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To the Iron Lady.

A fearless warrior for freedom.


INTRODUCTION
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WHY MARGARET THATCHER’S LEADERSHIP MATTERS TODAY

“We believe that individuals have a right to liberty that no state can take away. That government is the servant of the people, not its master.”

—MARGARET THATCHER, SPEECH TO CONSERVATIVE PARTY CONFERENCE, OCTOBER 14, 19881

The reelection of Barack Obama left American conservatives as close to despair as they had been in decades. Those are precisely the circumstances in which the leadership of Margaret Thatcher is most instructive and inspiring.

Obama’s America and 1970s Britain

The parallels between the United States under Barack Obama and the Great Britain of 1979 are striking. Thatcher took the helm of a country that was economically moribund, internationally inert, and utterly demoralized. If anything, the challenges she faced were even greater than those faced by American conservatives today. Decades of socialist rule had created a society where dependency on government was chronic. The welfare state, engineered by the Labour government that came in after the Second World War, was all-consuming and vastly expensive. It was the enemy of free enterprise, and it fostered an anti-capitalist culture, reinforced by powerful public-sector unions. The government was bloated, hugely bureaucratic, and ineffective. Small government conservatism had been largely written off, even by much of the leadership of the Conservative Party itself. Britain’s ruling elites were convinced that the country was in irreversible decline.

After she overcame tremendous obstacles to become the leader of the Conservative Party in 1975, Margaret Thatcher outlined a conservative agenda for retaking power that challenged the ideology of socialism, rejected big government, and stood for economic liberty. She rejected the idea that Britain’s best days were behind it. She offered a relentlessly optimistic vision of the future, giving hope to millions of Britons who wished to enjoy the fruits of a capitalist economy and improve their circumstances.

Upon becoming prime minister, Thatcher embarked on the biggest downsizing of government in modern British history, privatizing large state-owned industries and utilities. Her government sold off large numbers of council homes (public housing), allowing millions of Britons to own their own homes for the first time. In addition, millions more bought shares in privatized companies, giving them a stake in Britain’s economic revival. At the same time, she took an axe to government spending, reined in the national debt, cut taxes, and revitalized the City of London, all with an emphasis upon reducing the role of the state and encouraging individual responsibility.

The economic revival at home was matched by robust British leadership abroad. Thatcher restored British military capabilities and aggressively fought terrorism. Her cultivation of the reformist Mikhail Gorbachev, while stiffening the backbone of the West in confronting communism, was vital to the downfall of the Soviet empire.

There Is Still Hope for America

Margaret Thatcher, like Ronald Reagan, demonstrated why principled conservative leadership works. Liberalism reigns in the White House, but America remains a conservative nation at heart. Polls have consistently shown that conservatism is the leading ideology in the United States, with conservatives outnumbering liberals by an almost two-to-one margin.2

Not only is America an ideologically conservative country but it also benefits from a remarkably strong conservative movement, from the big think tanks of Washington to thousands of grassroots organizations that campaign for limited government. American conservatism is strengthened by Fox News and by talk radio, with hugely popular hosts such as Rush Limbaugh, Sean Hannity, Mark Levin, and Laura Ingraham. The most widely read national newspaper is the Wall Street Journal, with a higher daily circulation than the New York Times.3 It is no coincidence that the largest national political gathering of the year4 is the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), which draws in several thousand conservative activists to its annual meeting in Washington, D.C.

America’s Conservatives Must Lead

Margaret Thatcher succeeded because she understood the concerns of the conservative grassroots on core issues such as the economy, government spending, and taxes. She won over millions more to the conservative cause not by watering down her message or shifting her positions but by presenting an attractive vision of economic freedom. Thatcher won over large numbers of voters by winning the war of ideas and encouraging them to join her approach—she did not seek to adapt herself to their image.

American conservatives should take heart from those extraordinary political victories and be inspired by her loyalty to conservative ideals. American conservatives must be the champions of small government, free enterprise, and individual freedom. In her speech to the Conservative Party conference in 1988, Thatcher conveyed a message that is relevant to the United States today: “We believe that individuals have a right to liberty that no state can take away. That Government is the servant of the people, not its master. That the role of Government is to strengthen our freedom, not deny it. That the economic role of Government is to establish a climate in which enterprise can flourish, not to elbow enterprise out of the way.”5

Margaret Thatcher always believed in American leadership. Americans should believe in it too.


CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]

THE IRON LADY

“I do not believe that history is writ clear and unchallengeable. It doesn’t just happen. History is made by people: its movement depends on small currents as well as great tides, on ideas, perceptions, will and courage, the ability to sense a trend, the will to act on understanding and intuition.”

—MARGARET THATCHER, “THE NEW RENAISSANCE,” SPEECH TO THE ZURICH ECONOMIC SOCIETY, MARCH 14, 19771

Farewell to a Champion of Liberty

In St. Paul’s Cathedral on April 17, 2013, Great Britain mourned its first woman prime minister with the most solemn and splendid funeral for a politician since Winston Churchill’s in 1965. The world leaders in attendance included a former vice president and three secretaries of state from America, Lech Walesa of Poland, and F. W. de Klerk, the South African president who brought the apartheid era to an end. Tens of thousands of her countrymen lined the streets for her funeral procession, and millions more watched on television. Nearly a quarter century after her political career had ended, Margaret Thatcher could still command the attention of a country whose decline she had refused to accept: “For we believed passionately that decline and surrender were just not good enough for Britain. We were confident that the values of the British people, their work ethic, their love of freedom and sense of natural justice could once more be harnessed to promote liberty and make Britain more prosperous and more influential.”2

A Speech That Shaped History

The leader laid to rest that day in the cemetery of the Royal Hospital Chelsea was known to friend and foe as the “Iron Lady,” a title bestowed on her in 1976, three years before she became prime minister, by a Russian army officer and journalist. The Tory leader had delivered a speech titled “Britain Awake” at Kensington Town Hall, forcefully warning of the danger the Soviet Union posed to her country and the West. Yury Gavrilov reported on the speech for the newspaper Krasnaya Zvezda (“Red Star”).

Struck by her determined tone, Gavrilov wanted to compare Thatcher to Otto von Bismarck, the “Iron Chancellor” who unified Germany, so he dubbed her the “Iron Lady.”

“It was my idea,” Gavrilov told a British newspaper in 2007. “I didn’t go to anyone higher up. I put those two words in a headline on January 24, 1976. At the time it seemed that everyone liked the label. Her opponents thought it reflected her stubbornness and inflexibility. But her supporters took it as a sign of strength.”3

Old Soviet leaders, schooled in the murderous politics of communism, had contempt for what Lenin called “useful idiots”—those in the West who believed they were working for peace, but were merely doing the bidding of the Soviet Union. Gavrilov saw immediately that Thatcher would be no useful idiot: “. . . I did have the feeling that the Soviet Union would soon face a tough opponent. She would not be bullied into endless talks about peace and friendship, she would ignore the anti-war movement in Britain and she would also be a strong ally to the U.S.”4

Though Gavrilov was impressed by the speech, Russian leaders were upset and protested. Thatcher recalled that a “stream of crude invective flowed from the different Soviet propaganda organs.”5 The reaction in Moscow to the “Iron Lady” speech foreshadowed the hostile response to President Ronald Reagan’s “Evil Empire” speech seven years later, when he famously predicted that the Soviet Union would collapse. Gavrilov recalled that until the Iron Lady speech, “Soviet cartoonists had portrayed Britain as a toothless lion. But after my headline and despite our countries’ not very good relations and the ideological confrontation, Thatcher was always respected in the USSR.”6

Thatcher delivered that speech at the height of 1970s détente, when there was a supposed “thaw” in the Cold War between the West and the Soviet Union after nearly three decades of a divided Europe, conflict in Asia, and fears of nuclear war. Many in the West naively thought an end to the Cold War was in sight. Some were even revising history, saying the Soviet Union was not so bad after all. The thinking behind détente was that Communist and democratic countries could coexist in peace and mutual respect. Large defense budgets, the Left supposed, were no longer necessary. “The Socialists [in Britain], in fact, seem to regard defence as almost infinitely cuttable,” Thatcher cautioned. “If there are further cuts, perhaps the Defence Secretary should change his title, for the sake of accuracy, to the Secretary for Insecurity.”7

“The Russians are bent on world dominance,” Thatcher declared, “and they are rapidly acquiring the means to become the most powerful imperial nation the world has seen.”8 The Soviet Union was increasing its military spending, she warned, and seizing every opportunity to expand communism after decades of containment. Communism was spreading in Southeast Asia in the wake of the Vietnam War, and decolonization and civil war were creating opportunities for Communist insurgents in Mozambique, Angola, and elsewhere in Africa. In Europe, Portugal and Italy were in danger of falling to the Communists through the ballot box. “Euro-communism,” it was imagined, could be democratic, different from the totalitarianism of the Soviet Union.

