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  Preface


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


  One of us was a designation applied by Mrs Thatcher herself, long before she became prime minister, to the politicians and other advisers on whom she felt she could rely.
  Collectively, those graced with the privilege of belonging formed a cadre who, as she saw it, would change the face of the Conservative Party and launch the recovery of Britain. They were, in a
  sense, subversives, bound by loyalty to a woman and a cause, which required them to overthrow many reigning orthodoxies. So the book was an account of the woman who, rather late in life, decided
  that this was her political mission. But it was also something else. For over the years the phrase took on a new connotation, at least in Mrs Thatchers eyes. Having won three elections, and
  therefore repeatedly been chosen by us, the British, as our leader, she had some claim to be one of us in the opposite sense. Supremely so. Having begun by denoting exclusivity, the
  phrase now aspired to be inclusive, identifying this uniquely successful prime minister as representative of her country in the widest sense. The book recounted this evolution and put it to the
  critical test.


  By the time Mrs Thatcher stopped being prime minister, the phrase seemed to have become more common currency. It may be ironic that only when she departs has this description grown to be fully
  recognisable, only when she is dismissed from her rank that the phrase describing it is widely understood. But no matter. It retains a deathless relevance for this chronicler, and comes into focus
  more sharply given the circumstances of her resignation.


  New and piquant references have also come to light. One of us first appears in the Bible: The man named his wife Eve because she was the mother of all living beings. The
  Lord God made coverings from skins for the man and his wife and clothed them. But he said, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; what if he now reaches out and takes
  fruit from the tree of life also, and eats it and lives for ever? (Gen. 3: 202). In his preface to Lord Jim, Joseph Conrad explicitly designates his hero as one of
  us, meaning variously a fellow gentleman, a good seaman, an ordinary person, but generally, as with Adam, denoting the fall of man from innocence into bitter experience and mortality. This
  may carry the Thatcherite resemblance a little far, but offers a diverting extra dimension to a well-worn phrase.


  This book is much fuller and rather more accurate than the first edition. The majority of the new material is to be found in the last three chapters, two of narrative and one of assessment,
  which cover the events of Mrs Thatchers third term and her extraordinary political demise. It also makes more sense now than it did in 1989 to attempt to draw some conclusions about her
  impact on Britain and the world.


  Elsewhere, if less visibly, there is also new and revised material, the product of two main sources. One source has been conversations with several of the actors in the drama who, having read
  the first edition, drew my attention to errors it contained and amplifications that should be made. These are scattered through the text, often in the form of quite limited alterations, though I
  would draw particular attention to the truer account of the 1981 budget which appears here. Insofar as future scholars find this book useful, they would certainly be advised to use the present
  edition rather than its predecessor.


  The second source consists of letters, too numerous to itemise, from readers who kindly drew my attention to a host of minor mistakes, of grammar, calendar, statistics and the like, which I have
  been able to rectify. This is an unusual opportunity for an author, and I am grateful to the many people who troubled to write and let me know how to take advantage of it.


  The book is the result of a privileged existence. I began to write a political column two years after Mrs Thatcher became leader of the Conservative Party, and have enjoyed that way of life,
  first on the Sunday Times and now on the Guardian, ever since. It gave me both a reason and an opportunity to pay close attention to the life and work of the former prime minister
  for fifteen years. My main way of doing this, apart from witnessing and reporting on many of her public activities, was through regular conversation with a large number of politicians, civil
  servants and other advisers who worked closely with her at all stages of her career. It is the fruit of these encounters, usually noted at the time, which forms the main part of the source material
  for the book, and is the basis for any claim it has to illuminate the historical record.


  The names of a fair number of witnesses appear in the text, whether as participants or informers, or both. But I should like to acknowledge their help more comprehensively. First, Mrs Thatcher
  herself. Although I sought no assistance from her in writing the book, I interviewed her and conversed with her a number of times over the years. Additionally, her staff were unfailingly responsive
  to my factual inquiries.


  Others were necessarily more available. The talks I have had with them varied greatly in length and frequency, and some mattered more at different times than at others. I would have liked, in
  particular, to identify those who volunteered their assistance in a corrective role for this edition, but I am obliged not to do so. For help rendered, often many times, I especially thank the
  following Conservative politicians, whom I list, misleadingly, in neutral order: Kenneth Baker, John Biffen, Rhodes Boyson, Leon Brittan, Peter Carrington, Alan Clark, Kenneth Clarke, Edward du
  Cann, Norman Fowler, Ian Gilmour, the late Ian Gow, Grey Gowrie, John Gummer, David Harris, Michael Havers, Barney Hayhoe, Edward Heath, Michael Heseltine, Geoffrey Howe, David Howell, Douglas
  Hurd, Patrick Jenkin, Keith Joseph, Nigel Lawson, John MacGregor, David Madel, John Major, Patrick Mayhew, Cecil Parkinson, Christopher Patten, Jim Prior, Francis Pym, Malcolm Rifkind, Richard
  Ryder, the late Christopher Soames, Norman St John Stevas, Norman Tebbit, Christopher Tugendhat, William Waldegrave, Peter Walker, William Whitelaw, Janet Young and George Younger.


  Civil servants are a more delicate matter. Few journalists would gamble the careers of their acquaintances in Whitehall against the consequences of being named in a book like this. There I draw
  a veil. But some may surely be permitted to come out from behind it. Nobody could get close to Mrs Thatchers politics without getting quite close to Bernard Ingham, probably the most
  effective prime ministerial press secretary in the history of that office. I would also like to thank some distinguished former officials for intermittently giving me the benefit of their wisdom,
  particularly Robert Armstrong, Ian Bancroft, Michael Butler, David Hancock, John Hunt, Patrick Nairne, Anthony Parsons, William Pile and Douglas Wass.


  Beyond the strictly official world, advisers to many branches of the Thatcher Government came and went. Some were deeply involved with the former prime minister, others were
  uniquely placed to watch her from a distance. Over the years I met many in this group, but would especially thank Tim Bell, Brian Griffiths, John Hoskyns, Alistair McAlpine, Adam Ridley, Alfred
  Sherman, Norman Strauss, Anthony Teasdale and Alan Walters.


  I have a number of professional debts: to Cathy McNeill, who did some valuable research in the early stages; to Anne Sloman, producer of a BBC Radio series, The Thatcher Phenomenon,
  which stimulated me to get on with this book; to successive generations of editors at Macmillan, including Philippa Harrison, Adam Sisman, Tom Weldon and currently Roland Philipps; to Sarah Ereira
  for compiling, three times over, a wonderful index; to my agent, Anne McDermid, for her encouragement; to Juliet Brightmore, for her ingenious picture research; to Sally Soames, for the use of her
  unrivalled political photographs; to Dominic Young, without whom the text of the first edition would not have emerged from a primitive word-processor; to the staff of the Guardian library
  for their unfailing and creative assistance.


