and catching some of the excitement of her political advance. She was different, and not just because she had broken the men-only rule. She was prepared to speak her mind, answer questions and delight in her role as the woman in blue who had stormed the male citadel. I also found her overly serious manner rather amusing.


When I interviewed Tony Blair he spoke with admiration of the way Mrs Thatcher had climbed to the top of the Conservative party. He thought she must have found it ‘very stuffy, old-fashioned and patronising, and not a very pleasant place to operate’, and she must have been very tough to have survived. He believes there were two sides to her personality: in some things she was ‘incredibly conservative’ and that is why she was a Tory; in other ways she could be radical, and she spent a lot of her time battling the traditional elements within the Conservative party. Certainly in her early days as leader it was her conservative side which seemed to dominate. It was quite enough for them to accept her as a woman, without frightening the party with her radicalism. This was particularly true in relation to her attitude to Europe.


It was sometimes said that she became leader because she was the only one in the party who had the balls to stand up to Edward Heath. A strong sense of loyalty had prevented William Whitelaw, one of Heath’s obvious successors, from standing against him. Mr Heath never forgave Mrs Thatcher for deciding to take him on; he had not considered her a possible threat even though she had reached the cabinet as education secretary. The fact that he had led the Conservatives to ignominious defeat in 1974 – after choosing to fight an early election on the dubious issue of whether the unions or the government ran the country – was not a matter Mr Heath was keen to dwell on. Mrs Thatcher’s alleged treachery was, for him, a far more compelling subject. I had got to know him during his two election campaigns of 1974, both of which he lost, and on the few occasions I went to see him – usually to record an interview – he would speak off camera in an exasperated way about ‘that woman’. He found it difficult to find anything complimentary to say about her. Their relationship – if that is the right word – became known as the longest grudge match in history.


But when she succeeded him as leader of the Opposition Mrs Thatcher treated Edward Heath with caution and respect. Within months she had to decide how the party should campaign in the Common Market referendum, which had been sprung on the public by the prime minister Harold Wilson as an ingenious way of preventing the Labour party from splitting on the European issue. In an amazing deviation from normal practice, the cabinet was openly divided: ministers were allowed to campaign on either side of the issue, with Tony Benn and Barbara Castle among those calling for a ‘No’ vote. Britain had been taken into the European Economic Community in 1973 when Mr Heath was prime minister, an achievement of which he was inordinately proud; the referendum, following a brief and fairly feeble attempt at renegotiation two years later, would decide whether membership should be confirmed.


It was a curious campaign, with senior Labour figures, led by the home secretary Roy Jenkins, standing shoulder to shoulder with their usual opponents in the Conservative party such as the shadow chancellor Geoffrey Howe, urging the public to vote ‘Yes’. I remember covering campaign meetings and staring in wonder at what seemed the unnatural line-up on the platform. Cynics would point out later that the only time Britain would be allowed a vote on Europe was when all the major party leaders were in agreement and there was little chance of upsetting the European apple cart. Mr Wilson portrayed the ballot as a chance for voters to decide on the most important policy issue since the Second World War. But it was really a skilful manoeuvre designed to see off Labour’s anti-marketeers, the Euro-sceptics of their day, who were threatening to undermine the government. The result was a massive endorsement of membership by a two to one majority. For a time it looked as if the issue had been settled. Britain had made an historic choice; it had chosen to join Europe.


Mrs Thatcher did not play a prominent part in the ‘Yes’ campaign. She was happy to leave that to her predecessor Mr Heath, who was given the task of leading the Conservative campaign. It seems a remarkably generous move on her part, given that he was already highly critical of her leadership in private. She made a number of conventionally pro-European speeches, and firmly stamped on newspaper speculation that she was cool on Europe. Whereas half the Labour MPs were in the ‘No’ camp, only a small minority of Tory MPs joined them; in the main the Conservatives considered entry into the EEC one of their greatest achievements.