By 1976, Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan were challenging détente, warning that the West faced grave danger if it did not strengthen its defenses and fight the spread of communism. At best, détente bought the West time before the final push against the Soviet Union under Reagan and Thatcher in the 1980s. It achieved modest success in the hands of clear-eyed leaders like Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger, but the strategy required a toughness that few Western leaders possessed. As practiced by the naïve and posturing President Jimmy Carter and other liberal and socialist leaders after 1976, détente came to be viewed as a sign of weakness in Moscow. The Russians were convinced that they faced an adversary with no stomach for the fight. Carter, after all, worried about Americans’ “inordinate fear of communism.” As he hugged and kissed the Kremlin bosses, he assured them, “We want to be friends with the Soviets.”9

The Soviet response was to become more aggressive and brutal around the world, invading Afghanistan and supporting Communist dictatorships and guerilla movements in Central America, expanding its geopolitical reach beyond anything imagined in the days of Stalin. Russian archives opened since the collapse of the Soviet Union have revealed that the Communists in Moscow and their global allies feared Western strength and clinically took advantage of any weakness. The old heirs of Stalin thought they had the upper hand in the 1970s, but their confidence was shaken by the ascent of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan.

In her Iron Lady speech, Thatcher posed some devastating questions: “Has détente induced the Russians to cut back on their defence programme? Has it dissuaded them from brazen intervention in Angola? Has it led to any improvement in the conditions of Soviet citizens, or the subject populations of Eastern Europe? We know the answers.” Surveying the record of Soviet aggression around the globe, she insisted, “We must remember that there are no Queensberry rules in the contest that is now going on. And the Russians are playing to win.”10 These were fighting words, strikingly different from the usual naïve rhetoric the Soviet leaders were used to hearing at the height of détente. They preferred to be kissed and hugged by Jimmy Carter.

The young army officer reporting for the Krasnaya Zvezda newspaper was insightful. Among other things, Gavrilov concluded that Thatcher would not be “bullied” by the Soviets. This was a leader. Like Reagan, she recognized that the Soviet Union was a failure: “They know that they are a super power in only one sense—the military sense,” she said. “They are a failure in human and economic terms.”11 Communists in Moscow were quickly learning that they would face a formidable opponent if Thatcher became prime minister. And it worried them, for they knew, better than many intelligence agencies around the world, that their system was also doomed to fail. But the end of Communist dominance was still fifteen years away, and very few leaders other than Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan could see beyond détente.

Thatcher reacted to her new moniker of the Iron Lady with a mixture of amusement and pride: “I quickly saw that they had inadvertently put me on a pedestal as their strongest European opponent.”12

A week after Krasnaya Zvezda’s “Iron Lady” headline, Thatcher addressed some 250 fellow Conservatives at a formal dinner in her constituency of Finchley, London. Her remarks revealed her ultimate pleasure with the new nickname, for it could be used as a weapon for freedom:

         I stand before you tonight in my Red Star chiffon evening gown. [Laughter, Applause], my face softly made up and my fair hair gently waved [Laughter], the Iron Lady of the Western world. A cold war warrior, an amazon philistine, even a Peking plotter. Well, am I any of these things?

               (“No!”. . . .)

               Well yes, if that’s how they . . . [Laughter]. Yes I am an iron lady, after all it wasn’t a bad thing to be an iron duke [as Wellington was known], yes if that’s how they wish to interpret my defence of values and freedoms fundamental to our way of life.13

Margaret Thatcher’s courage and conviction would soon lead her to 10 Downing Street, where she would stay for eleven years. Her enemies feared her. Her supporters worshipped her. Her country warmed to her. And the world began to take note of a new kind of British leader.

“The Greatest Conservative of All Time”

On April 19, 1979, two weeks before the election that would make her prime minister, Margaret Thatcher addressed a rally in Birmingham. Buffeted by inflation, unemployment, crime, and union unrest, Britain was being called the “sick man of Europe.” Thatcher appealed for the revival of a great nation, rejecting Dean Acheson’s infamous 1962 jibe that Britain “has lost an empire and has not yet found a role.” Nowhere in the world had the values of democracy and civilization been “more treasured, more jealously guarded, more subtly protected than on this island of ours,” she reminded her audience.