  


  


  
    
      	
        Hampstead, July 1991

      

      	
        Hugo Young

      
    

  


  



  Prologue


  ON 22 NOVEMBER 1990, prime minister Thatcher made her last speech in the House of Commons. Earlier that day, she had told her
  cabinet that she would resign the leadership of the Conservative Party, and therefore the prime ministership as well, as soon as a successor could be elected. She would herself withdraw from the
  leadership contest already in progress, recognising that she might not win it. It was the first time since 1940 that a serving prime minister had been forced from office by the collective will of
  backbench politicians.


  Mrs Thatchers last speech was addressed to a motion of no confidence in the Government put down by the Labour Party. It could easily have been a forensic disaster. The departing leader
  would have been excused had the emotion of the moment, the sheer inexhaustible bitterness she was entitled to feel at the treacherous way her party was disposing of her, overcome her powers of
  coherent utterance. But it did not. Instead, she delivered what could in all sobriety be judged her finest parliamentary performance.


  In content it was not very different from many of the hundreds she had given in the previous eleven-and-a-half years. To the Oppositions scornful assault she returned a comprehensive
  defence of her period in office. In that sense, she could not have asked for a more fitting occasion to take her leave. She ran through a record of which she was intensely proud. First there was
  the roll-call of domestic triumphs. These years, she said, had retrieved Britain from the parlous condition to which socialism had reduced it. We have given back control to people over their
  own lives and over their livelihood, she affirmed, with the passion of one who saw this as the core of her lifes work. A familiar litany lost nothing of its incandescence as she
  recited it once again: the trade unions curbed, new home-owners by the million, more millions of new shareholders, schools handed over to their parents and pupils, doctors to their patients, 700
  new businesses set up every week since May 1979.


  The people, all the people, were better off than they had ever been. But so was Britain and its reputation abroad. Especially in Europe. This was the most defiant, even brazen, of her messages.
  For it was her stance on Europe and the future shape of the Community that had been not only the pretext but also, it seemed, the profound and ultimate cause of the partys removing its
  support from her. Now she was unrepentant, as she always had been. Far from being anti-European, she said, she was leader of the country which had done more to shape the Community over the
  past eleven years than any other member state. Again, a familiar sequence flowed from lips that could have recited it, if necessary, blindfold. Britain reformed the common agriculture
  policy, they shouted, Britain pioneered the way towards the single market, Britain took the lead against protectionism.


  There was, however, something unusual about this performance. Its theme and meaning were commonplace, but its tone was not. A new aspect of their leader, seldom glimpsed in public before,
  entranced the ranks of MPs lined up behind her. A sort of merriment, reaching even towards what might be called humour, had somehow overtaken her. It was as if the terminal chastening these
  faithless friends had given her produced a liberation from earnestness, the only style she had hitherto seen as suitable for her solemn, lifelong task. Might she not even be a little demob-happy
  now, before the real pain of separation began?


  The bravura recklessness was detectable quite soon. Always disinclined to give liberals or socialists any quarter, she evacuated every last particle of her scorn upon them. The leader of the
  Opposition was not just bad, he was appalling. His policies were not just wrong, they deserved only contempt. When a Liberal Democrat invited her to apologise for the
  widening gap between the rich and the poor concealed within the evidence of general prosperity, the tigress, smiling, devoured him. Yes, he would rather have the poor poorer, provided that
  the rich were less rich, she gloated. When the wretched fellow spluttered at this misrepresentation, she was exultant. Yes, she cried, it came out. The Hon. Member did
  not intend it to, but it did. A little later, another impertinent voice inquired whether, on leaving office, she would continue to attack the idea of a single European currency and an
  independent central bank. These were two of the significant casus belli between her and her party. A Labour wit intervened to say that she wouldnt attack the bank, she would become
  its governor. What a good idea, she gurgled amid the general uproar. I hadnt thought of that.


  Confession to such an oversight would have been inconceivable in the previous eleven years, but she was all fired up now, arms waving, fingers jabbing, a lifetime of rhetorical severity falling
  away before the prospect of departure. Im enjoying this, she cried and, as the clinching evidence that this was a new, almost frivolous woman, she turned to essay a bow to the
  roaring multitude behind. When a sycophant intervened with the figures from a new American opinion poll measuring the popularity of leaders  Gorbachev seventy-four per cent, Bush
  seventy-five per cent, Thatcher ninety-four per cent  she found it easy to credit. I am sure that they were quite right, too, she said.


  When she sat down, the Conservative MPs gave her a standing ovation, the rarest of spectacles in the House of Commons. It would be hard to say, however, that their apparent exultation registered
  the true feelings of a party reaching out in generous spirit to a great politician they regretted to see depart. They were, after all, responsible for what had happened. Here was a stateswoman who
  until this moment bestrode her country and its politics. She had won three general elections and lost no important vote in Parliament. She possessed all the accoutrements of a British leader at the
  zenith of her power. Not long ago, she had vowed to go on and on. Challenged a few months earlier to say when she would leave, she had brushed aside the suggestion that the country
  might have grown weary of her overbearing presence. The very leadership and style which you criticise has in fact done a very great deal for Britain, she told one reporter. I
  want the torch still to be burning, and burning bright, she told another. It has done wonderful things for our country, it really has. Suddenly to depose such a figure from all
  her pomp and, latterly, majesty demanded the exercise of a formidable collective will. It was against most of the rules of political power, in Britain or anywhere else. The ovation of the
  perpetrators, while expressing a kind of apology for what had so brutally occurred, and admiration at the manner of her going, also announced a profound relief that she had gone.


  Nor was this moment in all respects aberrant. It achieved a certain historic symmetry for Margaret Thatchers career. Since she was no ordinary leader, it was appropriate that she should
  have no ordinary end. Having lived by few rules, it was fitting to die by no rules. For her to have gone quietly would have been as great an offence against the natural order as Nelson dying in his
  sleep.


  What she displayed on this day were characteristics that had infused every day of her life as prime minister. First was the leader as nationalist, the unapologetic defender of the British
  interest against all-comers. Brought to this pass by a final conflict between her view of Europe and that of the European majority, she retired with the old guns blazing. Second, the leader as
  fighter, preferring war to peace, confrontation to consensus, now put in the dock for one last time by socialists and routing them with contumely from the field. Third, the leader as autocrat, as
  outsider, as a one-woman band, proudly ranged against many elements of her party with whom she saw it as her duty to disagree: now repaying their final victory over her with a command performance,
  head held high with disdain for their terrible mistake.


  She had had a long life, the longest of any prime minister in the twentieth century. Nobody since Lord Liverpool, 181227, had enjoyed so long a continuous period in office. Time and again
  she taunted nemesis. Her flirtations with it were as frequent as they were inconclusive, which led many people, including herself, to suppose that here was one politician from whom the consequences
  classically ordained for hubris would always be withheld. Fitting though the end was, therefore, it was indeed quite unexpected. When she rode out of Buckingham Palace having surrendered her seals
  of office six days after her last speech from the despatch box, the country could still hardly believe that she had gone.
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  1


  The Aldermans Daughter


  MARGARET THATCHER was born to be a politician. Her lineage and formation allowed of few other possibilities. Politics infused
  the atmosphere in which she was reared. The political life, with its parallel attractions of service and of power, was the only life set before her as a model superior to that of shopkeeping. In
  this respect her origins accorded closely with those of the majority of Conservative leaders. A political family handed down the tradition of political commitment from one generation to the next.
  Unlike some of those predecessors, and also some of her contemporaries, she may never have imagined that she was born to rule. She certainly did not do so when she was young. When she attained her
  crowning eminence, it was an important part of her stock-in-trade to cultivate national astonishment that she should ever have got there. But her father laid out the path of duty just as clearly as
  any grandee who placed his sons on the road to Parliament.


