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Introduction

Margaret Thatcher was Britain’s most famous prime minister since Churchill. Over eleven years she transformed her nation and gave birth to an -ism in use to this day. She was not widely loved, but she was admired even by those who disagreed with her. Her Conservatism was controversial, yet it showed that democratic leadership could both prescribe and administer unpopular medicine and win elections in doing so.

A quarter of a century is a good span of time from which to re-examine any historical movement or event. Thatcher was a truly revolutionary leader. She was dissatisfied by what she saw round her and set herself to change it utterly. She saw socialism and wanted the opposite, freedom from the state. She was no conservative, other than in an emotional attachment to a certain sort of Britishness, but proselytized ceaselessly for change. In the process she bred a generation of politicians all of whom took her as their reference point and all of whom dedicated themselves to the cause of reform. Unlike most radicals who end by running before the wind of events, merely nudging an occasional course correction, Thatcher headed straight into oncoming gales. Though her form of economic liberalism was not new, her will to implement it against the grain of politics was unique. Hers was never going to be a quiet revolution.

The test of any revolution is, did it work and did it last? When on 20 November 1990 Thatcher’s cabinet colleagues trooped into her Commons room and told her to go, the world gasped. What had they done? The answer is that they had decided that Thatcherism could best be preserved if its progenitor were removed from the scene, and they were right. After the fall, the legacy was carried forward by John Major, Tony Blair and his powerful Chancellor, Gordon Brown, to become the ruling consensus of British government. These three men, Thatcher’s ‘sons’, were convinced disciples, going where even their mistress had feared to tread. She treated them, with varying degrees of faith, as her heirs. For more than a quarter of a century Britain was in the grip of a concept of government at first wholly untried but soon established and exported round the world. Such milestones in a nation’s history are rare.

I witnessed the Thatcher era from the start. I worked on the fringes of the Conservative party before the 1970 general election as it sought a new direction in Opposition under Edward Heath. Harold Wilson’s 1964 Labour government, of which so much had been hoped, was a disappointment. The post-war welfare consensus known as Butskellism (after the Tory, Rab Butler, and Labour’s Hugh Gaitskell) was in disarray. The economic ideas underpinning Thatcherism can be found in embryo in debates in the 1950s and 1960s, first in the Institute of Economic Affairs and increasingly within the Conservative party itself and in such think tanks as the Bow Group. At the time they were espoused by a minority. Conservatism was still essentially what it said, a reluctance to depart radically from the ruling consensus, even when it was that of post-war welfare socialism.

Heath’s undoubtedly radical ambitions, many of them proto-Thatcherite, did not long survive his arrival in Downing Street, dying in the industrial chaos of 1973–4. A year after the party’s early exit from power came the backbench putsch that brought Thatcher to the leadership. The then Labour governments of Wilson and James Callaghan proved, for the last time, that the prevailing view on how to manage the economy did not work. British politics was seldom so miserable as between the IMF crisis of 1976 and the ‘winter of discontent’ of 1979. The nation seemed lost to defeatism and its government to impotence. Editorials referred hopefully to the spirit of Dunkirk as if history might yet replay 1939 and after. But the much-debated ‘British disease’ seemed incurable.

Like most observers at the time, I at first viewed Thatcher’s Tory leadership as transitional, a rightist rebellion, possibly shock therapy, probably a mistake. The Heathites, reverting to Butskellism, would somehow resume control. Thatcher had come to power at the head of a ‘peasants’ revolt’ and did not seem a natural leader, let alone a prime minister. Her voice was shrill and her manner hectoring. She was a bad listener and responded to any suggestion with a cantankerous right-wing tick. Her four years as leader of the Opposition were unhappy for her and for her party, and her early years in office hardly less so. Thatcher before the Falklands War of 1982 never seemed other than a passing phenomenon.

The war proved a turning point. It made Thatcher famous world-wide and gave her the elixir of military victory. She was emboldened, though only slowly, to confront previously intractable forces ranged against her: the trade unions, Europe, local government and enemies within her own party. Previously averse to foreign policy she strutted the world stage, ‘punching above her weight’ alongside her friend, Ronald Reagan. She brought to peacetime leadership qualities normally associated with war, above all those of emphatic, decisive rule. Thatcher post-Falklands was a prime minister in a position to get things done. She was ready to honour Machiavelli’s dictum that it is better to be feared than loved: ‘Men love as they please but fear when the prince pleases. A wise prince should rely on what he controls, not on what he cannot control.’

Thatcher enjoyed only the briefest of real ascendancy. It lasted from the defeat of the miners in 1985 to the poll tax revolt of 1989. Only then was she able to bring the full force of her ‘-ism’ to bear on public administration. Her style was that of battle rather than debate. Her bossiness made her few friends and her treatment of subsidiary institutions was brutal. Though she had a sentimental attachment to the more dignified elements of the constitution, such as royalty and parliamentary procedure, she could show a fierce contempt for civil servants, academics, nationalized industries and civic leaders. ‘None of you can be any good,’ she told the British Rail Board over lunch, ‘or you would be in private industry.’1 She did not suffer fools gladly, indeed she suffered few gladly. When at last she tried to curry electoral favour by abolishing the rates, she fell into the poll tax trap and found herself without friends or allies. Her party rose up and sacked her. Like Al Capone she was brought down by an act of tax evasion.

The fall of Thatcher left the nation stunned. Nanny had been thrown out by the inmates of the nursery. What would they do now? The Tories’ hope was that a softer version, ‘Thatcherism with a human face’, would be carried forward by John Major. As after any revolution, its heirs tried to retain the good and discard the bad. Thatcherism was seen as a comet that had raced across the sky and burned itself out. A set of essays on the concept published in 1988, two years before Thatcher’s fall, saw it as so idiosyncratic that it could not survive her departure.2 It was a style of leadership rather than a change of political direction. When Thatcher was gone British politics would surely return to the status quo ante.

This limited view was mistaken, distorted by Thatcher’s eccentricity and political solitude. We can now see her departure in 1990 as the end of the beginning. It reinforced rather than undermined Thatcherism by separating the -ism from the lady herself. Had she survived, the Tories might well have lost the 1992 election and an as yet unreformed Labour party would have reversed much of what she did. In the event, Major’s leadership gave momentum to her legacy while the 1992 victory blew away old Labour and created the phenomenon that was Tony Blair. He was Thatcher’s most devoted follower, progenitor of what deserves to be termed Blatcherism.

The word Thatcherism is elusive because it appears to embrace so many contradictions. These reflect the paradoxes in Thatcher’s own character, a Hayekian liberal contending with a Methodist nanny, a small statist with a strong statist, laissez-faire with ‘more must be done’. These paradoxes mirror those in the British constitution, where a tradition of strong Crown prerogative contends with a supposed respect for pluralist democratic institutions. They run as two strands through the story of Thatcherism. They are ideologically distinct, so distinct as in my view to merit analysis not as one revolution but two.

The first revolution set out to liberate the ‘supply side’ of the British economy and give new spirit and confidence to private enterprise. Taxes were cut, labour markets freed through employment law reform and competition enforced, notably in financial services. The private sector was also invited to reinvigorate the public sector, and the boundary between the two was blurred and, under Blair, transformed beyond recognition. Thatcher and her successors tore up the rulebook of British government. Her distaste for convention, for officialdom and for the old ways of doing things became her unique offering to high office. Her addiction to the BBC satire Yes, Minister was not to its humour but to its moral message. It showed how the system would defeat attempts to change it. This first revolution was a revolution of political will. It assaulted the modern state in order to ‘roll back its frontier’ and assert the supremacy of the individual.