         I believe that those who read our destiny this way are utterly and profoundly wrong. They understand neither why we acquired our Empire, nor why we disengaged from our Imperial responsibilities with a skill and a readiness which no Empire in history ever showed before. We remain as we always have been, a force for freedom, muted, even weakened these last few years, but still with the fires burning deep within us, ready to be kindled and go forward again.

               This is the difference between us and the other imperial powers in our history books. Our vitality comes not from our possessions but from our unquenchable belief in freedom, and that is why, whatever lies ahead, we shall be there. We shall always be there in the forefront of the struggle to resist tyranny and to hold freedom high. This is our heritage and our destiny. For that heritage and for that destiny we Conservatives have always stood. Let us not forsake it now.14

The Conservatives’ rivals in 1979 were the Labour and Liberal Parties, which had ruled in a coalition government under Labour’s James Callaghan until the previous summer. Notable for the backroom deals that held it together, the “Lib-Lab” pact had prolonged Britain’s economic decline. “The experiences of the last two or three years have been utterly abhorrent,” Thatcher declared. “It reduced the whole standard of public life and Parliamentary democracy to a series of wheels and deals.”15 Known as “Sunny Jim” for his easygoing manner, Callaghan was actually a wily politician. He was personally popular with the British public, but the mood of the country had changed dramatically by 1979. Britain was desperate for strong leadership after five years of socialist failure.

Thatcher reminded her audience in Birmingham, “The Russians said that I was an Iron Lady. They were right. Britain needs an Iron Lady.”16 British voters agreed. On May 3, 1979, the Conservative Party captured a majority of seats in the House of Commons. The next day Margaret Thatcher was summoned to Buckingham Palace, where the Queen asked her to form a government.

Victory in 1979 would be the first of three for the Conservatives with Thatcher at the helm, triumphs that define modern British history. The reason for these victories was simple—Margaret Thatcher was one of the greatest leaders of modern times. At the Conservative Party conference in 2008, Tory MPs and party activists voted her “the greatest Conservative of all time,” ahead of Winston Churchill, Edmund Burke, Lord Salisbury, and Benjamin Disraeli—the Mount Rushmore of British Conservative statesmen.17

No Conservative leader since the 1820s has matched Thatcher’s record of winning elections. Her hat trick of electoral victories in 1979, 1983, and 1987 would make her the longest continuously serving prime minister since Lord Liverpool (1812–1827). A fourth Tory victory in 1992, after Thatcher had left office, still belonged to her. For John Major, her successor as prime minister, benefited from her eleven years of leadership in the same way that George H. W. Bush benefited in 1988 from Ronald Reagan’s eight years of leadership. Since its defeat to Labour in 1997, the Conservative Party has had no fewer than four leaders, only one of whom, David Cameron, has become prime minister.

Among Thatcher’s twentieth-century Conservative predecessors—Arthur Balfour, Bonar Law, Stanley Baldwin, Neville Chamberlain, Winston Churchill, Anthony Eden, Harold Macmillan, Alec Douglas-Home, Edward Heath—only Churchill rivals her in appeal among Tories. And while some British surveys rank Churchill above Thatcher as the country’s greatest twentieth-century leader, his popularity never translated into comparable electoral success.

After presiding over victory during World War II, Churchill and the Conservative Party were heavily defeated by Clement Attlee and the Labour Party in July 1945, against the backdrop of a Europe that lay in ruins. It was a stunning loss, leading to six years of Labour rule that laid the foundations for socialism and the modern welfare state in Britain. It was the beginning of a new era of big government for Britain, one that would lead ultimately to national decline in the 1970s and the deadly stranglehold of socialism over the British people. It took a conservative revolution led by the Iron Lady to break the grip of socialism, a revolution that was to turn Britain once again into a world power and an economic powerhouse. Thirty years after Churchill’s defeat, a new set of ideas based on traditional conservative values emerged, changing Britain forever. Thatcherism, not socialism, would be the dominant ideology in Britain in the 1980s.


CHAPTER TWO
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THATCHERISM

“Prosperity will not come by inventing more and more lavish public expenditure programmes. You do not grow richer by ordering another cheque-book from the bank. No nation ever grew more prosperous by taxing its citizens beyond their capacity to pay.”