  She was born on 13 October 1925 in Grantham, Lincolnshire. Grantham was, as it remains today, the epitome of middle England: a place that prides itself on the ordinariness of its daily life, the
  unexciting decency of its people and the slowness of their responses to change in the outside world. Grantham has that quiet complacency which has always made middle England a comfortable yet
  sometimes a frustrating place to live. It has probably always been like that, but certainly has been for the last half century. The civic environment in which Margaret grew up is well conveyed by
  the Grantham Journal, writing shortly before the outbreak of the Second World War. Critical voices had evidently been raised about the boredom of life in the town. There were suggestions
  that it lacked the excitement and amenities of other ultra-modern places and was just content to jog along in an imperturbable way. The Journal counselled against such
  impatience. Grantham should not ape the speed and noise of fashionable towns. It was quite modern and progressive enough, and should above all preserve its
  priceless atmosphere of peace and contentment.


  Bestriding the politics of this cosy little place was, by then, a tall, pious white-haired man, Alderman Alfred Roberts, of whom Margaret was the younger daughter. On the day she entered 10
  Downing Street as prime minister, in May 1979, she asserted that there was an unbroken link between what she learned from him and what she now believed, between the values of the Roberts household
  and the message that carried her to victory. I owe almost everything to my father, she said. And this was not a ritual nod to sentiment. Six years later, when time might be held to
  have modified such obligations, her gratitude was undiminished. Asked by a television interviewer what she owed to him, she said: Integrity. He taught me that you first sort out what you
  believe in. You then apply it. You dont compromise on things that matter.1


  Alfred Roberts was a paragon among political parents, an influence acknowledged with repeated and explicit reverence by his daughter throughout years when other political leaders might have been
  pleased to see their present achievements obliterate their past.


  In Margarets adult mind, Alfred was as prominent as her mother was obscure. Numerous interviews after she became famous managed to exclude all references to Beatrice Roberts. There was an
  almost obsessive reluctance to refer to her. Whenever a question was asked about Beatrice, the interviewee tended to take the conversation straight back to Alfred. If she was alluded to at all, it
  was under the patronising designation of rather a Martha. Beatrice was a practical, downtrodden housewife who played remarkably little part in the development of her younger daughter:
  a fact duly made manifest by her exclusion from Margarets biographical entry in Whos Who. There Margaret always appeared as the daughter of Alfred Roberts and no other.
  Rather like her sister Muriel, who trained as a physiotherapist and never featured importantly in Margarets life again, Beatrice fell victim to a life which established very early in its
  course that most of the people who mattered were men.


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


  Alfred was a self-made man. The son of a Northamptonshire shoemaker, he left school at thirteen and went into the grocery business. But he was ambitious. After moving to Grantham and getting married, he had saved enough to buy a grocery shop of his own at the crossroads of the A1 and the road to Nottingham. His two daughters were born above the shop. It is from this
  place, and the upright patriarch who presided over it, that many lessons were learned which touched the governance of Britain fifty years later.


  This was not an easy time for shopkeepers. In the early 1930s, as the young Margaret was acquiring the beginnings of an awareness of the world around her, few such businesses prospered. As one
  historian has written, It was certainly not a heroic time, and there was much gloom overhanging it, particularly in the distressed areas.2


  While Grantham, as a small town rather than an industrial city, could not be categorised as distressed, nor was it flourishing. Careful husbandry was necessary to ensure that a business
  survived. This Alfred had little difficulty in providing. He was by nature a cautious, thrifty fellow, who had inherited an unquestioning admiration for certain Victorian values: hard work,
  self-help, rigorous budgeting and a firm belief in the immorality of extravagance. Margaret often testified later to the inextinguishable merit of having served in a shop, as she sometimes did, and
  having watched the meticulous reckoning of income and expenditure. The experience was a model for the management of economies small and large. Some say I preach merely the homilies of
  housekeeping or the parables of the parlour, prime minister Thatcher told the Lord Mayors Banquet in November 1982. But I do not repent. Those parables would have saved many a
  financier from failure and many a country from crisis. The more often these simplicities were ridiculed, the more insistently did she tend to repeat them.


  Alfred, formally ill-educated himself, had a Victorian passion for education, which was the key, he thought, to a full and useful life. Margaret later called him the best-read man I ever
  knew. Self-made, he was also self-taught, a tireless user of the local library, and determined that his younger daughter, the one who showed real academic promise, should have every
  educational opportunity which he had been denied. From an early age there were therefore piano lessons, compulsory library visits and an elementary school not close to the shop but at the smarter
  end of town where the teaching was better and the childs peer group would be properly motivated. Margaret was a bright child, always later remembered by her contemporaries at that young age
  for her bulging satchel and earnest questioning in class. The questioning went on at home. Alfreds own didactic tendencies never waned. He was determined to equip Margaret
  with every precept and perception about life that he had ever learned, most particularly where these concerned money. Later, she described with awe his Micawberish lessons in the practice of
  saving, to which end every penny piece she came by as a child had to be devoted.


  The spiritual dimension through which this commitment to self-help was filtered was entirely of a piece. Alfred and Beatrice Roberts were both dedicated Methodists, and Margaret spent every
  Sunday of her childhood years trekking to and from the Methodist church in the centre of Grantham. Like many other buildings associated with her youth, including both her schools, the Finkin Street
  Methodist Church still stands; Grantham, of all the towns in England, has been one of the least touched by the developers hammer. A square, imposing room, with space for a thousand
  worshippers, this place of worship was later replaced in Margarets spiritual preferences by an irregular association with the Church of England. The world of chapel was left
  behind.3 But Finkin Street was close to the centre of the childs life, the fount of the unfailing seriousness that surrounded her. Visited at least
  twice every Sunday, it symbolised how little time she had for joy. On Sundays every kind of pleasure was banned, even a Sunday newspaper. The church was also where recitals were attended and
  concerts given. It was where Alfred himself preached, and the centre from which he set out, in his maturer years, to deliver the Methodist message to the villages around the town.


  It was, perhaps especially, the place where Margaret first worked out her own connection between the religious and the practical life, a connection which emphasised the latter rather more than
  the former. We were Methodists, and Methodist means method, she primly told an earlier biographer.4


  Order, precision and attention to detail are the hallmarks of this kind of piety, along with a methodical approach to the differences between right and wrong. This was an attenuated version of
  Methodism, a creed which is about much more than method. Perhaps in Lincolnshire, where it was more in the nature of a folk-religion, that is what it amounted to. It relegated much of the
  spirituality, even the liturgical inheritance, of Methodism into simple messages. As Margaret recollected, There were certain things you just didnt do, and that was that. Duty was
  very, very strongly ingrained into us. Duties to the church, duties to your neighbour and conscientiousness were continually emphasised.