The second revolution arose from the management of the first but led in a quite different direction. It was a revolution not of will but of power. Thatcher centralized government, enforced Treasury discipline and regulated both public and private sectors to an unprecedented degree. Where state ownership retreated, state control advanced in the form of an unprecedented volume of new legislation from both Westminster and Brussels. The British state did not roll back its power in the late twentieth century. Today its size and cost is as great as it was in 1979 and its intrusion into the lives of its citizens is probably greater. The chief casualty has been the British constitution. Political leadership is less subject to institutional restraint and is closer to being an elected dictatorship than in any other western democracy.

As these two revolutions enveloped British politics in the 1980s and 1990s, their impact was dramatic. The Conservatives under Major made no attempt to undo either of them, quite the reverse. More remarkable was the total conversion of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. Their ‘project’ after 1994 may have been sold as tactical, ‘to make Labour electable’, but its consequence was to render Thatcherism irreversible. Labour’s election victories in 1997, 2001 and 2005 saw no return to high income tax rates, nationalization or employment protection. They saw no rush to European corporatism. Blair drove privatization into every corner of the public services. He signed up to the first Thatcher revolution in Opposition and to the second as soon as he was in power. He first refashioned the Labour party to end its constitutional pluralism and then refashioned the British constitution in much the same way. He took to the second Thatcher revolution as eagerly as he had taken to the first. He emerged as one of the most authoritarian prime ministers of modern times. As the tabloids often said of him, ‘To Thatcher, a son’.

The story begins with a remarkable woman whose political personality dominates this book, continuing long after her dramatic fall. Thatcher’s image was never fuzzy, always sharp, that of a confident, dominant, unwavering woman. Hardly a week passed during her time in office when she was not in the news, commanding headlines, losing, winning, chiding, arguing, battling. She was loved and loathed. She never won a popular majority at the polls and for much of her time ranked as the least supported prime minister since the Second World War.3 Her name still evokes a fierce reaction in people over the age of forty. Yet there is no point in complaining that Thatcher was not somebody else. She appeared on the scene of history when someone like her was needed, and she did the job. A different Thatcher might have been a nicer person, but she would not have been Thatcher.

Brenda Maddox remarked in her personal biography, Maggie, that ‘Iron Ladies are not born, they are made’.4 I believe in both nature and nurture. The qualities which a leader brings to power are embedded in his or her parentage and background. Perhaps a consensus politician, going where the wind blows, need not draw on some distant gene pool or upbringing. Conventional leaders such as Heath, Wilson and Callaghan reacted similarly to the trials of the 1970s, despite widely differing personalities. Thatcher’s leadership was not conventional. Her radicalism had to draw on something other than those round her, and it drew naturally on her past. For that reason her leadership cannot be fully understood without an account of her background, education and early career.

Thatcher’s mannered public confidence was rooted in a provincial Methodist upbringing. Her Toryism was that of a girl yearning to escape Grantham and better her position in life. The towns of the East Midlands lack the hold the Welsh valleys or Scottish lowlands have over their political alumni. Thatcher hardly ever returned to Grantham. Yet throughout her career, she claimed to hear messages from her past. ‘Voices’ called from her father, Alderman Roberts, from the Oxford chemistry lab and from the suburban drawing room. Others called from supposed soulmates whose spirits she tried to honour through her career, Milton Friedman, Friedrich von Hayek, Michael Oakeshott and Sir Keith Joseph. Their destinations (by no means all the same) she felt should be hers. They were her familiars, flapping round her head even when events dragged her in the opposite direction. Students of Thatcherism need to hear these voices.5

Politicians play up their deeds and play down their inheritances. Historians, blessed beneficiaries of hindsight, lean in the other direction and regard the continuities of history as more significant than its discontinuities. Revisionists have suggested that Thatcher did not depart greatly from the post-war consensus, certainly not as much as Blair was to do after 1997. She retained the welfare state more or less intact. She was at best a late and partial convert to privatization. She shrank the boundaries but not the size of the state. To these critics, she was just another Conservative prime minister.6

Yet every revolution takes time to unfold. Only two leaders in the twentieth century, Lloyd George and Churchill, are regularly compared with Thatcher. Both came to office during the turmoil of war, when the nation was in peril. Thatcher’s leadership was certainly salvaged by a war, in the Falklands, but she had to establish her ascendancy amid economic travail, when she could call on few of the loyalties that war inspires. Her transformation of politics emerged from the Heath U-turn of 1972, the IMF crisis of 1976 and the subsequent inflationary spiral. Previous governments tried to muddle through such troubles, hoping that something would turn up to save them and their policies from disaster. The Keynesian and social welfare settlements were always incorrigibly optimistic.

The experience of the 1970 Heath government left Thatcher a brutal realist. Her two talented chancellors, Geoffrey Howe and Nigel Lawson, tore up Keynes and her successors tore open the welfare state. Battles with the miners and with local councils destroyed any agreed concept of how Britain should be governed. After decades of Downing Street pusillanimity, Thatcher reasserted the prime duty of democratic leadership, which was to lead. She expanded the concept of what could be done by modern government. As Churchill said of Joseph Chamberlain, she ‘changed the weather’.

The nineteenth-century sociologist Max Weber described what he called the ‘ideal leader’ of the future, one who could handle Europe’s emergent democracies and the countervailing force of its elitist bureaucracy. Weber’s leaders had to be romantic, charismatic, activist figures with whom whole peoples could identify. They should speak the language not of policies but of values and convictions, vague generalized ideals. They should be ‘occasionalists’, able to seize on passing events and turn them to advantage. To them a crisis was always an opportunity. They needed above all to convey the Nietzschean concept of will. Weber’s thesis was much in evidence in twentieth-century leadership, not always with benign consequences. Both Thatcher and Blair displayed many of Weber’s required features.7

The Thatcherite settlement has survived seven general elections, three prime ministers and (roughly) three economic cycles. This book traces the story of Britain’s domestic government over this time. It relates the political context in which Thatcherism was born, that of Britain in the 1970s, and notes the rise to power of its three prime ministerial exponents, Thatcher, Major and Blair. It is not a general history of the period. Headline events such as riots, strikes, crime and terrorism plague all governments and are described, like the Falklands, Europe and Iraq, only insofar as they intrude on the developing revolution. Detailed analysis is devoted to the customary business of government, the financing and administration of the public sector. It is a business much neglected by the theatrical conventions of Westminster reporting. Yet only in health, education, police, the law and public services generally, can the inner character of a government be traced and the choices supposedly embraced by democracy laid bare. If the narrative sometimes delves into the undergrowth of waiting time contracts, rail regulation or the rate support grant I make no apology. These are, to most citizens, the stuff of government rather than the fluff.

All three prime ministers were total politicians. They had inconsiderable careers outside Westminster when they came to office. Their Who’s Who entries were starkly barren of achievement. None showed any deep awareness of Britain’s past or experience of its present. None read much or were given to cultural references outside politics (except for Major’s love of cricket). Blair’s ignorance of history, including Labour history, could be startling. He once told Edward Heath how lucky the latter was to have missed Suez (when Heath was chief whip). Such ignorance of the world can be an aid to radicalism, but it is dangerous when the going becomes tough and a sense of the past might shine light on the future.