—MARGARET THATCHER, SPEECH TO CONSERVATIVE PARTY CONFERENCE, OCTOBER 14, 19831

How Thatcherism Changed British Politics

It was billed as “the ultimate Eighties revival night” by the London Times—a 650-plus gathering on October 13, 2005, of the Who’s Who of Britain in the 1980s to celebrate the eightieth birthday of Margaret Thatcher. Guests included the Queen and Prince Philip. Even the Labour prime minister, Tony Blair, was there with his wife. A younger generation of Conservatives were also in attendance, those who had admired Thatcher at school and university and later tried to follow her example in public life. The guest of honor, however, was late: she had to take a call from President George W. Bush.

The assembled well-wishers had often had their differences in the 1980s—and still do—but on this night they joined to celebrate the life of Margaret Thatcher. One of her fiercest critics inside the Conservative Party, Lord Howe of Aberavon, was there. The former foreign secretary and chancellor of the exchequer conceded that “her real triumph was to have transformed not just one party but two, so that when Labour did eventually return, the great bulk of Thatcherism was accepted as irreversible.”2

Tony Blair’s presence at the celebration demonstrated the truth of Howe’s praise. He had presided over an urgent modernization of the Labour Party, even abandoning the party constitution’s infamous commitment to state socialism. Blair also maintained Thatcher’s restrictions on trade unions and did not try to reverse her privatizations of major industries. When Labour returned to power after eighteen years, it was not James Callaghan’s party.

In 1994 Margaret Thatcher had attended another birthday party, this one for Ronald Reagan, his eighty-third. It was one of the last times these two twentieth-century giants appeared in public together. Reagan told the large gathering in Washington that night that he had recently watched President Bill Clinton’s State of the Union speech. “I’m reminded of the old adage that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery. Only in this case, it’s not flattery, but grand larceny—the intellectual theft of ideas that you and I recognize as our own.”3 As Thatcher laughed with the rest of the audience, she must have known that the Labour Party was committing the same “crime” back home.

Thatcher and Thatcherism

Several twentieth-century Tory prime ministers received knighthoods and peerages, but only Margaret Thatcher got an “ism” named after her. That distinction is one of the ironies of history because she generally despised “isms.” In 1997, Thatcher returned to Washington to unveil a portrait of herself and Ronald Reagan—A Shared Vision by Mark Balma—standing on the South Portico of the White House looking out toward the National Mall. She talked on that occasion about the twentieth-century struggle between freedom and the terrible “isms” that had troubled so much of modern history. She added that Communism, Nazism, and “most of the bad isms have come from Germany. . . . Fascism from the rest of the continent of Europe.”4

The critique of “isms” was a constant theme. On receiving an honorary degree from Tel Aviv University in 1986, Thatcher said, “I must assure you that as a newly appointed Doctor of Philosophy I do not intend to retire to an Ivory Tower. Or devote the rest of my life to some learned treatise on Thatcherism. Or indeed any other ‘ism’. They so quickly become ‘wasms’.”5

Fourteen years later at New York’s Hofstra University, Thatcher announced that she never intended for an “ism” to be affixed to her name. In fact, she considered the modern attachment to “isms” to be contrary to her political philosophy. “Starting with the French Revolution, and then greatly encouraged by the Bolshevik Revolution,” she said, “modern times have been plagued by ‘isms,’ that is by ideologies, in effect secular religions. Most of them were unrelievedly bad.” Focusing on socialism, she surveyed the damage caused by collectivist ideologies. “Communism accounted for approaching a hundred million deaths. It enslaved the East, while its first cousin socialism impoverished much of the West. Nazism—that other brand of socialism—and its tamer forbear Fascism killed about 25 million. All have left scars on our societies which perhaps will never fully heal,” she added.6 Thatcherism, of course, is not a typical “ism”—an all-encompassing ideology like socialism or communism, a utopian doctrine that does not expand freedom but kills it. “About one thing though, I would like to be clear,” she insisted. “I don’t regard Thatcherism as an ‘ism’ in any of these senses. And if I ever invented an ideology, that certainly wasn’t my intention.”7

The Tenets of Thatcherism

Despite her reservations about “isms,” “Thatcherism” swiftly became a household term. It was only after she left office that Thatcher herself attempted formally to define the “principles of Thatcherism.” She did this in early September 1992 in speeches delivered in Taiwan and South Korea.