  This household, then, was meritorious. It exhibited many social virtues, struggled constantly to adhere to creditable values, and its children were instructed with
  unimpeachable devotion. It was not, however, poor. The Roberts children had few possessions, and were indulged in fewer fripperies. They had no bicycles, and visits to the cinema or theatre were a
  rarity. But this was the result not of poverty so much as thrift carried to the point of parsimony. In later years, Margaret made much of the material sparseness of her upbringing. She used to cite
  as evidence for the grinding poverty of her origins the lack of both a lavatory and running hot water in the house until after the war. Although this was the norm in her part of Grantham, it cannot
  have been due, in the Roberts case, to a straightforward lack of money. Before war began, Alfreds shop had prospered sufficiently for him to buy another on the other side of town. He
  was a small businessman on the way up. Choice not necessity led him to make his family take baths in an unplumbed tub for the first twenty years of Margarets life: the muscular meanness of a
  man who positively frowned on the smallest form of self-indulgence.


  Although no one can question that he pulled himself up from the humblest origins by hard work and driving determination, Margarets own life did not follow the same pattern. She was reared
  in spartan circumstances as much because of Alfreds belief in self-denial as because he started poor. The Roberts she knew belonged to the rising petty bourgeoisie not the beleaguered
  working class. In the mid-1930s, according to a historian,5 75 per cent of all families were officially designated as working-class, earning 4 weekly
  or less. As the owner of two shops, Alfred was already among the 20 per cent who could call themselves, if they chose, middle-class. As a shopkeeper, indeed, he was a particularly powerful member
  of it. When war came, and with it shortages and rationing, the corner store was a place of potent importance, and the sub-postmaster, which Alfred added to his tasks, a pivotal superior, in charge
  of pensions, military payments, pools collections and the like.


  But these moral qualities, growing out of this self-imposed penury, were not the whole of Alfreds legacy to the future political leader. A significant part of his formidable energy was
  devoted not to his business but to public life. Even before Margaret first went to school, he was a local councillor, nominated by the Chamber of Trade. His political life, which he conducted with
  great intensity across the narrow field of one town and its problems, awakened appetites in his daughter which made it the reverse of surprising that she should eventually have sought national
  office.


  She did not, however, inherit her party affiliation. Alfred was first elected councillor as an Independent and never, actually, as a Conservative. His earliest-known
  intellectual attachment was to the programme of the Lloyd George Liberals. Other biographers of his daughter,6 in fact, record it as the opinion of
  Granthams Conservative Party agent in the post-war years that Alfred, whom he knew well, was at heart a right-wing Labour man. What stopped him doing anything about this was probably the
  strength of the local Co-operative Party, which controlled Labour in Grantham and was, of course, particularly hostile to private shopkeepers in competition with the Co-ops own chain of
  stores.


  But this, in a sense, is nitpicking. The more important truth is that formal affiliations mattered little in local politics. The Independents in Grantham usually voted on the Conservative side.
  At the 1935 General Election, Alfred Roberts was one of the signatories of the nomination papers of the Conservative candidate, Sir Victor Warrender. This was the election when Margaret did her
  first political work, aged ten, running canvass lists and messages between polling stations and party headquarters. Most of Alfreds utterances reveal a Conservative at heart. The moral code
  of the thrifty, God-fearing property-owner, preached in a score of Methodist halls, was imported into his political life by his stern tenure for many years of the Council finance committee.
  There is in public spending, like all things, a limit, he said in 1937, regretfully announcing a sevenpence increase in the rates. He also had, at a time when many of the British
  intelligentsia were flirting with alien creeds and new loyalties, a plain mans fierce patriotism. I would sooner be a bootblack in England, he told his presidential dinner of
  the Grantham Rotarians in the same year, than a leading citizen in a good many of the other leading countries in the world today, because I know I can get tolerance and justice from my
  fellow men.


  The Grantham Journals account of this dinner is accompanied by a photograph, which opens another window on the world of Alfred Roberts. There he stands, in full white tie and
  tails, a well-scrubbed, confident-looking man. Beatrice, shy and dour-faced, is by his side. With them is Lord Brownlow, the main guest at the dinner. The Brownlow family was the local nobility,
  its seat a few miles north of Grantham at Belton House. But Brownlow was more than a lofty spectator of Granthams affairs. He was almost as devoted a municipal servant as Roberts himself. He
  did his time as mayor, like Alfred himself did in 1945. The landowner and the grocer did much political business together. While they may not have been intimates, and certainly
  were not equals, the Brownlow link was another of Alfreds legacies that Margaret was later able to exploit, through the son of Alfreds friend. Over forty years on, as the chatelaine
  of 10 Downing Street, she often drew visitors attention to the silver pieces with which she had covered many of the bare surfaces in the public rooms. Lord Brownlow has lent them to
  us, she would casually say. The family connection, usually unspoken, had been sealed with the loan of some of the family treasure.


  In politics, Alfred was a moralist capable of standing out stubbornly against fashion. One of his most urgent injunctions to his children, Margaret often recalled with pride, was never to hold
  an opinion merely because other people held it. Wisdom was never right just because it was conventional. Over the relaxation of sabbatarian laws, Alfred lived out his own teaching. He had resisted
  all incursions into the traditional Sabbath, finally acquiescing with great reluctance in the Sunday opening of cinemas. During the war, pressure mounted to permit games to be played in
  Granthams parks on Sundays, not least for the benefit of munitions workers who needed a break. The council voted by 1110 for games to be allowed, but only over the protesting oratory
  of Roberts, who had now become an alderman.


  I work as many hours and as hard as any munitions worker, the shopkeeper declared in 1942. I have to work every Sunday, and Ive only had two days off from business
  since August 1939. He said he would certainly rather see people playing bowls in the park than tearing along the road to Skegness, but he would prefer still more to see neither
  happening. But cinemas were a different matter; cinema-goers caused no offence to people who chose not to go.


  The argument neatly brought together the casuist and the moralising elder that lurked in Alfreds character. Many people in Grantham, he said, liked to rest peacefully in parks on a
  Sunday, uninterrupted by raucousness. Besides, Sunday was the day for acquiring a spiritual outlook. Countries which had given up Sabbath observance and Christian worship had become
  thoroughly decadent. He cited France, which was corrupt from top to bottom, and Germany.


  In November 1945, Alfred became mayor of Grantham. For a small-town politician, it was the climax, though by no means the end, of an unremunerated career devoted daily to the public good. Within
  his world it was as high as he could get, and it happened at a time when, with the war just over, municipal leadership was especially necessary. In his inaugural speech, the new
  mayor showed once again that he knew where he stood, this time on the subject of war. He seemed to see it as an inescapable therapy in this vale of tears. Again and again in our human life,
  we learn that without the shedding of blood there is no remission, he gloomily reflected. But he also knew the proper priorities, which were little different from those of every
  high-spending local government leader determined to rebuild his town  as a munitions centre, Grantham had been a target for German bombs. Alfred called for a massive programme of expenditure
  to improve roads, public transport, health and child welfare services, and to build houses by the thousand. It was, said the Grantham Journal, one of the best mayoral
  speeches for years, modest, brilliantly delivered and full of promise.