In one of her speeches during the referendum campaign – at Hendon – Mrs Thatcher argued that Britain must stay in Europe, not least because of the need for partnership in the political, military, social and economic fields. ‘The paramount motive for doing so is political – the warranty for peace and security. The countries of western Europe, by working ever more closely together in economic and social concerns, are building bridges of reconciliation and understanding between peoples long divided by rivalry and conflict.’ Despite later attempts by Mrs Thatcher and her supporters to claim she was simply endorsing an economic arrangement, this speech underlines the importance she gave to the political argument for joining. For most of those prominent in the ‘Yes’ campaign there was no doubting the political significance of membership; and the idea that there could be a tariff-free market for goods within Europe without tough regulations to enforce it now seems hopelessly naive. If member states could no longer decide for themselves what tariffs would be placed on imported goods there would necessarily be some loss of sovereignty.


As I followed Mrs Thatcher around the country as part of a group of correspondents covering her election tour in 1979, Europe was not a big issue. The main complaint the Conservatives had about the Labour approach to Europe was that they were not sufficiently pro. The Tory election manifesto positively glowed with Euro-enthusiasm. ‘The next Conservative government,’ it said, ‘will restore Britain’s influence by convincing our partners of our commitment to the Community’s success. This will enable us to protect British interests and to play a leading and constructive role in the Community’s efforts to tackle the many problems which it faces.’ Edward Heath had succeeded in his aim of making the Conservatives the party of Europe, and Mrs Thatcher had no intention of appearing to change course. At her opening news conference she said, ‘You are going to get nowhere if you join a club and you spend all your time carping and criticizing it.’


Much of the campaign revolved around Mrs Thatcher’s personality. She played up the stereotypical image of a woman who could sort men out, who kept the household budget, and who did not waste money. That she was married to a millionaire and sent her children to expensive private schools was glossed over. Instead she was portrayed as the battling housewife who stood up for freedom and knew about the real world. She endlessly visited shopping centres and factories. She took every chance to show that she could be kind as well as bossy. Someone fainted at a railway station; she immediately rushed to see if she could help. The coach carrying her and the press party was stuck in a field in Scotland; she ordered us all out to push. And there was the celebrated incident when she cradled a new-born calf for the cameras at a farm in Suffolk. Her campaign was dominated by American-style photo opportunities which quickly became the norm in British elections. James Callaghan and the Labour campaign looked tired and old in comparison.


MRS THATCHER was eager to learn. She appeared to defer to her senior colleagues: she would not even rule out Edward Heath joining her cabinet if she was fortunate enough to win the election. She denied any wish to confront the unions or anyone else and tried to soothe fears that electing her would be the jump in the dark it undoubtedly was. When she won the election – with a handsome majority of forty-four seats – and I pushed forward my microphone in front of Number 10 it was not too surprising that she came out with the lines from the supposed prayer of St Francis of Assisi which begin, ‘Where there is discord may we bring harmony.’ The words were provided by one of her speechwriters, the playwright Ronald Millar, who was also responsible for ‘The lady’s not for turning’ – her famous response much later when pressure built up for a policy U-turn across the board.


Her eagerness to accept advice from media advisers and senior colleagues was a great strength. It also reflected her genuine feelings that climbing to the top of the tree and staying there was not going to be easy, and that she had a lot to learn. Foreign policy, in particular, is notoriously difficult to master if you do not know any of the personalities involved, nor how to position yourself on the international stage. To begin with she relied heavily on her foreign secretary Lord Carrington, whose well-cut suits and brisk, upper-class ways gave off a super-confident air. Her first European trip as prime minister was to Italy, where attention to protocol – and perhaps a bit of theatricality – seems to matter. Mrs Thatcher made the mistake of attempting to leave the British embassy in Rome too early for her visit to the Italian president. The team of motorcycle outriders, glad their long wait was over, leapt onto their machines and engines roared. I heard Lord Carrington coolly advise Mrs Thatcher that there was a danger they would arrive before they were expected. A firm thumbs down was given to the outriders; engines were stilled and Mrs Thatcher leaned across to her accompanying reporters without any hint of embarrassment, and said, ‘Well, let’s have a chat.’