Thatcher called herself a “Conservative revolutionary,”8 which at first glance seems like a contradiction in terms. But sometimes to “conserve,” one must restore or rebuild what has been destroyed. As she explained to her Asian audiences,

         It is a well-known fact that restoring values or institutions which are weakened or entirely lost requires a very different approach from just conserving or strengthening them. In a world, or a country, in which Socialism has not yet done its destructive worst you may be able to get away with mere pragmatism.

               But when the storm has wreaked havoc, uprooting social structures and distorting economic impulses, a more fundamental reconstruction is called for. That in turn requires the formulation, exposition and implementation of principles.

               As a Conservative revolutionary, by temperament as much as by necessity, I relished doing this when weaker hearts did not.9

Thatcher was not interested in overthrowing traditional British institutions. While she would certainly have been a Republican had she been born an American, in Britain she was not a republican. She supported the traditional pillars of British society—the Monarchy, Parliament, and the Church of England. She led a revolt against the socialism and collectivism that were destroying traditional British life and against Communists in the Soviet Union who were trying to spread collectivism around the world.

The Crown represents more than a thousand years of continuity in British history, Parliament the ancient liberties of the British people, and the Church of England the Christian faith that shaped British civilization. When you add to these the ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge, the top “public schools” (i.e., private boarding schools) such as Eton and Harrow, the civil service, and the press, you have the traditional British Establishment—inherently conservative in its traditions and prerogatives but not necessarily members of the Conservative Party. Thatcher supported these institutions as prime minister (though they did not always support her), but her conservatism reflected different values, which is why it is called Thatcherism.

Thatcherism is in the best sense “conservative” because it conserves or seeks to restore the best traditions of Britain. Thatcher told her Asian audiences that she did not invent Thatcherism: “I and my colleagues rediscovered it. The values, ideas and beliefs which I was privileged to be able to put into effect in Britain in the eleven and a half years of my Prime Ministership were rooted in the experience of the past and reinforced by events in my lifetime.” She added, “But my outlook was also shaped by my country itself and its history—above all its political history. How could it not be? For I was always fascinated by politics. For me the name of Britain was synonymous with freedom, justice and democracy.”10

Family and Community Values

Throughout her career, Margaret Thatcher observed that Thatcherism is a restatement of older principles and values applied to a modern setting, and that events in her life led to its formulation. There was, for instance, always the influence of her family on what would become Thatcherism decades later. “My ideals, like those of most people, were first shaped by my family—a Christian family believing in the sanctity of the individual and that each of us is responsible and accountable for his own actions.”11 Without the influence of her family, there never would have been Thatcherism. As she moved into 10 Downing Street in 1979, she commented, “I just owe almost everything to my own father. I really do. He brought me up to believe all the things that I do believe and they’re just the values on which I’ve fought the Election. And it’s passionately interesting for me that the things that I learned in a small town, in a very modest home, are just the things that I believe have won the Election.”12

Long before she read about “the theoretical advantages of monetarism, free trade and deregulation,”13 Thatcher learned about the economy and society from her family.14 As she once put it in a television interview, “I think the most important thing of them all, the greatest gift of all, is having a family. Home is two things: it is both a refuge and it is an inspiration and it goes across the generations. You have always got home to go to, and I think that the people who have not really miss the greatest thing in life, and I think it is extremely important to keep that going.”15

At the corner of North Parade and Broad Street, in Grantham, Lincolnshire, there was a grocer’s shop and post office with an apartment above them. The building is still there, bearing a small plaque recognizing its historical significance: “Birthplace of the Rt. Hon. Margaret Thatcher, MP, first woman Prime Minister of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.” To this day, it is the only memorial to Margaret Thatcher in Grantham. Her father, Alfred Roberts, was the proprietor of a specialist grocery. The family lived “over the shop,” as Thatcher put it. “Wonderful aromas of spices, coffee and smoked hams would waft through the house,” she recalled.16 She learned “that it was international trade which brought tea, coffee, sugar and spices to those who frequented our shop.”17 Thatcher was a free trader from the beginning.