  In his smaller territory, Alfred Roberts emerges as almost as committed a municipal activist as Herbert Morrison, who bestrode the London County Council between the wars. There was more than a
  touch of Morrisonian idealism in his mayoral address. It was a time when few people seriously challenged the necessity for public action to ameliorate the condition of cities and their people; and
  it would never have occurred to Alfred that the business of local government was to scale itself down or reduce its own importance, the position which Margaret in later life came to espouse as a
  matter of faith. He may not have been a Conservative, but insofar as he was allied with Conservative ideals, this placed him firmly among the Tory reformers rather than those romantics who still
  imagined that Britain could somehow revert to the minimalist State of the pre-war years.


  Upon an observant and ambitious adolescent, this towering local leader could not but have a powerful impact. He brought Margaret up in his own image. In a different time and different
  circumstances, she came to have a different opinion about the value of municipal expenditure and the role of the State as the upholder of the common weal. But as regards public duty, and the
  satisfaction to be gained from being a public person, Margarets father was the model whose example she was drawn early to follow. His shopkeeping business was secondary: the necessary source
  of a living, and the origin of many a moral and economic lesson, but essentially a base for public work. Alfred exhibited no ideological belief in the superiority of the wealth-producing or
  commercial way of life, as against a lifetime spent supervising the expenditure of public money. Quite the contrary. Public spending, properly directed, seems to have been in
  his eyes the acme of public morality.


  Most valued of all areas of public spending was education. Alfred was deeply involved here too. His daughters were sent to Kesteven & Grantham Girls School of which, inevitably, he
  was already a governor. Later, just as predictably, he became chairman of the governors: another exercise in local commitment by this compulsively active man.


  At school, Margaret fulfilled all that he expected of her. As a grant-aided grammar school, Kesteven normally required parents to pay half the fees, but Margaret secured a county scholarship.
  She was not particularly brilliant, but she was very hard-working, and her contemporaries remember her as a model pupil of demure habits and tediously impeccable behaviour. She never put a foot
  wrong, in the classroom or on the hockey field. Every term from autumn 1936 to summer 1943, her school reports read with an uncritical consistency that even the most doting parents might get a
  little tired of. In December 1936, she had very definite ability and her cheeriness makes her a very pleasant member of her form. Two years later, she is keenly interested in
  all she does and her conduct is very satisfactory. By July 1940 she had the makings of a real student, which in the sixth form she confirmed with her intelligence and
  determination. Logic and diligence, the two of them identifying her as a natural head girl, were the intellectual qualities most frequently attributed to her by her teachers. Margaret
  is ambitious and deserves to do well was the verdict in her final report.


  Those were the days when English secondary education still left some room for variety. In the lower sixth, instead of devoting themselves exclusively to two subjects, as their own children would
  often do, the pupils of the war years continued to escape the fiercest specialisation. Margaret started Latin and continued with English and geography, as well as the sciences to which she was by
  then more fully committed: chemistry, biology, zoology. The choice of science, and most specifically chemistry, did not spring from an overwhelming natural preference, more from the fact that some
  choice had to be made and the accident that the chemistry teacher at Kesteven was especially inspiring. It was not a choice which always pleased Mrs Thatcher. To Tricia Murray she recounted her
  memory that science had been the coming thing, but also recalled her adolescent disappointment on realising too late that what she really wanted to be was a lawyer. Accompanying her
  father to court (he was, naturally, a Justice of the Peace), she conceived a fascination with the law which, alas, could not now be satisfied. Chemistry she had picked, and a
  chemist she would have to stay until she qualified.


  If school had an impact on Margarets political formation it was, with one exception, at a subconscious level. Kesteven was a completely orthodox girls grammar school, and such
  institutions had few of the perquisites and none of the history of other places more precisely designed for the preparation of public men. The public schools existed in substantial part for this
  purpose, and it was from public schools that the ruling class not only of the Conservative Party, but of the Labour Party as well, was then substantially drawn. Girls schools were keen
  enough on academic success, and Kesteven had its share of this with a thin but steady stream of pupils passing on to Oxford and Cambridge. But they did not expect to go into politics or the civil
  service. For the most part, girls simply didnt. Besides, for Margaret there was the abiding problem of money. She always said that she knew from an early age that she would have to get a job
  and keep herself; and this excluded politics, an ill-paid, expensive activity which the Conservative Party was still, in the 1940s, encouraging its aspirant performers to pay to enter, even to the
  extent of making part-purchase of their seats sometimes a condition of selection as a candidate.


  So there was no serious thought of professional politics lurking yet in the young girls mind. But she did exhibit one political talent. The school had a debating club in which Margaret
  shone. She had a good deal of practice in argument at her fathers knee  it seems to have been the main didactic tool of that intensely didactic man. Although reputedly quiet in class,
  she debated with more self-confidence than any of her contemporaries. They did not think her brilliant, but she was unrelenting. Visiting speakers would always receive a question from Margaret
  Roberts: slow and careful questions, so they say, in a voice still tinged with the Lincolnshire accent which the elocutionists later buried, but clear and ringing all the same. In debate,
  determined and unselfconscious, she was hard to beat.


  This, then, was Alfred Roberts girl. She came from a contented but pretty joyless home. Father and daughter were happy in their earnestness. I dont think she has much of a
  sense of humour, I dont think her father had and I certainly dont think her mother had, recalled her friend and contemporary Margaret Wickstead.7 They were all very serious-minded, and they worked too hard. Life was a serious matter to be lived conscientiously.


  They were full of the sense of public duty, of which Alfred, however, was the sole and dominant exponent. Their household experienced the pervading sense of poverty, if not
  the painful fact of it. What Margaret would frequently describe in later years as the disadvantaged background from which she sprang would in fact have been more accurately described as a home of
  aggressive thrift. Alfred was not rich, but neither was he poor. And more important than his financial state was his role as the moral arbiter who in her eyes could do no wrong  a view she
  never changed. Few scions of the nobility, however high their destiny in the Conservative Party, have been able to say the same.


  



  2


  Into the Network


  OXFORD IN 1943 was a university in the middle of a war. Sun-drenched quadrangles and lazy days on the river formed a smaller part of the undergraduate
  experience than fire-watching and the clatter of marching troops. Many of the young men who should have been there were either fighting or dead. Colleges were temporarily merged, as the army or the
  civil service commandeered their buildings. The science faculties, in particular, were dominated by the demands of war work. Laboratories were taken over for every kind of vital intellectual
  undertaking. Oxford was the home of intensive work on radar, on penicillin, on nitrogen mustard gas, on hydrocarbon research and much else besides. Any thrusting seventeen-year-old intent on going
  up to Oxford to read chemistry had to contend with the knowledge that this would not be the place of their dreams, and that undergraduates would inevitably take second place to thrilling but
  totally secret activities crucial to the defeat of Germany.


