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Review

Margaret Thatcher: Power and Personality by Jonathan Aitken

An insider offers telling glimpses of the rages that led to Mrs Thatcher’s fall
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Jonathan Aitken with Margaret Thatcher outside Westminster Abbey in 1978 (PA)

Jonathan Aitken comes late to the Thatcher biography party, trailing in some months after the magisterial first volume of Charles Moore’s official life and the loyal effusion of her former ghostwriter Robin Harris. So what does he bring to the already groaning table? His undoubted selling point is his three-year relationship with Mrs Thatcher’s daughter Carol (in the late 1970s), which gives him an insight into the dynamics of the family granted to very few: he saw the then leader of the opposition off-duty as a “monomaniac” hostess and an anxious mother.

But, to be fair, he exploits this viewpoint sparingly. More important, he was also a backbench Tory MP for the whole period of Thatcher’s leadership. Never given office, supposedly because he had “made Carol cry” when he broke from her, he was nevertheless well-connected to all sides of the Tory party. As member for Thanet he was Ted Heath’s local MP and maintained good relations with the fallen leader; Peter Morrison, one of Thatcher’s earliest supporters and her last (disastrous) parliamentary private secretary, was his best man; and he was at Eton with David Hart, the “Blue Pimpernel” who played an improbable undercover role in the miners’ strike (during which Aitken was one of only two Tory MPs with a mining constituency). He draws on all these and many other contacts, recorded in his diary at the time, to re-create the atmosphere at Westminster — the rumours, the grumbling and the plotting — at all the key moments, from her unexpected emergence, through the Falklands and the Westland embarrassment, to her dramatic fall.

But this is not, despite its bulk, a comprehensive biography to compete with Moore, with nothing substantial in it that is new. Structured as 39 short chapters with sub-headings, it is rather a series of colourful snapshots, moving quickly from one episode to the next. There is little on social or domestic policy — health, education or broadcasting: even the poll tax is barely mentioned except as a factor in her fall. As a former defence procurement minister (under John Major) with an interest in the region, Aitken does devote a chapter to the huge Saudi Arabian arms deal, which he insists was crucially oiled by Denis, not Mark. But Thatcher’s underestimated role in ending apartheid in South Africa is ignored. Above all there is no discussion of her ideas, of the impact of her revolution or of her legacy, except in so far as Aitken believes she has been vindicated in her furious euroscepticism. The whole emphasis of his book is in its subtitle. It is all about the power of the Lady’s personality; and on this he is shrewd and compelling.

He is right, I suspect, in focusing more than previous biographers on her relationship with her disparaged mother, rather than her famous father, as the source of the extraordinary anger that fired her determination all her life. He is certainly right to see the experience of the Second World War — the bombing of Grantham, and the handsome American airmen flying out of Lincolnshire to bomb Germany back — as the origin of the simple geopolitical faith (America good, Europe bad) that she never outgrew. He understands the insecurity that lay behind her outward certainty, and the conflicting pulls of head and heart that led her to regret or disavow so many of her greatest achievements — the first steps towards peace in Northern Ireland, securing the most realistic deal possible for Hong Kong or promoting the European single market.

Above all he provides vivid accounts from his variety of witnesses of her rages and tantrums — including one towering row with Denis — and her bullying and generally intolerable treatment of her colleagues, which led them ultimately to say that they could stand no more. She was in this respect her own worst enemy, who in the end destroyed herself. Having — quite rightly from her point of view — got rid of all the old Heathites early in her government, she then almost wilfully alienated her core of true believers — Nigel Lawson, Geoffrey Howe and Norman Tebbit — which is how she ended up with a cabinet of younger wets who conspicuously failed to back her in her hour of need.

Aitken’s account of the poisonous relations between the senior triumvirate of the government over the European exchange rate mechanism and the hubris, machinations and miscalculations that led to her downfall has real dramatic pace. He writes well, with some fine literary flourishes. But Moore’s second volume will still be the one to wait for.
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