The Roberts house stands some one hundred yards from the Grantham railway tracks. The town is located on the London-to-Edinburgh East Coast Main Line, a major passenger rail artery connecting Britain’s capital city with northern England and Scotland. “We could set our clocks by the ‘Flying Scotsman’ as it thundered through,” Thatcher wrote18 of the train that has been running between London and Edinburgh since 1862.

Grantham is south of Lincoln and east of Nottingham in the East Midlands—the British equivalent of Middle America. The area’s ties with America go back to the first Puritan settlement in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, which was named after the Lincolnshire town of Boston, due east of Grantham. “We were immensely proud of our town,” Thatcher remembered, “we knew its history and traditions; we were glad to be part of its life.”19

Margaret Thatcher may be the most famous person from Grantham in modern times, but its most illustrious student was the physicist and mathematician Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727), who was born nearby and attended the King’s School in Grantham. Margaret Roberts attended another grammar school (a selective state school) in town, Kesteven and Grantham Girls’ School, finishing first in her class in 1943. After Grantham, Newton went to Cambridge, but Miss Roberts chose Oxford, where she entered Somerville College. The only British prime minister to hold a degree in science (chemistry), she studied under Dorothy Hodgkin, a pioneer in X-ray crystallography who later won the Nobel Prize. Margaret Thatcher’s later career in politics did not win her friends in the overwhelmingly left-wing faculty at Oxford, and the university denied her the honorary degree that would be expected for the first woman prime minister. Her papers are now archived alongside Winston Churchill’s at Churchill College, Cambridge.20

Life “over the shop” is an important part of Thatcherism, whose namesake lived “over the shop” twice in her life: as a girl and as prime minister. At 10 Downing Street, the official residence of the British prime minister, Thatcher and her husband, Denis, occupied a small apartment at the top of the historic residence for eleven and a half years. “Every practical consideration suggested it, as well as my own taste for long hours of work,” she remembers. “As we used to say, harking back to my girlhood in Grantham, I liked living over the shop.”21

It may seem strange to Americans that the head of the British government lives in a small apartment. Of course, there is also Chequers, the stately country residence of the prime minister in Buckinghamshire, similar to the U.S. president’s Camp David. But the symbolism of prime ministers’ living and working in a London townhouse, however upscale, is important. The positions of head of state and head of government, which are united in the American presidency, are divided in the United Kingdom. The Queen is the head of state, and she therefore lives in a palace. Less grand accommodation is provided to her first ministers. In fact, not every prime minister has lived at 10 Downing Street. Some had better houses and preferred private over public housing, while others were uncomfortable with the complement of staff, meeting rooms, and offices—it is an office building as much as a house—and just never settled in. When Labour’s Ramsay MacDonald was in office, he could be seen knocking on the front door to be let in.

Thatcher spent seven years more over the shop at One North Parade in Grantham than she did at 10 Downing Street. “Life ‘over the shop’ is much more than a phrase,” she recorded, “It is something which those who have lived it know to be quite distinctive.”22 She “lived” her family’s business and had to do her share of the work in addition to studying hard at school. The family worked long hours to make a living, and Margaret learned the necessities and virtues of hard work and thrift.

She also sampled her first taste of civic life in Grantham. Alfred Roberts was a local councilor, alderman, and mayor at one time or another, and people talked about local issues in his shop. He was also active in the Methodist Church and in civic organizations, including Rotary. His daughter was a natural politician on the hustings, relying on training that began in the corner shop, where the Roberts family had always been on call, day and night. In Grantham, she developed a lifelong passion for discussion and debate.

In a telling passage from her memoirs, Thatcher contrasted her own local economic training in Grantham to the formative influences on John Maynard Keynes and the upper-class, left-wing Bloomsbury Group—an odd collection of fashionable artists, writers, poets, and philosophers who inhabited the Bloomsbury section of central London in the first few decades of the twentieth century. She observed that “extant economists are no less the slaves of outside influences. That was true of Keynes himself—a member of the ‘Bloomsbury’ set whose rejection of the Victorian virtues in their own behaviour was subtly but surely echoed in the abandonment of the classical liberal rules and restraints in economics with which ‘Keynesianism’ became synonymous.”23 She continued, “So too my own views on economics flowed from personal experience of the world in which I grew up. My ‘Bloomsbury’ was Grantham—Methodism, the grocer’s shop, Rotary and all the serious, sober virtues cultivated and esteemed in that environment.”24 Thatcher concluded, “There is no better course for understanding free-market economics than life in a corner shop.”25