  This did not deter Margaret Roberts, although she nearly failed to get there. Her offer of a place at Somerville came only at the last minute. She had had to mug up Latin, and had failed to
  reach Somervilles priority list for entrance. Only when someone dropped out was she hoisted off the waiting list and offered the chance to fulfil the ambition of many self-taught parents: to
  send their child to the peak of the educational system which they themselves had been obliged to quit in the foothills. Yes, I think my father did try to realise his ambitions in me,
  she told Tricia Murray. He also managed to put together the money to send her, since she was not awarded a scholarship.


  Although Alfred had given her almost all she had in the way of standards and ambition, one thing he had been unable to supply was the experience of freedom from his influence. Before she went up
  to Oxford, Margaret had hardly spent a single night away from home. Dreary Grantham and the priggish solemnities of its Methodist chapel set the limits of her social experience. The biggest event
  in her life had been a weeks excursion to London, to see the Changing of the Guard and The Desert Song, an occasion so unusual that as late as 1978 she could say
  of it: I was so excited and thrilled by it that Ive never forgotten that week. It was a fleeting dabble in what looked from Grantham like a glamorous world, the bright lights
  shining even in wartime: just like an equally ephemeral flirtation with the theatre itself. At one stage I really would have liked to have been an actress, she told Tricia Murray. But
  these were the briefest of escapes from Alfreds purposeful impositions. Recalling them later, Margaret revealed the more puritanical state of mind that has been her truest impulse before and
  since. No one I know of, she rather dismally said in 1978, has a glamorous life. I dont think it exists.


  Wartime Oxford was by no means glamorous, but it marked a first ambition completed. It was also not Grantham, which made it both an alarming and an exciting place for an untravelled,
  unsophisticated head girl from a small town in Lincolnshire. Not for her the camaraderie of the swells who, if they had not gone to war, had come up from Eton, Marlborough and the other forcing
  grounds of young Conservatism determined to enjoy themselves. Although she had a friend or two from Grantham, she didnt mind admitting she was homesick. Two driving preoccupations, one far
  more enduring than the other, rescued her from this embarrassed misery, and now began to fashion the adult who later became famous. Just as, after considering her early life as Alfreds
  adored creation, one is obliged to revise the common belief that her entry to Oxford was remarkable, so, on examining her life at Oxford, one sees it as the beginning of a lifetimes
  dedication to Conservative politics that led her in due course to 10 Downing Street.


  Margarets first preoccupation was with her work. It was a time when hard work was both obligatory and fashionable. No shades of Brideshead here. Lectures and labs were in heavy
  demand. According to Sidney Bailey, a contemporary of Miss Roberts, who taught chemistry at Oxford throughout the post-war period, the fear of being sent down for poor work or failed exams was more
  pressing then than it has been since. Margaret, predictably, never ran any risk of that. She is remembered, by Bailey and many others who dredge their recollection for any sightings of a then
  pretty unmemorable girl, as a hard-working, efficient, well-organised performer in the labs, though not as a particularly brilliant practitioner of academic chemistry.


  The chemistry was important. It formed a part of her mind. As it happened, two formidable scholarteachers converged on Somerville during her time, and they recalled a
  limited talent. Janet Vaughan, who became principal in 1945, supplied the more caustic verdict: She was a perfectly adequate chemist. I mean nobody thought anything of her. She was a
  perfectly good second-class chemist, a beta chemist.1 Professor Dorothy Hodgkin, who taught her and later won a Nobel Prize, had a rather warmer
  memory: I came to rate her as good. One could always rely on her producing a sensible, well-read essay.2 She was good enough, at any rate, to
  be invited by Professor Hodgkin to work as her research assistant during her fourth year at Oxford, pursuing investigations the professor had begun into the structure of a new antibiotic,
  Gramicidin S. (It turned out to be an excessively ambitious quest, which was completed only thirty years later by another hand.)


  Dorothy Hodgkin is probably the most eminent woman Margaret Thatcher ever had dealings with. As a politician she was to be noticeably wary of letting competent women anywhere near her. But she
  was fortunate to chance upon such a distinguished teacher, although there are few signs of her recognising as much in the numerous interviews she gave to the biographers who clustered round when
  she looked as though she might become prime minister. Professor Hodgkin, for her part, while not an admirer of her pupils political work, acknowledged the importance of the scientific
  formation. Margaret Thatcher is the only prime minister in British history whose formal education was devoted to the physical sciences. What, according to the Nobel Laureate, does the study of
  chemistry do to a persons mind? I think it should interest you in the problems of finding out as much as you can about the way we work, the way matter is put together. And it should
  give you an interest in using the results.


  This blueprint for the practical mind, a marriage between speculative and empirical habits, is one which as a politician Mrs Thatcher consistently made much of. She retained a genuine interest
  in science, which Dorothy Hodgkin concedes. It equipped her, says the professor, to take serious decisions on scientific matters and to see what scientists are doing. In the
  politician, her lack of any outstanding scientific talent was less significant than her rare capacity to understand the scientific mind at all. Margaret Thatcher, both as Education Secretary in
  1970 and as prime minister from 1979, lost no opportunity to exploit it, even when the credential seemed a little far-fetched. In December 1984, for example, when she visited Washington to consult
  with President Ronald Reagan over his commitment to the Strategic Defense Initiative, or Star Wars, she reputedly told the president in a moment of exasperation: But
  Im a chemist. I know it wont work.


  Science, however, was not the most important thing she did at Oxford. It filled her daytime hours and supplied her with a decent second-class degree. It also made her employable in the way she
  had always determined to be, making her own living away from home. But it did not transform her life or open up her true vocation. As an influence on her impressionable mind it took a poor second
  place to the Conservative Party. The discovery of Conservatism was what ensured that Oxford would not be a trivial or transient experience in her life.


  In the year she went to university and immediately joined the Conservative Association, OUCA, the Conservative Party nationally existed in the limbo created by the wartime coalition. If one
  called oneself a convinced Conservative in 1943, it was not altogether clear what one was claiming to believe in. The war and its conduct dominated everything, Conservatism and the party that
  upheld it being submerged in the necessities, and for some the unvarnished pleasures, of running a highly centralised government machine. This had been going on for some time. A perceptive
  historian of the period, Paul Addison, quotes a letter written by a Conservative backbencher, Lord William Scott, to the chief whip in October 1942: Throughout the country, the Conservative
  Party has become a cheap joke: the press and the BBC treat us with the contempt that we have earned and deserve. . . . You must agree with the fact that as an effective body of opinion either in
  the House or in the country, the Conservative Party has ceased to exist.3


  Presiding over this was a leader who cared only intermittently about the dire condition Scott diagnosed  and Scott was not alone. Winston Churchill, never a reliable party man, was
  thought by some not to be a Conservative at all. As Addison nicely puts it, he regarded the party system as the essential base of his role in history as a world leader, but he resented the
  claims it made on his time. He did not care deeply about the political formulae of the period as long as they secured his position as national leader. The formula that worked was one which
  kept Clement Attlee and the leadership of the Labour Party inside the Government. That this, with its emphasis on planning and controls and the direction of industry, should enrage some of the Tory
  rank and file did not matter to Churchill. Already by 1943, indeed, he was contemplating an extension of the coalition into the post-war era.