On this occasion I did not want to reveal to my colleagues what was on my mind, so I did not jump in with a question. I wanted to ask Mrs Thatcher about her determination to ensure that Britain received more from the European budget. It was the first sign of steel in her relations with the other member states of the EEC but I was anxious to cover it exclusively in the interview it had been agreed I would have for Radio 4’s The World at One. Later, sitting in plush armchairs inside the embassy, I was given the interview as arranged. In fairly forceful language she laid out the points which would dominate her European policy during her first term in office. This was the beginning of her campaign to see that Britain should not have to pay into the EEC budget nearly £1,000 million more than the country received from the Community. This came to be known as the battle for ‘Maggie’s billion’. Incidentally, none of her close associates ever called her Maggie to her face; she was always Margaret or Prime Minister, but she was quick to see that the name was useful for headline purposes and made her more of a public personality. There was always a populist streak in her approach to the media, and when she was speaking in public she would sometimes self-consciously refer to herself as Maggie.


The public argument, which seemed to start almost casually during the interview in the British embassy in Rome, was to have a profound effect on Mrs Thatcher’s approach to Europe. It would also add one more policy difference to the chasm which had opened up between her and Edward Heath. After she had won the 1979 election, she sent the former prime minister a message saying she did not want him to become foreign secretary, a post he might have accepted; when she subsequently offered him the chance to become British ambassador to Washington he brusquely turned it down. Prime ministers cannot avoid making enemies and these early decisions helped set the scene for the drama that would finally engulf her many years later.


Her attitude to the budget problem highlighted traditional differences between Britain and the other member states. With other European leaders there was always an emotional side to their attachment to the European project. It embodied their hopes of finally putting to rest the violent animosities which had frequently pulled the continent apart. They were determined to reduce the strength of nationalism which had contributed to these disasters and they saw the EEC as a way of transcending national boundaries. Every attempt was made to reduce the importance of nationality in the organization of the European club. It was not meant to matter where people were born, or what language they spoke. Officially Europeans were now pulling together as one, and the budget was meant to be simply the way that the club paid its bills. The revenues came from the customs dues each country collected and a small proportion of their VAT receipts, and the system was designed to provide an automatic fund for running the EEC. Individual countries were not expected to complain if they set their economists to work calculating exactly what they put in and what they received, and discovered that it compared unfavourably with the position of other member states.


It is greatly to Mrs Thatcher’s credit that she was unimpressed by what she would later refer to as ‘misty Europeanism’. For a variety of highly technical reasons Britain was paying far more than other countries in relation to its wealth; the fact that Germany paid even more was in Mrs Thatcher’s eyes simply another sign of the Germans’ guilty conscience for what they had done in the earlier part of the century. A test of any political system is to be able to address complaints of unfairness by individuals, communities or in this case member states. She was right to fight for British interests in this way; and subsequent governments were in no doubt about the importance of the rebate which she eventually negotiated.


But Mrs Thatcher’s blunt, pragmatic approach was received with horror by those who saw her approach as fundamentally anti-European. In the French phrase, which dominated discussions of this sort, she had shown herself to be totally unsympathetic to the ésprit communautaire, which only loosely translates as ‘community spirit’. Diplomats at European gatherings were quick to point out if any delegate appeared not to be communautaire. There was also the simple point, disguised by this high-flown rhetoric, that if Britain was to put less into the EEC budget, other countries would have to contribute more. Complaints that the British prime minister – a newcomer at European summits – was restarting an argument which had been settled long ago were hardly without financial motive; the other leaders were also fighting in the interests of their national budgets.