Perhaps as a result all three were remarkably cavalier towards their parties and party politics generally. Whether the party emperors really had no clothes or whether they were merely threadbare is a question to which I return. But Thatcher, Major and Blair were able to convince their parties to go to places that would have provoked mutiny two decades before. In doing so they established a new consensus. After the initially bitter struggles of the 1980s, British politics seemed to drain of ideological argument. By the turn of the century no titanic forces seemed to be in contention. Manifestos were emptied of substantive content. Labour and Conservative (and even Liberal Democrat) parties were like Hazlitt’s stagecoaches, splashing each other with mud as they raced towards the same destination.

The word ‘revolution’, though of seventeenth-century origin, is nowadays customarily associated with the left. As such it arose from Marx’s dialectic struggle between competing class forces, with mankind progressing through historical tensions, intellectual, political and economic. This battle between thesis and antithesis, said Marx (echoing Hegel), was unstable, resolved only by reaching a synthesis. At that point, as Isaiah Berlin put it, ‘A sudden leap takes place to a new level, whereupon the tension between a new cluster of forces begins once more.’8 Thus one ideal, human equality, is challenged by the inequality implicit in the class struggle, leading in turn to revolution.

There is an echo of this dialectic in Britain’s experience over the past quarter century. Both Marx and Thatcher saw politics as rooted in economics and in class. Both were obsessed with change. Having little vested interest in roots or property or group or professional interest, both saw the future as theirs to upheave and to that extent were optimists. Marx regarded it as a fallacy to hold that humans ‘under suitable conditions will voluntarily give up the power which they have acquired by birth or wealth or ability for the sake of a moral principle’. Political allegiance was a matter of self-interest which the reformer had to harness. Conflict would be eliminated only when the class struggle ended in an economic utopia, in his case communism. Marx’s synthesis required the ‘dissolving of the state itself, hitherto the instrument of a single class, into a free classless society’.9

Thatcher’s outlook was not dissimilar. Her dialectical struggle, if we call it that, was an inversion of Marxism-Leninism. Her thesis was the ruling ethos of post-war socialism. Her antithesis would be an uprising of the bourgeoisie followed by her own highly personal dictatorship. Her syn thesis was uncannily like Marx’s, an economic utopia in which the state would roll back its frontiers and, at least ideally, wither away. Thatcher would not have quarrelled with Marx’s maxim that philosophers may interpret society but the real task is to change it. She would not claim a better epitaph than Berlin’s on Marx:

With an inner tranquillity based on clear and certain faith in a harmonious society of the future, he bore witness to the signs of decay and ruin which he saw on every side. The old order seemed to him to be patently crumbling before his eyes.10

Thatcher believed in a revolution aimed at a society where class was overwhelmed by the benign, equilibrating forces of a free-market economy. In a much misquoted phrase, she said there was ‘no such thing as society’, but a free market of competing individuals, families and, perhaps, communities. The modern Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm understood this better than many Thatcherites. He cited Thatcher’s ‘determination to break with the traditional British ruling-class’, to confront labour and to wage war on ‘the enemy within’. The pillars of the British establishment, wrote Hobsbawm, ‘rightly regarded Thatcherism not as a continuation of the old ways by other means, but as a striking and worrying innovation’.11 Thatcher herself described her seizing of power in her party as a ‘shattering blow delivered to the Conservative establishment. I felt no sympathy for them. They had fought me unscrupulously all the way.’12

Neither Marx nor Thatcher saw their utopias achieved. Marx’s state did not dissolve, nor did Thatcher’s roll back its frontiers. In my rare meetings with her, she sometimes showed a flash of recognition of this failing, though it did not seriously worry her. Like all leaders she would claim to have needed power only to conquer her enemies, in her case socialists, before ‘handing it back to the people’. But she was no Ronald Reagan, whose antipathy to big government led him to devolve to subordinate state governments the management of American welfare, such as it was. Thatcher was, by nature and nurture, a nanny statist and did not try overmuch to disclaim it. She showed no interest in dismantling the authority of her office, any more than did Major or Blair. That is why Thatcher and Sons must be the story not of one revolution but two.

Any observer of revolution tends to set it not just against its objectives but against his own. As will be apparent I am an admirer of Thatcher’s first revolution and deeply fearful of her second. I see the first as liberating Britain at a time when liberation was needed and the second as authoritarian. I believe in liberal democracy in a minimalist state, as did Thatcher. But I am more of a conservative than she was, seeing with such students of British politics as Michael Oakeshott, John Gray and Roger Scruton some virtue in the continuity of institutions and loyalty to people, places and communities, a virtue that extends beyond nostalgia to the underpinning of democracy. Such continuity is a bulwark against the second revolution, possibly the one truly lasting one. In any reasonably prosperous and stable polity the onus must be on the revolutionary to prove his case. The sceptic should always put the onus of proof on the utopian.

In Britain a diminution of state power is as far as ever from being realized. Hence in the final chapters I return to Thatcher’s original goal, to pursue a possible synthesis to her antithesis. How in the twenty-first century is a true ‘rolling back’ of the state to be achieved, assuming it is desirable? What form might a third Thatcherite revolution take? Hegel remarked that ‘governments never learn from history, or act on principles derived from it’. They thus condemn themselves to repeat its mistakes. Thatcher was careful not to repeat the mistakes of her predecessors, indeed she was obsessed with avoiding them. This was her greatest strength. Yet she ushered in a state which, while liberating its economy to competitive forces, spent a quarter of a century intervening in the lives and liberties of its citizens more than any of its forebears, be they conservative or socialist. It imposed more taxation, more laws, more regulations, more forms and more inspectors. Thatcher’s state may have helped create more wealth, but that is not the sole purpose of democracy. It should also promote liberty and self-reliance and devolve risk to individuals. It should seek self-government in all senses of the word.

The historian of politics should not be ‘a celestial chief justice, sentencing the guilty and setting free the innocent’.13 Yet all history is selective and is thus in some sense judgemental. It is the supreme expression of reason. It seeks out the mistakes of the past so as to help the present avoid them. To me, reason is the tool of opinion. It is history as argument. Such history is not simply a lamp on the stern of the ship, illuminating a disappearing wake. It lights the sea all round us. History offers the only rational explanation of who we are and why we act as we do. Without it, we cannot steer a course ahead.


PART ONE

The Revolution in Embryo

1

Climbing the Ladder

Myth clings to the foothills of any great career. It clings peculiarly to Margaret Thatcher, née Roberts. Britain’s first woman prime minister came to office a bizarre bundle of contradictions. She presented herself as poor girl turned rich, lower, then upper, middle class. She was a Midlander yet a Southerner. She was a successful career woman yet not a feminist. John Campbell, the most thorough of Thatcher’s biographers to date, tried to pick his way through the fog and record the ‘rebranding’ that took place when she was in sight of high office. Besieged by profile-writers and instant biographers she presented her life story as a rise from humble origins, an ‘improving morality play, illustrating the rewards, personal and national, of hard work, self-reliance, family values and practical Christianity’.1 Over a dozen biographies have accepted this authorized version of Thatcher’s origins. It is only partly true.