  There was, nevertheless, a debate beginning about what the party ought to stand for when the dust settled. Categories later to be labelled down the years as moderates and
  extremists, progressives and reactionaries, libertarians and corporatists, wets and drys, were discernible as the war wound towards what turned out to be its close. Even Conservatives wanted
  something to believe in; the question was what?


  The coalition had created its own counterforce, which consisted of backbenchers on the right of the party who yearned for a return to the Conservatism they understood. They were particularly
  horrified by the industrial planning which had been deemed essential for the war effort. State direction of industry was anathema to people who had last been elected in the wholly different world
  of 1935. By 1943, with the transformation of the war itself into one which the Allies looked as though they would win, the inhibitions against political debate were slipping away. Many Conservative
  politicians were convinced that the controls over business would be carried on in peacetime unless they mounted a defence of the principles of laissez-faire and industrial freedom which they had
  always understood their party to uphold.


  Propounded by a substantial army of backbenchers from the backwoods, this view also had important support in the cabinet from Lord Beaverbrook, along with his faithful ally in the struggle for
  Churchills mind, Brendan Bracken. Free enterprise, the abolition of controls, the minimisation of social reform and, of course, the breakup of the coalition, was the programme this group was
  mobilising to defend well before the war ended.


  They were not, however, the only dynamic element at work on Conservative thought and action. And here we catch the earliest glimpse of characters who were, all unknowing, to be a presence many
  years later in the public life of Margaret Thatcher: the first appearance on the scene of persons who came to embody the continuity between that Churchillian world and the Thatcherite world which
  was to be fashioned four decades later in the century.


  In the year Margaret Roberts went up to Oxford, the unremarkable daughter of a Grantham grocer, the young Quintin Hogg left the army. Along with another young officer, Peter Thorneycroft, Hogg
  had decided to return to politics to save the Conservative Party from the reactionaries he perceived to be driving it into oblivion. A researcher into this period of Conservative politics has
  described their motives. With other MPs such as Lord Hinchingbrooke, each had on the basis of impressions gained from discussions with the troops, independently reached
  the conclusion that it was politically necessary for the Conservative Party to change its public image. Or, as Quintin Hogg put it more pithily in the House of Commons in March 1943:
  If you do not give the people social reform, they are going to give you social revolution.4


  The Tory Reform Committee, as this group of thirty-six MPs constituted itself, set up a counterblast to the Beaverbrookites. It strongly backed the Beveridge Plan for social security, and voiced
  support for a paternalist, interventionist government. It appeared to reject the entire trend of Conservatism since the First World War, deriding the old order in the strongest terms. Addison
  quotes Lord Hinchingbrooke:


  
    
      True Conservative opinion is horrified at the damage done to this country since the last war by individualist businessmen, financiers and speculators ranging
      freely in a laissez-faire economy and creeping unnoticed into the fold of Conservatism to insult the party with their vote at elections, to cast a slur over responsible government through
      influence exerted in Parliament, and to injure the character of our people. It would wish nothing better than that these men should collect their baggage and depart.

    

  


  The reformers pressed their radicalism hard. During the passage of the 1944 Education Act, Hogg led them into the anti-Government lobby on two decidedly modernist amendments, first to raise the
  school-leaving age to sixteen by 1951, and second to legislate for equal pay for women teachers. Both were defeated, yet they signalled how far the war had driven some younger Conservatives towards
  a philosophy of social justice which had been barely contemplated by any faction in the party a decade earlier. Hogg, indeed, was even ahead of R. A. Butler and Harold Macmillan, who were
  themselves to become the greatest exponents of post-Churchillian, New Deal Conservatism.


  Macmillan thought the Conservatives would lose the election, and he was not wrong. Chips Channons diary has him saying that the Conservatives will be lucky to retain a hundred
  seats. It wasnt quite as bad as that, but the election was a watershed for the modern Conservative Party. And it meant, among other things, that any young person then embarking on
  Conservative politics would be present at the start of the remaking of their party: even, in some minor ways, be able perhaps to contribute to the direction it took.


  Margaret Roberts decision to join the Conservative Association immediately she arrived at Oxford does not appear to have been a calculated political act. She told Tricia Murray:
  What particularly interested me was the opportunity of meeting an enormous amount of people from vastly different backgrounds. It is plain enough, however, that it would not have
  occurred to her to seize this opportunity in any other club, which she easily could have done. Although her father was not an out-and-out Conservative, neither does he appear to have been remotely
  drawn to the Labour Party. The turmoil of ideas in the thirties, which drove so many young people to make romantic expeditions to the Spanish Civil War and to flirt, however briefly, with
  communism, passed by the grocers shop, and probably the whole of Grantham. Margaret was crucially too young to have been caught up, even out of curiosity, in the rise of fascism and the
  leftist response to it. For her father, although he was not an entirely insular character, the expansion of horizons owed more to the Rotary International and the Methodist Church than to any
  adventurous political awakening.


  For her first two university years, OUCA was little more than the social club she had expected it to be. The gathering argument inside the party had not yet reached far outside the Commons, and
  was hardly articulated at all at a university still deprived by the war of a lot of its natural undergraduates. Margaret did voluntary work in military canteens, and began to learn how to make
  public speeches by touring under OUCAs aegis round Oxfordshire villages as a member of political brains-trusts.


  The 1945 election was the small beginning of her visible career in politics, the formative event which launched her on the road. We have two glimpses of her, in Oxford and Grantham. In Oxford,
  she canvassed for Quintin Hogg who fought the city seat against Frank Pakenham, another durable piece of the furniture of later-twentieth-century British life. To Margaret herself, this was her
  baptism. The first real election meeting I ever went to was in the town hall where Quintin was speaking, she later recalled.5 But during the
  long campaign she was also to be seen in Grantham.


  In 1942, Grantham had lifted itself briefly out of its customary anonymity by staging the first wartime by-election in which the coalition candidate had been defeated. Such a defeat, the
  Manchester Guardian said at the time, had come to be regarded as being about as probable as the suspension of the law of gravitation. The winner, however,
  had been not a socialist but an arms manufacturer, Denis Kendall, standing as an Independent. In 1945 he remained the upholder of the anti-Tory vote, and Alfred Roberts daughter made her
  first appearance in the Grantham Journal, which reported her campaigning against him. The Journal noted that she had her fathers gift for oratory and accorded
  her a role she may not have been altogether pleased with. The presence of a young woman of the age of 19, it said, with such decided convictions, has been no small factor in
  influencing the womens votes in the division, if that were necessary.