She made the same point in Seoul in 1992: The “desire to do better for one’s family is the great dynamo of progress. Most people work, save, invest, invent, adapt and trade for this one reason, which goes to the root of their very being.”26 One of the great lessons from Grantham was that “the fruits of liberty are so rich and varied, because liberty is creative. And that in turn is why wealth is not generated by Government; it is as Adam Smith observed the enterprise of individual men and women which creates the ‘Wealth of Nations.’”27 She noted in her autobiography that “the kind of life that the people of Grantham had lived before the [Second World War] was a decent and wholesome one, and its values were shaped by the community rather than by the government.”28

Thatcher and Victorian Virtues

Margaret Thatcher was often accused by her political opponents and the liberal media of trying to reestablish “Victorian values” (or Victorian virtues, as she preferred to call them)29 long after they were thought to have been consigned to history. In fact, Thatcherism was considered synonymous with Victorian values, and she was frequently asked why she believed they were important. The reason was simple. Victorian values, she said in 1983, “were the values when our country became great, but not only did our country become great internationally, also so much advance was made in this country.”30 In Thatcher’s view, Victorian virtues were “fundamental.”31

In the permissive era that began in the 1960s, “Victorian” was a purely pejorative adjective, especially when applied to morality. It meant old-fashioned and oppressive. Yet in an interview with the Financial Times in 1987, Thatcher issued a vigorous and unapologetic call for the restoration of Victorian virtues.32

As she often pointed out, the Victorian era was one of tremendous progress for Britain. By the time of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, Britain was the world’s greatest power, with a standard of living that was envied across much of the world. For the first time in history, the majority of the British population enjoyed meaningful economic and social progress. The miseries of two World Wars and the Great Depression lay ahead, but for most British families, the last years of Victoria’s reign and the Edwardian period that followed were the best they would see until the second half of the twentieth century.

In the nineteenth century, the British economy realized the full benefits of the Industrial Revolution. The country became the “workshop of the world,” producing goods on a scale unimaginable a generation or two earlier. The Victorian era also saw the rise of the British Empire as a great force for good on the world stage. “The fact remains,” insists the historian Niall Ferguson, “that no organization in history has done more to promote the free movement of goods, capital and labour than the British Empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. And no organization has done more to impose Western norms of law, order and governance around the world. . . . Without the spread of British rule around the world, it is hard to believe that the structures of liberal capitalism would have been so successfully established in so many different economies around the world.”33

Liberalism Used to Mean Freedom

In the Victorian age, “liberalism” meant freedom, not big government as it does today. Margaret Thatcher described her father as an “old-fashioned liberal,” noting that “[i]ndividual responsibility was his watchword and sound finance his passion. He was an admirer of John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty.”34 This kind of liberalism is part of the British character, as Thatcher often attested. Her own political philosophy, she said, “would be best described as ‘liberal,’ in the old-fashioned sense. And I mean the liberalism of Mr. Gladstone [the great Victorian leader of the Liberal Party] not of the latter day collectivists.”35

The Victorians abhorred wasteful spending, believed in free trade, and actually shrank the size of their government. Milton and Rose Friedman pointed out that “government spending fell as a fraction of national income—from close to one-quarter of the national income early in the nineteenth century to about one-tenth of national income at the time of Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in 1897, when Britain was at the very apex of its power and glory.”36

The Victorians also presided over a relatively peaceful century as far as Britain was concerned. From the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815 until the outbreak of World War I in the summer of 1914, British domination of the seas guaranteed free trade, and a balance of power in Europe maintained the peace. To be sure, there were several wars across the British Empire (including the Anglo-Boer Wars) and unrest in Ireland, but none of them threatened Britain itself. The conflicts were limited in scope and mainly outside of Europe, with the notable exception of the Crimean War of 1853–1856.

Political freedom grew with economic freedom, and the voting franchise was dramatically extended over the course of the nineteenth century. There was also more religious freedom than ever before, which led to greater piety. Nonconformists, including the Roberts family’s Methodists, were able to practice their faith freely outside the established church. Even the lives of Roman Catholics improved dramatically, as most sanctions were lifted and a string of prominent converts brought a measure of respectability to a once despised minority. The result of this freedom was one of the greatest religious awakenings in Christian history, which led, under the leadership of William Wilberforce, to the abolition of slavery in the British Empire.
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