Thatcher was born in 1925, the younger of two daughters of Alfred and Beatrice Roberts, then shop-owners. Roberts was neither impoverished nor working class. His career from shopkeeper to merchant was a classic of middle-class upward mobility. He moved into local politics as an Independent with Liberal leanings, and for twenty years was chairman of Grantham’s Finance and Rating Committee. After service as a councillor he was elected by his colleagues an alderman (now a defunct office), and in 1945 he served a term as mayor. In addition, Roberts was chairman of the local branches of the Chamber of Trade, the Rotary Club and the local Workers Education Association. He was director of the Trustee Savings Bank and governor of both of Grantham’s secondary schools. As a prominent figure he was much reported in the local press.

This activity ended in 1952 when an incoming Labour council voted the sixty-year-old Roberts off the aldermanic bench after twenty-seven years. He retired with dignity and, he said, with ‘no medals, no honours but an inward sense of satisfaction’. The removal of Roberts was a partisan act, but it came at a time when Independents were disappearing and aldermen with them. Thatcher herself had long left Grantham when it occurred. Yet she later exploited the incident to illustrate all that was wrong in Labour local government, indeed in public life generally. At the height of her battle with Ken Livingstone and the Greater London Council in 1985 she referred to it on television with tears in her eyes. When discussing Thatcher’s fall from grace in 1990, Alan Clark recalled that the supposed fall of Roberts ‘was a subject to which she adverted several times’.2

For all that, Alfred Roberts passed on to his daughter the idea of a fixed moral framework rooted in Methodism (though she later switched to her husband’s Anglicanism). Roberts was a lay preacher and expected his children to go to church three times on Sundays. He was ambitious for their advancement, paying for them at the fee-paying Kesteven and Grantham Girls’ School and instilling in them a culture of relentless hard work. Their lives were dominated until Margaret was ten by a Victorian grandmother, Phoebe, her father’s mother. She ordained an upbringing that seems to have been regimented, inhibited and joyless. While Margaret’s mother, Beatrice, emerges from the memoir photographs as a warm, approachable woman, the grandmother might be an Amish matriarch.

The absence of Beatrice from Thatcher’s accounts of her past has been much remarked. She is not mentioned in Thatcher’s Who’s Who entry and is almost lost from her memoirs, amid eulogies of her father.3 One acerbic biographer, the Labour MP Leo Abse, even wrote a book explaining Thatcher’s politics as a reflection of her starvation of maternal love and her Freudian eagerness to live up to her father’s ambition.4 Feeling such pressure is allegedly common among second daughters of fathers who have no sons. Certainly in Thatcher’s case, energy was channelled into competitive achievement. When she won a recital prize at the age of nine, she was complimented by a teacher on her good fortune. She instantly replied, ‘I wasn’t lucky. I deserved it.’ In her memoirs there is no trace of girlish frivolity. The American historian Charles Dellheim has compared Thatcher harshly with the Victorian mercantilists whom she so admired, characterized by extremes of ‘individualism, materialistic philistinism, insensitivity to the plight of the poor and a distrust of the state’.5 He points to the similarity with a traditional Hebraic upbringing as explaining Thatcher’s lifelong affinity to Judaism. It contrasted with her distance from the ‘Hellenistic’ Tory moderates who initially opposed her.

Margaret Roberts felt she needed to escape Grantham. Everything in her youth suggested an eagerness to leave the provinces behind. After going up to Oxford she seldom involved her family or Grantham associates in her success. They appear to have been an embarrassment. After her marriage to Denis, her parents rarely visited them or the grandchildren in London. Visitors to the Roberts house in Grantham when the father was still alive noted not a single photograph of Margaret later than of her graduation, and not one of Denis or the grandchildren. In her memoirs Thatcher wrote how proud her parents were when she entered the House of Commons, implying that they were there. They were not. They ‘saw’ her only because ‘the press contained flattering photographs of me in my new hat’.6 Their absence was surprising for a new MP with a still active, formerly politician father who must, on any showing, have been proud of his daughter. Campbell concludes with the ‘inescapable impression that Margaret was very much less devoted to her wonderful father while he was alive than she became to his sanctified image after he was dead.’7 The piety and hard work of her upbringing were genuine; its implied family cohesion was not.

The Robertses and Grantham offer what must be an important backdrop to Thatcher’s politics, even as she fled south to escape them. She brought with her a Roundhead view of how society should be run, a mix of rugged individualism for oneself and a readiness to intervene in the lives of others. Thatcher took comfort in such old Puritan maxims as ‘cleanliness is next to godliness’, ‘hard work harmed no man’ and ‘if it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well’. Her ambition and harsh treatment of those round her was so aggressive, so angry, that much of Abse’s thesis rings true. Denied the childish pleasures that others enjoyed, Thatcher sought all her life to vindicate that denial. The qualities she could not handle were tolerance and love.

No gate into the British establishment was so pearly in the middle decades of the twentieth century as Oxbridge. For those lucky or clever enough to gain admission, it was a launch-pad for any career. Oxford projected Wilson, Heath, Thatcher and Blair into the networks of power. It was a citadel of meritocracy. For a humble provincial girl, the first few months might seem a horror of loneliness and insecurity. But once feet were found, once friendships were formed, Oxbridge wiped away all past and offered the world. She arrived at Somerville College in 1943 without a scholarship and at her father’s expense. She confessed to finding it ‘cold and strangely forbidding’. She lacked the personal and social skills to make friends easily. Her chosen subject, chemistry, required long hours in the laboratory while other undergraduates were jostling in lectures and swapping badinage in tutorials. She turned to the enthusiasms she had brought with her from Grantham, to music and politics. She joined the university’s Bach choir and, as if rejecting her father’s independent liberalism, joined the Oxford University Conservative Association (OUCA).

Such a decision was odd for a girl from a provincial grammar school. The left would have been her natural habitat, especially with post-war Britain beckoning as testing ground for socialism. The Conservatives under Churchill were still the party of Empire and opposition to the welfare state. A contemporary at Oxford, the novelist Nina Bawden, recalled meeting her on firewatch duty and chiding her for being a Tory when ‘people like us’ should be trying to build a newer, better world. Thatcher replied, in what would still have been a Midlands accent, that ‘she meant to get into parliament and there was more chance of being “noticed” in the Conservative Club just because some of its members were a bit stodgy’.8

This was the patois of an Oxford political career. Her father had advised her to ‘ignore the crowd’, perhaps to protect her from social slights. To Janet Vaughan, left-wing head of Somerville at the time, she stood out as ‘so set in steel as a Conservative. She just had this one line.’9 To her, Thatcher was always sure she was right and could not deal with those who thought they were right too. But she never shut off an argument. She was a one-woman, right-wing Militant Tendency. Oxford alone may not have made her an intransigent arguer but it must have reinforced her psychological carapace.

Though excluded by her sex from the Oxford Union, the university’s facsimile parliamentary playground, Thatcher rose through the ranks of the more open-minded OUCA. Those who recall her at the time remember her as ‘brown’ and uncharismatic, struggling to change her voice and appearance. Her views appear to have been on the liberal wing of the party. She espoused individualism against an overpowering state, yet admitted in her memoirs that she ‘had not yet fully digested the strong intellectual case against collectivism’.10 She described her first party conference, in 1946, as nothing short of an epiphany, her first encounter with the party rank and file. ‘So often in Grantham and in Oxford it had felt unusual to be a Conservative. Now suddenly I was with hundreds of other people who believed as I did and who shared my insatiable appetite for talking politics.’11 She returned to Oxford invigorated and achieved the remarkable ambition of becoming OUCA president, a distinction that made a career in politics not just possible but probable.