At a news conference after a European summit later in 1979 in Dublin she declared, ‘I am only talking about our money, no one else’s; there should be a cash refund of our money to bring our receipts up to the average level of receipts in the Community.’ Most of the other heads of governments made little attempt to disguise their feelings. They were irritated by the way she lectured them; the German chancellor Helmut Schmidt responded by falling asleep at one of the private meetings of the Community leaders. Mrs Thatcher relished an argument, particularly when she felt completely confident that right was on her side, but she acknowledged later it was a strain. In her memoirs she says she knew the summit was going to be hostile and unpleasant. ‘I went to Dublin with a newly tailored suit,’ she writes. ‘Ordinarily I would have enjoyed wearing something new on an occasion as important as this, but I thought twice: I didn’t want to risk tainting it with unhappy memories.’ The new suit was not worn.


It would take five years before the argument over Maggie’s billion was settled and the budget question finally resolved. First, she had to grapple with the Falklands War and her re-election in 1983. Fortunately for her the Labour party had swung dramatically against Europe and in their election manifesto even argued for Britain to withdraw, so on this issue Mrs Thatcher found widespread support at home. But at a string of European summits there were clashes with the leaders of the other member states. Soviet propaganda had dubbed her the ‘Iron Lady’ and this image of her became a fixture on the European scene. Finally, in 1984, at a summit hosted by France at Fontainebleau, Mrs Thatcher settled the budget issue. She accepted a deal whereby two thirds of the British deficit would be refunded. It was generally regarded as a victory, but in consequence she found it harder to find allies among European leaders on other key issues and it reinforced her distrust for what she later called ‘that un-British combination of high-flown rhetoric and pork-barrel politics which passed for European statesmanship’.


One of the most important figures in Downing Street during the Thatcher years was Charles Powell, the civil servant who became her private secretary in 1984 and was her chief adviser on foreign affairs. With Bernard Ingham he formed the dynamic duo that – to the irritation of many members of her cabinet – ran the Number 10 machine. His younger brother Jonathan Powell, also from the Foreign Office, became Tony Blair’s chief of staff and formed a similar partnership with Alastair Campbell in support of Tony Blair. It seems that no dominant prime minister in recent years can do without a Powell, although they tend to pronounce their surname in different ways. Charles, who became Lord Powell, would call himself ‘Po-ell’; his brother, as a Labour adviser, adopts the more ordinary ‘Pow-ell’.


I met Charles in the summer of 2003 at his offices in Berkeley Square where he works as an adviser to international companies. He is still the impeccable civil servant, the loyal official, but he also has an independent way of thought and a streak of irreverence characteristic of the higher levels of the civil service. Tall and confident, he has a restlessness that appealed to Mrs Thatcher and was eager to answer questions about her, particularly on Europe. The years of wrangling over the European budget, he is convinced, had a dramatic effect on her views about the EEC. ‘It started to erode her commitment to the concept of European union,’ Lord Powell told me, and he believes it lost her the chance to make real friends of key figures in Europe. She became the outsider at European summits, and her growing friendship with President Reagan and their determination together to take on the Soviet Union helped to set her apart. Her close association with the new American president emphasized the importance she attached not to Europe but to Britain’s historic alliance with the United States. She appeared to have made a choice; and it was in favour of the Anglo-American alliance.
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The assassin with the golden hair


TOO MUCH ATTENTION may have been given in recent years to the famous remark made by Harold Macmillan when asked what tested him most as prime minister. He replied, ‘Events, dear boy, events.’ It neatly encapsulates the pressures of Number 10, and the sense that, however clear the skies, at any moment a storm might be brewing which could drive the government off course. How a prime minister responds immediately and instinctively to events can be far more important than hours spent studying official papers, weighing up options and consulting colleagues. But there is perhaps another answer which could be given if prime ministers are honest about the difficulties they face. The most awkward problems, the ones that last for years and are sometimes never resolved, are those which involve a clash of personalities.
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