  Tantalisingly, we do not learn what these convictions were. Yet for the prime minister who later never ceased to proclaim that she was a conviction politician, it is a matter of
  some interest to plot the doctrinal evolution. As one who, in her prime, came to stand for such pronounced and definite ideas, which she readily depicted as eternal verities, how committed was she
  originally to the notions that made her famous, and even gave to her name the status of a philosophy? What has been the mix, at different times, between pragmatic opportunism, on the one hand, and
  ideological consistency on the other? These are questions which will crop up many times in this story.


  In 1945, the answer is in fact pretty clear. No aspiring young Conservative, especially one without family connections, could afford to place themselves anywhere other than in the
  reformers camp. To the Hoggites, the party had allowed itself to become completely out of touch with the electorate, and especially with the poor bloody infantry who had gone to war. It
  fought the election on a platform that harked back too clearly to the past, under a leader who, for all his unchallengeable greatness as the victor over Hitler, had forgotten what the voters really
  wanted. When Churchill said, in one of the notorious blunders of British electoral history, that the introduction of socialism into Britain would require some form of Gestapo, he
  badly mistook the mood of a country that had come to see the merits of strong government, and could envisage no other means of securing the jobs, homes and welfare it desperately craved.


  Although the official Tory manifesto was relatively innocuous, on this central point about state planning it gave much scope for the rightists in the party who wished above all to make an
  abrasive attack on the control of industry. At the heart of the propaganda on this point, moreover, were the ideas propounded in a book that had swept both Britain and America the year before,
  The Road to Serfdom, by an Austrian refugee at the London School of Economics, Professor Friedrich von Hayek. Hayeks work, which argued that all forms of
  socialism and economic planning ended inescapably in tyranny, played an important part, according to Dr Addison, in amplifying the message of the anti-reformers in the Tory Party and hence in
  securing the Labour landslide at the election.


  Margaret Roberts was among the thousands of people who devoured Hayeks book in 1945. This has not always been apparent. When, in 1974, she was recovering from the defeat of Edward
  Heaths government and beginning to equip herself with a group of teachers and thinkers who would help her to discover an alternative to the corporatist philosophy just demolished at the
  polls, she was supplied with reading lists that included the works of F. A. von Hayek. One of her familiars, arguably her chief intellectual provider, was Alfred Sherman; and it was certainly
  Shermans impression at the time that she had not read Hayek before then. When I once tackled her on the point, she said that she had read The Road to Serfdom at Oxford, although she
  conceded that it was only in the 1970s that she grappled with some of Hayeks other work, notably The Constitution of Liberty.6


  The important point is, however, that Hayeks apocalyptic vision of a statist world made only a limited impression on the politics of the time, including politics at Oxford.
  What he argued was anathema to the very people in the Conservative Party who, after the 1945 dbcle, Oxford University Conservatism was most closely drawn to. Oxford shared the sense
  that the party stood in need of renovation, and that this was not to be sought by a return to some halcyon age when the war had not happened and socialism could be pretended not to exist. The most
  energetic forces in the national party after 1945 began groping for a synthesis that would align Conservatism with the observable social facts and aspirations of post-war Britain.


  R. A. Butler, along with Harold Macmillan, was at the forefront of this tendency, allying himself with the Hoggs and Thorneycrofts of the Reform Committee. These people were not in any way
  socialists. In 1945 Quintin Hogg published The Left was Never Right, and two years later his trenchant Case for Conservatism. But, as Macmillan observed in his
  memoirs,7 the Conservative Party was moribund, and still dominated by MPs who thought that they merely had to sit around waiting for the electoral pendulum
  to swing back to them. Such people, moreover, were strongly represented in the safe seats and still in the full vigour of their incapacity. What the party needed, Macmillan thought, was an updated policy programme. We had to convince the great post-war electorate that we accepted the need for full employment and the welfare state; that we
  accepted equally the need for central planning and even, in times of scarcity, physical controls. The position he identified was one between the old liberalism and the new
  socialism.


  Simultaneously with this evolving debate at national level, the OUCA was endeavouring to reorganise itself; and the leading figure in this enterprise was Margaret Roberts. She was now beginning
  her third year at Oxford and, following the path of several other women, had risen up the ladder of office. She had also rubbed shoulders, as Oxford political activists have always been privileged
  to do, with the great men of the party. She was now well experienced in the social skills required for these encounters. By the autumn of 1945 she was the OUCA general agent, with the presidency a
  certainty if she stayed for long enough. And it is from this period that her earliest coherent political statement survives. OUCA set up a policy sub-committee of three with a brief to restate its
  purpose and re-examine its organisation. Among the signatories of the sub-committees report, the name of M. Roberts appears as the first author.


  As a statement of philosophy, the report is in many ways a callow piece of work. It seeks to trace the roots of Conservatism, finding them in a deep scepticism about all claims of pure reason to
  settle the affairs of men. The Conservative, say the authors, denies that reason can give a necessarily correct answer to the dilemmas of society, an absolutely valid solution
  to the problem of state structure and everyday behaviour, and is inevitably sceptical of mans ability to produce by logic alone a statement of either the ideal state or the future course of
  events.


  A larger proportion of pretentious flannel finds its way through the Roberts typewriter than would have been permitted by her mature embodiment, as in the observation that a purely
  scientific judgment, such as that Copernican astronomy is preferable to Ptolemaic, depends ultimately on Occams Razor. But many of the principles which the document laboriously works
  its way through are statements of the obvious that certainly found their echo in later decades. Thus: Concrete particulars are a better basis than general ideas; or Industrial
  enterprise is the mainspring of all progress; or The rate of change in Conservatism corresponds to evolution rather than revolution.


  But there is no doubt which wing of post-war Conservatism Miss Roberts and her colleagues were joining. Their analysis resounds with the urgent need for change. The 1945
  election result, they said, had far more radical implications than most of the party yet appreciated. A reorientation of Conservatism will be necessary if the party is to avoid
  annihilation. Defeat should not be thought of solely as a normal swing of the pendulum that would swing back  the very phrase echoed Macmillans. Further, although policy had to
  be distinctively Conservative, criticism of the Labour Government, which was carrying out a mandate, should be helpful and not factious.


  These were the voices of young Conservatives highly conscious of the need to position themselves in the new mainstream of post-war thought. No trace of nineteenth-century liberalism is to be
  found anywhere in their thinking. Although Hayek may have been all the rage in some quarters, he is missing from this manifesto. Having picked out its philosophy, it goes on to prescribe a
  ferocious organisational programme. Here the later Margaret Thatcher is more accurately prefigured in the no-nonsense vigour of the actions Margaret Roberts urges on her membership.


  She had already begun to make a mark in the national party. As a delegate to the Federation of Conservative and Unionist Associations in March 1946, she spoke for Oxfords impatience with
  old-guard attitudes at Central Office. She personally moved a resolution demanding that reiterated promises of a party which would encourage more working-class officers should be
  implemented forthwith. The Oxford view was that the party had much to learn from the zeal of the socialists and their presentation of policy. Nor, in expressing it, was Miss Roberts in any way the
  object of either political or sexist comment. There
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