The thesis that Thatcher had to fight her way up from humble beginnings is nonsense. The presidency of OUCA offered a gilded path to the top, with privileged access to the most senior party figures. She rubbed shoulders with Robert Boothby, David Maxwell Fyfe, Peter Thorneycroft, Lord Hinchingbrooke and the future Lord Home. She met as contemporaries Tony Crosland, Edward Boyle and Tony Benn and received a crash course in the language and habits of politics. What Oxford did not give Thatcher was also significant. An exclusively scientific education was narrow and she left university having read no history or literature, a shortcoming Tony Blair also regretted after reading law. To Methodism’s moral certainty her study of chemistry seems to have added the intellectual fixity of the foothills of science. Campbell concluded that she ‘left Oxford as she went up, devoid of a sense of either irony or humour, intolerant of ambiguity and equivocation.’12 To many this might seem a shortcoming, a weakness. In the circumstances in which Thatcher found herself it was probably a strength. Oxford transformed an ambitious but insecure girl into an acolyte at the altar of power. She avoided Oxford’s social life and casual friendships. No memoir or biography contains any hint of a boyfriend, let alone of sex. Thatcher was not ready to claim a passage into the upper echelons of the Conservative party, but she had sniffed the air of politics and found it exhilarating. Oxford had taken nature and nurture and shown them the uplands of political leadership.

The tale of Thatcher’s political evolution after Oxford goes cold. She had to find a job. Politics had nothing to offer a penniless chemistry graduate. The thirteen years between graduation and arrival in the House of Commons occupy just 39 of the 1,468 pages of Thatcher’s memoirs. She never considered returning north but passed seamlessly from working as a laboratory assistant for a plastics firm in Essex to the caterers, J. Lyons, in Hammersmith. It was at the 1948 party conference in Llandudno that she had what proved to be a crucial break. An old Oxford associate introduced her to the chairman of Dartford Conservative Association, then looking for a candidate for their certainly unwinnable seat. She won the nomination at the tender age of twenty-three and moved into lodgings in Dartford.

Thatcher fought the Dartford elections in 1950 and 1951 and showed the first sign of a distinctive political personality. Her manifesto was patriotic, calling for independence from American aid and more reliance on home production and imperial preference. It opposed Labour’s nationalization programme and championed individual enterprise against ‘a soulless socialist system’. She promised when in parliament ‘to vote as my conscience not the party line dictates’ and would allow herself ‘no rest until the duties which fell to my lot were complete’.13 She lost the 1950 election honourably. Edward Heath won the adjacent Bexley seat and Thatcher recalls finding him ‘aloof and alone’.

During the election she met and in 1951 married a member of the Dartford association, a divorced paint manufacturer named Denis Thatcher. He was ten years her senior and seems to have offered security and an income. Their daughter, Carol, remarked in her account of her father’s life that the marriage was of ‘mutual convenience rather than a romance’.14 A sign of Thatcher’s upward mobility was that the wedding did not take place in Grantham but in London. Her dress was a political blue and the reception was hosted not by her father but by her Dartford sponsor, Sir Alfred Bossom, in his house in Carlton Gardens. The speech was given by her local party chairman. She subsequently attended only one of Denis’s beloved rugby matches but enjoyed the Paint and Varnish Manufacturers Annual Dance.

Thatcher often claimed that marrying Denis was ‘the best decision I ever made’. In old age he came close to secular sainthood, softening her image and linking her, however tenuously, to a recognizable world of directorships, golf clubs, rugby and gin. Marriage and the birth of twins caused Thatcher’s career scarcely to miss a beat. She abandoned the laboratory and read for the Bar. When she returned to Somerville for a gaudy and was invited to speak, contemporaries already noticed the loss of her Midlands accent. She was called to the Bar in early 1954 and began work in chambers immediately. Yet the search for a parliamentary seat became obsessional. She recalled that, ‘Once you have been a candidate everything else palls.’

If workaholism were a clinical condition, Thatcher would merit a thesis. Work was for her like pumping iron to a bodybuilder. She never ‘put the family first’, as she later said all women should do, and referred to being ‘lucky’ in having a wealthy husband to pay for nannies, as if every woman should go out and find such luck. Unlike Denis, who left for work waving to the children at their window, she left with head already buried in papers.15 She appears not to have enjoyed the law any more than she enjoyed science. She did not use the Bar to advance her career, as did most politician/lawyers, but turned her back on its conviviality and networking. Then in 1958, aided by a Central Office eager for women MPs, Thatcher was selected for the safe seat of Finchley. A year later she campaigned under Macmillan’s claim that the British people had ‘Never Had It So Good’ and won. She summoned the press to photograph her arrival in parliament, one of just 25 women MPs out of 630. By luckily winning third place in the first private member’s bill ballot she was able to make her maiden speech introducing her own bill, to let the press into council meetings. Though such bills rarely pass into law, she spoke for half an hour without notes and was praised to the skies. Within weeks there was talk of her getting early promotion into office.

Thatcher revolted early against her own government, in favour of the return of corporal punishment in 1961. Rab Butler, Home Secretary at the time, recalled the trouble he had ‘with Colonel Blimps of both sexes’, but in other respects she swung with the Tory wind. She spoke on the budget, worried that ‘the system of control of government expenditure is very dangerous in that it gives all the appearance of control without the reality.’ At a Woman of the Year lunch she and others were asked which character from history they would like to have been. She astonished the gathering by choosing Anna, the royal governess in The King and I, who had gone to Siam ‘not merely as a job but with a sense of destiny’. She could often seem beyond parody.

Most intriguing was Thatcher’s attitude to Macmillan’s 1961 application to join the Common Market. She later played down her support for it but at the time she argued passionately that joining was not a detraction from sovereignty but a ‘reinforcement of it’. She continued, ‘We should be failing in our duty to future generations if by refusing to negotiate now we committed this country to isolation from Europe for many years to come.’16 Thatcher remained fiercely pro-European up to the moment when she became prime minister. Blair, as we shall see, was fiercely ‘anti’ until that moment.

Whatever Thatcher’s social insecurities they were masked by her gift for self-confidence. She never seemed less than in command, not always considered an appealing quality in the male-dominated world of politics, especially to Tories of both sexes. Thatcher was unashamedly feminine, immaculate in New Look dresses, never wearing trousers or suits to work. The then Labour MP Shirley Williams recalled her remarking in the Lady Members Room, ‘We have to show men we are better than they are.’17 To Williams she exuded a ‘strong sense that men were agreeable, playful and, in the end, not very serious creatures’. There seemed no chink in her armour.

