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Once Again in Public Eye, Thatcher Acts as Conservative Lightning Rod 
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BLACKPOOL, England -- The posters announcing Wednesday night’s talk at the Conservative Party conference by former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher declared, “She’s back,” but the Tories learned with a mixture of delight and dismay that she never really went away. 

Dressed in her signature kingfisher blue dress and with her famous silvery coif as rigidly in place as her traditional convictions, she swept into Blackpool and took up the Conservative center stage as if she had never left it. 

Over the past week her longstanding behind-the-scenes agitation had become public, with portrayals of her having aggressively sabotaged her immediate successor, former Prime Minister John Major, and disparaged the beleaguered current leader of the party, William Hague, in belittling comments to Conservative friends and office holders. 

With Hague smiling nervously beside her, Baroness Thatcher, 73, gave a clear warning on her arrival here Tuesday that she was still smarting from her banishment from office by Tory rivals nine years ago, after her decade in power. 

“I’m told I have to be careful what I say,” she declared. “I don’t like it.” 

As if to prove her point, she strode purposefully into the midst of the party’s touchiest issue, Britain’s relationship with Europe, and trod underfoot Hague’s attempts to shape a calibrated position keeping Britain distant from the Continent but not hostile to it. 

“We are quite the best country in Europe,” she declared. 

“In my lifetime all the problems have come from mainland Europe, and all the solutions have come from the English-speaking nations across the world.” 

For years she has been a largely invisible figure in Britain, spending much of her time lecturing abroad and meeting quietly with her old associates in her town house on a leafy square in Belgravia. At recent party conferences she has been a well-received but silent guest, an ornament from the Tory past rather than an oracle for the Conservative future. 

But when she entered the cavernous Winter Garden hall this morning, delegates greeted her rapturously and the conference chairman, Brian Hanson, exulted, “She has lost none of that marvelous Maggie magic.” 

For the assembled Tories, it was a feel-good moment, a reminder of the pleasures of rule and certainty rather than the unhappiness of the current powerlessness and drift. The Daily Telegraph, the voice of Conservatism, proclaimed wishfully on its front page, “Hague Takes the Thatcher Way Forward.” 

The way Hague is actually trying to take the party forward was outlined in a 60-point fresh start proposal that he has spent the week trying to make the centerpiece of the conference. “Fresh start?” Lady Thatcher said when asked her attitude about the manifesto. “What’s wrong with the old one? We did rather well with it.” 

Wednesday night she made her first speech within a party conference since her anguished departure from 10 Downing Street in 1990, and the cause for which she broke silence -- at a rally to protest the British treatment of Gen. Augusto Pinochet -- was not one the party necessarily wanted to focus on as it fights to win back the support of the British public. 

General Pinochet, the former Chilean dictator, was arrested in London a year ago and faces extradition to Spain on torture charges. 

She praised the general as Britain’s ally in South America during the Falkland Islands war in 1982 and called Britain’s current treatment of him “callous and unjust.” 

The event drew an overflow audience and upstaged Hague, who is trying to direct delegates’ enthusiasms toward the future rather than the unhappy recent Conservative past. Asked on her arrival here about front-page reports that she habitually referred to the untested 38-year-old leader as “wee Willie” and faulted him for not being sufficiently anti-Europe, she waved off reporters, saying, “I support him absolutely -- I think he’s terrific.” 

On another matter that has put her back in daily news coverage, she said that she had not read the serialization in The Times of London of a memoir by Major in which he calls her duplicitous, possessing “warrior characteristics” that he labels “profoundly un-Conservative.” 

Two other new Conservative kiss-and-tell books, one by Norman Lamont, the Treasury head whom Major fired in 1994, and the other by the late Judith Chaplin, a former private secretary to Major, have created a climate of recrimination and score-settling at the annual party gathering that has vastly complicated Hague’s job of unifying the Tories. 

Major has gone on vacation rather than come to the conference, but he left behind enough spiteful comments to attract more attention in Blackpool than his presence would have. 

Throughout his seven years in office, Major wrote, Lady Thatcher was “in relentless opposition, behaving in a way that was unique in our party’s history.” 

On the sensitive and divisive issue of Britain’s relationship with Europe, Major portrayed his predecessor as unable “to keep the two sides of her personality bolted together.” 

The dueling biographies and put-downs have served to throw a untimely, revealing light on a dark corner in the Conservative Central Office where the party had hoped to hide the conflicted Tory administration that went down to defeat two years ago to the reformed Labor Party under Tony Blair. 

The war over Europe has returned with all the poisonous consequences for the political health of the Conservatives, long the mightiest political party in Europe but now a weakened force with approval of only 25 percent of the British public. 

While some delegates were feting the return of their outspoken heroine, other officials rushed in to dissociate the party from her attack on Europe. She was “fabulous” but suffered from a habit of “shooting from the hip,” said former Foreign Secretary Malcolm Rifkind. 

The Conservatives clashed over Europe even before Lady Thatcher’s arrival. On Tuesday, the party formally proposed that Conservatives, who have already pledged to keep Britain out of the single European currency, also try to renegotiate the European Union’s founding treaty. The Conservatives want individual nations to be able to opt out of rules that they don’t like. 
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Michael Heseltine, a former Deputy Prime Minister and the man who forced Lady Thatcher’s 1990 resignation, called the skeptical approach to Europe “barking mad.” Anti-European Tories drowned out the meeting he addressed and threw peanuts into the gathering. 

Agence France-Presse 


Margaret Thatcher speaker in defense of Gen. Augusto Pinochet, the former Chilean dictator, who is pictured with his grandchildren.
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