Within two years, in October 1961, Thatcher won a government job as junior minister for pensions and national security, the first of the 1959 intake to win promotion. It was an advancement she admits she owed to being a woman. Macmillan was determined to have at least three in his government. Thatcher’s account of her interview with him spoke volumes of their respective worlds:

I sorted out my best outfit, this time sapphire blue, to go and see the Prime Minister. The interview was short… He said: ‘Ring the permanent secretary and turn up at about 11 o’clock tomorrow morning, look around and come away. I shouldn’t stay too long.’ He said the job involved just turning up for a part of each morning, signing a few letters and then going home.18

Thus did a statesman schooled in gentlemanly Edwardian government address raw ambition. Thatcher gazed at him in amazement. After her first meeting, her ministerial boss, John Boyd-Carpenter, told his permanent secretary, ‘She’s trouble’.19

Thatcher now rebranded herself. So far she had rejected her past, changed her voice and settled down as ‘just an ordinary Chelsea housewife’. As the spotlight turned towards her, she brought Grantham and Alderman Roberts from the cupboard. She referred to them often in interviews as paragons of simple, provincial virtue. The closer she came to power the more she felt the need of a hinterland. Her path from Oxford to political office had, by most standards, been free of serious struggle. Now she needed struggle. Like populist leaders the world over, she cast herself as an outsider and many, of a snobbish turn of mind, were happy to oblige. There is no evidence that Thatcher was conscious of what she was doing. Certainly she never admitted it. But the outsider temperament was one she exploited to the full throughout her career. She lacked a warm or sympathetic personality, though she could show sudden, intense concern for subordinates in distress. She was infatuated with her son, Mark, yet could not see how this damaged him or her relations with his twin, Carol. In six years at the Inner Temple and moving among aspiring politicians of both parties, she formed few friendships. She confined her social life to the well-modulated relationship with Denis.

Towards the world beyond she showed restless hostility. Like a girl seeing demons at the foot of every bed she created a stage army of opponents whom it would be her life’s work to overcome. She went about, said one of her colleagues, ‘looking for enemies instead of making friends’ – a strange habit in a politician. Social gaucheness remained with her throughout her life. Grantham and the apparently bleak Roberts home of her childhood became a sort of comfort blanket. Her father’s original shop took on the iconic role of Lincoln’s log cabin, a psychological and political reference point sought out by journalists (and briefly made a restaurant in her honour).

The Ministry of Pensions was housed in a grim, 1930s building off the Strand, from where it ran a giant nationalized industry. I briefly served there as an undergraduate intern and agree with Thatcher’s account of its duties as ‘more technically complicated than those falling to any other branch of government’.20 She defied Macmillan’s account of the job, working furiously and involving herself in minute details of policy. She loved correcting officials whenever she caught them out. Letters were challenged and sloppy presentation interrupted. She read everything and dominated other ministers in the department, who resented it. Her every suggestion was resisted because of its ‘repercussions’. She recalled, ‘How I came to hate that word repercussions.’ She was furious when a change to an earnings rule which she had proposed and the office opposed was effected as soon as Labour followed her into power.

In the Commons Thatcher was equally combative. She was accused by the Opposition of nannying and ‘schoolmarm-ism’, jibes that were to echo throughout her career. Had her experience of life and the failings of others been wider, she might have been more accommodating, but she would not have been Margaret Thatcher. Already in this Indian summer of post-war Toryism, she was identifying the weak points in her party’s armour. She supported the chancellor, Selwyn Lloyd, in his ‘pay pause’, precursor of later disastrous attempts at pay restraint in the 1970s. But she told her constituents that ‘we are approaching the time when trade union laws ought to be revised.’ She complained often that the country was paying itself more than it earned. ‘Good housekeeping’ should be the test of sound policy, she said.

The year 1964 was not a happy one for Thatcher. The Tories finally lost power after thirteen years in office. Her upward trajectory was halted and she faced the appalling prospect of nothing to do. Denis was experiencing trouble with his family firm and rarely saw his wife. That year he seems to have had a breakdown and vanished to South Africa for three months. Margaret, with the twins at boarding school, had been ‘totally absorbed in her career’ and, according to Carol, was ‘the last person he would have discussed [his illness] with’.21 After Christmas Thatcher herself became, for the first and only time in her life, seriously unwell with pneumonia. She could not even attend the funeral of her hero, Winston Churchill, in January 1965.

Yet few things in Thatcher’s career were not turned to good account. The Tory defeat was the making of her. Opposition cleared out the old guard and opened up opportunities for a younger generation. In 1965 Sir Alec Douglas-Home was bundled out of the leadership as ruthlessly as were his successors. Thatcher’s response was instructive. The choice of replacement was between Reginald Maudling and her neighbour in Kent, Edward Heath, with the maverick Enoch Powell as an also-ran. While her ‘outsider’ affinity seems to have been with Powell, an imperialist free-marketeer of sound right-wing credentials, something in him deterred Thatcher. She had upset her constituency by inviting him to speak in Finchley and his opposition to Common Market entry proved too much for the loyalist in her to bear.

Of the two main contenders Thatcher admitted to liking Maudling’s ‘combination of laid-back charm and acute intellect’. Heath, with whom she had ‘never risked developing a friendship’, was admirable and serious-minded, ‘but he was not charming nor, to be fair, did he set out to be’.22 She wrote, ‘I did not either then or later regard amiability as an indispensable or even particularly important attribute of leadership.’ Future colleagues would say amen. Yet charm ranked high in Thatcher’s opinion of men and she developed a bizarre, even flirtatious, weakness for Westminster’s matinee idols. Speaking for the Opposition in 1965, she complained of the dashing Niall McDermott that, whenever the government wanted to say no, it ‘always puts up the handsomest man to say so’. She boasted of his gallant riposte that she was ‘the Opposition’s most attractive representative’.23 Thatcher later confessed that her decision in the leadership contest was made for her by her future mentor, Sir Keith Joseph. Though she had been inclined towards Maudling, Joseph persuaded her otherwise. Heath was as much a free-marketeer as Powell, and had pushed through sound competition legislation at the Board of Trade. He was also pro-Europe. He had, Joseph assured Thatcher, ‘the passion to get Britain right’.24

If Thatcher hated Opposition, Opposition did not hate her. Over the six years of the 1964 and 1966 Wilson governments she held six shadow portfolios: pensions, housing, economics, power, transport and education. It was a formidable list but essentially an apprenticeship. Thatcher dabbled. She considered reforming the rating system and shifting more of the burden to central government, but she concluded that councils should not be stripped of too much accountability, ‘otherwise the whole basis of local government is undermined for good and all’. Given later events it was an intriguing insight into her earlier good judgement.

The burst of liberal legislation sponsored by Roy Jenkins at the Home Office left Thatcher floundering. She supported easier abortion and homosexual law reform but opposed easier divorce and the abolition of capital punishment. Looking back on these issues, Thatcher felt it had been important that ‘the law should be enforceable and its application fair to those who might run foul of it.’ Hence her views on abortion and homosexuality, claiming acquaintance with people touched by both. She was liberal when friends were involved, yet stereotypically right-wing when life had kept its distance. As a mother of teenage children, she had no affinity with the liberation felt by young people in the Sixties. At her tenth anniversary ball as an MP in 1969, she spoke out against the past decade. Asked by the Finchley Press what she most wanted for the future, she called for ‘a reversal of the permissive society’.25 The King and I still lived.

In 1966 Thatcher joined Iain Macleod’s Opposition Treasury team, concentrating on tax. It was the first time she had worked closely with her fellow politicians and Macleod’s leadership made a deep impression on her. The Times remarked that she deployed ‘every female weapon short of a rolling pin’. Her self-taught accent was ‘beginning to hammer on Labour ears like some devilish Roedean water torture’.26 Campbell uncovered an ironic jibe which she hurled at the government’s new selective employment tax. It was, she said, ‘this particular poll tax’.27 She found that she thrived on battle.

Richard Crossman remarked that the two most difficult tasks in politics are finding a seat and getting into the cabinet. Government jobs are available to a hundred and fifty MPs, the cabinet to just two dozen. Thatcher’s first opportunity came after three years in Opposition. The only woman in the shadow cabinet, Mervyn Pike, retired. Heath’s aversion to Thatcher is attested in the memoirs of them both but, as she openly admitted, he had no option. She was the only available woman.28 Once again Thatcher’s sex was crucial to her advancement. It made the attainment of cabinet rank in a future Tory government all but inevitable.

Thatcher’s performance in the shadow cabinet was not a success. She was now in the big league, covering first energy and then transport. She had no experience of man-management and little of committee work. She could not stop talking, though none of the talk was ‘small’ and her lack of social graces grated on those round her. To Woodrow Wyatt’s informants she was ‘a niggler not a debater… the sort of thing that happens if you allow women to go into politics.’29 Others commented that she had ‘a voice like a dentist’s drill’. So far Thatcher had been able to control her immediate environment. As the junior member of a team this was no longer possible. It was nothing to do with being a woman, only with being Thatcher. It was said that no one who worked with her in the shadow cabinet at this time eventually voted for her as leader. They could not face it.

The conventional view is that Thatcher came to Thatcherism relatively late, perhaps not until after she took office as prime minister. Yet her speeches in the late 1960s contain clues as to where her mind was moving. Already the fault lines in post-war Conservatism were forming. The Institute of Economic Affairs was pushing out pamphlets advocating privatization and free markets to solve every public-sector problem. Many young Tories were eager for a new approach to Britain’s poor economic performance in the 1960s, including Joseph, Howe, John Biffen, David Howell, Nicholas Ridley and Thatcher herself. As shadow energy minister she was convinced of the evils of nationalization and inquired into the possible privatization of electricity generation. She rejected it as unpopular.30

In 1968 Thatcher gave the Conservative Political Centre lecture at the party conference in Blackpool, a platform in the gift of the party leader. Thatcher assumed that Heath was looking for some feminine slant on politics but she grabbed the opportunity of a wider remit. An armful of books went down to her weekend retreat at Lamberhurst and gave her a crash course in political theory, possibly her first. What emerged was remarkable. Asking ‘what was wrong with politics?’ she said simply, ‘too much government’. It should stop meddling in people’s lives and stick to ‘the control of the money supply and the management of demand’. It should exercise the same discipline on itself that it constantly imposes on others. The message was unmistakeable. This was a voice from the right, and one spoiling for a fight. Thatcher even declared consensus politics ‘fundamentally subversive of popular choice’.31 She was always to detest consensus. Conservatives fundamentally disagreed, she said, and should not hide their disagreements. Let argument bleed and, above all, act on the outcome. Thatcher was obsessed with doing, not just saying.

When the liberal Sir Edward Boyle decided to leave politics in the autumn of 1969, Heath appointed Thatcher as education spokesman in his place. This was not considered ideologically significant, and indeed the appointment was regarded by the press as a sign that he had ‘resisted pressure from the right to appoint a dedicated opponent of the comprehensive system.’32 As one of Boyle’s researchers at the time, I remember the anguish with which he departed politics. The issue was not education but the treatment meted out to him by his Birmingham constituents on race and immigration. Thatcher was opposed to Boyle on immigration and agreed with Powell, but she was content to follow his and the party’s line on secondary education. MPs were reporting that it was examination selection to separate local schools at eleven, the ‘eleven-plus’ of Butler’s 1944 Education Act, that had cost them the 1964 election. Of the two-thirds rejected, many were the children of Tories who were no longer able to get into their local grammar school. Labour was committed to ending the eleven-plus. There might be a debate as to what form of comprehensive schools should follow. But getting rid of selection was vital.

Thatcher’s brush with educational controversy was her first real testing in the fire. She had not opposed comprehensives in her local borough of Barnet, ‘where appropriate’. She merely deplored the loss of ‘good’ grammar schools. This dodged the issue, which was to do away with any form of selection. She promised not to reverse existing comprehensive schemes and oppose only ‘botched’ ones, but she was unable to explain what this meant.33 As education spokesman at the 1970 election she never suggested reversing what was then a major revolution in school structure and, to a large extent, in the class basis of local Britain. The paradox was to haunt her in office.
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The Sorry Seventies

The Seventies have a reputation in twentieth-century British history as second in gloom only to the Great Depression. Most generations look back on their youth as a time of comfort, security and hope. Those whose youth lay in the Seventies tend to the opposite view. Whatever excitement had been generated by the ‘swinging Sixties’ was dissipated. Whatever postimperial Britain had hoped to achieve had come to nought. Throughout her ascendancy, Thatcher would rouse her audiences to crusading fervour by crying, ‘Remember the Seventies… the three-day week… the social contract… the winter of discontent.’ She would recall rulers (never mentioning Heath) who asked the electors, ‘Who governs Britain?’ and received the derisive answer, ‘Not you!’ The Seventies became political aversion therapy. Their defining art forms were brutalist architecture, nihilist drama and punk rock. To Thatcher they were ugly and transient, the last dying gasp of the post-war crypto-socialist consensus. Yet to Tory politicians at the start of the decade it was the 1960s that were years of missed opportunity. In preparing for power Heath knew that radical treatment was needed. He was no Tory traditionalist and his background was remarkably similar to Thatcher’s. From a middle-class family he won a scholarship to Oxford, and thence into the army and politics. He rose swiftly to become chief whip to Eden during Suez and trade minister under Douglas-Home. Happier with the minutiae of policy than with the ‘grip and grin’ of the hustings, he saw government as a Rolls-Royce. The driver should only need to press the buttons and the machine would respond.

It has become a truism that Heath’s plans for government were more ‘Thatcherite’ in 1970 than were Thatcher’s in 1979. Many of his colleagues had been active in refashioning Conservatism, in returning to their ideological roots and dabbling in think tanks. The Institute for Economic Affairs under Ralph Harris and Arthur Seldon had kept alive the spirit of ‘Manchester liberal’ economics of the Mont Pelerin society, founded in 1947 as a counterbalance to what they saw as the spreading socialist conformity. The IEA offered a London platform during the 1950s and 1960s to such Pelerin alumni as Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Friedman. While avowedly not of the right, its appeal at the time was predominantly to the free-market strand of Tories.

When Heath’s team were preparing their programme for the 1970 election, this intellectual right was already hovering in the background. The IEA and the new Bow Group, set up by Geoffrey Howe and a group of friends from Cambridge, proved a fertile source of ideas and research. Inspiration widened from Oxbridge to the London School of Economics and St Andrews and to the Conservative college at Swinton in Yorkshire. Support came from journalists on The Times (Peter Jay), the Financial Times (Samuel Brittan) and the Daily Telegraph. It was in the last in 1969 that Sir Keith Joseph published a series of pro-market articles under the tutelage of a mentor of his, Alfred Sherman, a talented and intellectually fearless former communist. A young party official close to Heath, David Howell, published a pamphlet in May 1970 advocating a slashing of the size of government and something he called by what he admitted was the ‘ugly word’, privatization.1 The IEA and others had high hopes of a new Tory government. This was reflected in the pre-election Sundridge Park conference of shadow ministers to prepare a document called ‘The New Style of Government’.

Just how deeply this ‘new right’ influenced Heath is hard to judge in view of the trauma of the 1972 U-turn in favour of economic interventionism. The manifesto had espoused free markets and a more competitive economy, echoing Heath’s personal crusade to end resale price maintenance when at the Board of Trade. It rejected government support for ‘lame ducks’, planned a more efficient Whitehall and anticipated the ‘cold douche’ of Common Market entry. All this was derided by Harold Wilson as ignoring the poor and benefiting only ‘Selsdon man’, named after the suburban hotel at which he thought (wrongly) that the Tory manifesto had been written.2 Wilson referred to Heath’s programme as ‘an atavistic desire to reverse the course of 25 years of social revolution… a deliberate return to inequality.’

Whatever truth lay in this jibe it recognized Heath as a forerunner of Thatcherism. One of the many right-wing Tory ginger groups to spring up in the 1970s was called the Selsdon Group to honour the caricature. At Heath’s first conference as prime minister, he was anything but conservative. He promised prophetically ‘a change so radical, a revolution so quiet and yet so total that it will go… far beyond the decade, and way into the 1980s.’3 His ambition, and most lasting monument in office, was Britain’s entry into the European community. But the reason he gave was not a quest for a protectionist economy or an easy, collectivist life. It was to galvanize, discipline and transform Britain. Heath’s tragedy was never to see in Thatcher a disciple of his own 1970 call to a new British revolution.

The Heath government immediately cut income tax, cut public spending, refused to intervene in a dock strike and abolished the interventionist Prices and Incomes Board. Unions were made subject to a controversial Industrial Relations Act and special court (later abandoned). The government also instigated a carefully prepared programme of public-sector reform. Consultants were employed to introduce an American-style Programme Planning Budgeting System (PPBS), with a unit in Downing Street. Waste was to be cut and services outsourced or tested against private-sector comparators.

The impact of events soon devastated these ambitions. Howell, charged with reforming the civil service, watched as each change ran into union or professional opposition which the cabinet lacked the collective will to overcome. Reflecting on his efforts in 2005 he remarked that ‘we were just too early.’4 Unshackled from incomes policy, unions drove wages upwards and inflation doubled in a year. In the winter of 1971/2 came a miners’ strike and an energy crisis. Unemployment broke through the million mark for the first time since the Depression. The pressure of all this on Heath was appalling. Campbell remarked that January 1972 must ‘rate as the most dreadful short period of concentrated stress [on government] ever endured in peacetime.’5 Downing Street buckled and, in the early months of 1972, did one of the most stark U-turns in history. The miners’ demands were met and Heath introduced an interventionist Industry Act. Lame ducks, including Rolls-Royce and Upper Clyde Shipbuilders, were rescued with large subsidies.

More dramatic, Heath abandoned his belief that free markets should determine personal incomes. He created a statutory Pay Board to fix pay ‘relativities’ over a three-phase period. It was, wrote Thatcher in retrospect, ‘the high point of the Heath government’s collectivism’.6 The implementation of the new pay policy was often bizarre, as if a Conservative government was distastefully having to do something that only a Soviet one would normally have contemplated, yet doing it with British efficiency. I remember a civil servant arriving at the newspaper where I worked to vet the annual salary increases of individual journalists. It was a regime more statist (we fumed that it was more fascist) than anywhere in the western world. Under further pressure from the miners and power workers and a doubling of the oil price at the end of 1973, the government introduced a state of emergency and a three-day working week. The country saw rolling black-outs as traffic lights went dead and citizens ate dinner by candlelight. It was an eerie, uncertain time.

In all this Thatcher acted as a loyal bystander. The election had propelled her into national prominence as education secretary and she did not enjoy it. Education was a subject of which she had no real understanding. It meant conflict with a corner of the constitution of which she had no experience, local government. County and city education authorities were beyond her control and she found them difficult to manage. ‘The ethos of the DES was self-righteously socialist’, she wrote later. ‘It was soon clear to me that on the whole I was not among friends.’7 She was certainly not, but the task of a minister is to win friends, especially in the emotive world of education. This was never Thatcher’s strong suit. Though she worked hard at her briefs, hearts and minds eluded her. Her permanent secretary, Sir William Pile, later told Campbell he found her ‘narrow-minded, emotional, difficult to argue with, driven by passions which he found abhorrent… always wanting to do things which he had to tell her she could not do’.8 It was a foretaste of what Downing Street was to experience a decade later. Thatcher pre-formed a view on any evidence before her, and if anyone present demurred, she became instantly aggressive and dismissive. If she felt she was losing a point she switched to another. This sign of insecurity she regarded as her ‘will’.

At the height of Heath’s battle with the miners in early 1972, Thatcher chose to save money by abolishing free milk in primary schools. The public reaction to the ‘milk snatcher’ was overdone and, in retrospect, astonishing. To critics of the Abse persuasion it was a gift: a bossy, middle-class Tory woman withdrawing her breast from the nation’s babies in a fury of unrequited love. Popular resentment against the Heath government was briefly concentrated on his education secretary. He flirted with the idea of sacking her but rightly judged that this would have been unfair. Free milk was a hangover from wartime rationing and was, anyway, being retained for poor families. For Thatcher it was a case of a socialist entitlement that had to go, and go it did. But she reacted to the public vitriol badly, with tantrums, tears and recrimination against officials. She later referred to the saga as a ‘savage and unremitting attack that was only distantly related to my crimes’.9

Thatcher at education was the Heath government in microcosm. Whatever ideological radicalism may have lain dormant in her mind, her daily work was the custom and practice of running the welfare state. When Joseph at the industry department asked his mentor, Alfred Sherman, what to do with the department, the abrupt answer was, ‘Abolish it.’ When Joseph demurred, Sherman accused him of total ‘civil service capture’.10 Thatcher was a conventional ‘spending’ minister. She fought for her budget and won more than most, being able to boast raising the school leaving age to sixteen. She expanded higher education from 15 per cent of each age cohort to 22 per cent. She even saved the new Open University, which her party had promised to scrap. When a group of right-wingers sent her a ‘Black Paper’ advocating an end to comprehensives, scrapping the higher school-leaving age and restricting higher education, she rejected it all. The Guardian even called her ‘a more egalitarian minister than her Labour predecessor’.11 In her memoirs she blandly admitted that her 1972 White Paper, declaring expansion in every sector of education, was ‘the high point of attempts by governments to overcome the problems inherent in Britain’s education system by throwing money at them.’12

Thatcher withdrew Labour’s circular insisting on comprehensive secondary schooling, thus enabling her to claim she had ‘saved’ ninety-two grammar schools. But she continued to accept new comprehensive schemes when brought to her for approval, confusing many local education authorities as to what she really wanted. The answer is that she did not really know, and yet did not feel strong enough to leave such matters to local councils to decide. Thatcher was uncomfortable with delegation of any sort. She had no experience of business or of managing anything. In her Manichean world, there was no place for subordinate democracy, in this case locally elected councils only half subject to central authority. In a well-ordered world, she believed that ministers should get their way. Her time at education was the germ of her second revolution.

By 1974 the confident Tory army that had set out bright for battle in
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