In this essay we will be looking at how the first meeting between Margaret Thatcher and Mikhail Gorbachev came about, how she broke through the Eastern European block wall. Using some archival sources.
The 1980’s was the decade of leaders. Pope John Paul II was the first to start, by rattling the authorities throughout Poland and the rest of Eastern Europe, even making his mark in the Soviet Union. It was not long before others followed. Lech Walesa was a young Polish electrician who stood at the locked gates of the Lenin shipyard, with a picture of Pope John Paul II close by. Lech Walesa was announcing the formation of the first, independent trade union ever in a Marxist – Leninist country.[footnoteRef:1] Lech Walesa went on to be awarded many international awards, including the Nobel Peace prize in 1983, he was elected President of Poland in 1990.[footnoteRef:2] There was Deng Xiaoping who was the successor to Mao Zedong, who brushed aside communism’s prohibitions on free enterprise while encouraging the Chinese people to “get rich”. The Soviet Union was also changing, with a new leader in Moscow, Mikhail Gorbachev, he swept away communism’s emphasis on the class struggle.  Then there was Margaret Thatcher, who became the first woman Prime Minster of the United Kingdom, she showed herself to be tougher than any man, and revived the reputation of Capitalism across Western Europe. The last leader to stand out was Ronald Reagan, who went from actor to president of the United States of America. He used his acting skills to rebuild confidence in the USA and set out to build up a trust with the Soviet Union. Between them all the foundation was set to confront, neutralize, and overcome the forces which had for so long perpetuated the Cold War.[footnoteRef:3] They played a part in the decline of communism and ending the cold war. [1:  John Lewis Gaddis, The cold war, Penguin History 2005, pg 196-197. ]  [2:  https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1983/walesa/biographical/]  [3:  John Lewis Gaddis, The cold war, Penguin History 2005, pg 197.] 

One of Margaret Thatcher’s strengths was ‘she always did her homework’.  On the 18th July 1983, a letter was sent out to a small group of academic experts, inviting them to join the Prime minister, Margret Thatcher, at Chequers on Thursday 8th September. The reason for the visit was to discuss with her questions relating to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Eight specialist academics were invited to the seminar, all but one were university lecturers. Their specialist subjects ranged from Soviet Institutions, Soviet and East European studies, Politics, Military and Economics, papers were sent out to them all for them to fill in and bring to the seminar. The reason for this seminar was, politicians in the Foreign office, including the Foreign Secretary, had concerns that the cold war was getting colder since Ronald Reagan became President in the US. John Coles and Sir Anthony Parsons, both Downing street advisers, helped Mrs Thatcher to reach the conclusion that it was time to take a new look at developments and future prospects in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. But the Foreign office who supported the idea, also presumed that ‘specialist’ would be members of the Foreign office. Mrs Thatcher had other ideas and wanted people who really had studied Russia. Heseltine and Howe had made it clear that they were in favour of better relations with the Soviet Union and other East European Countries, even after the Soviet air defence forces shot down a Korean passenger plane that had flown well of course into Russian air space. The Kremlin did not handle this very well, making a tragic error politically worse, and President Reagan making a public assumption that the Soviet military knew it was a passenger plane, causing a fraught international atmosphere. Geoffrey Howe had written, “that the Soviet Union evidently felt threatened, and that the incident had shown how dangerous things were when, ‘two superpowers’ talk to each other more across the floor of the United Nations than on the hot line.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Archie Brown, The Human Factor: Gorbachev, Reagan, and Thatcher, and the end of the Cold War, OUP Oxford, March 2020, pg 113, 114.] 

One of the points made by the academic specialist, was that contacts should be made at all levels, from dissidents to general secretaries. The Prime Minster did at first become reluctant to accept that starting a dialogue with the Soviet Union would be useful, but she did later show an interest in meeting Yuri Andropov  leader of the Soviet Union at the time, but outside of Moscow. The FCO (Foreign and Commonwealth Office, which has now been replaced by Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, FCDO) paper that was written for the seminar, made no mention of any possible change in the future to the Soviet Union leader, unlike the academic specialist paper, which was written by Archie Brown (British political scientist and historian). In the paper he referred to Mikhail Gorbachev as a likely candidate to, in the future, be the  next Soviet Union General Secretary. Mr Gorbachev is the best educated member of the Politburo and the youngest, he is also the most open minded and is well travelled outside the Soviet Union. It was clear that the seminar had produced a change of policy. The Prime Minster did have her doubts and misgivings at first on the new policy, but again she was soon persuaded to embrace the policy and look to a high- level dialogue with the Soviet Union and Eastern European countries. Mrs Thatcher did fully participate in the new policy. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Archie Brown, The Human Factor: Gorbachev, Reagan, and Thatcher, and the end of the Cold War, OUP Oxford, March 2020, pg 114, 115.] 

The aim was to build up contacts, slowly over the next few years, with the end result being able to get Yuri Andropov to visit the West, which had never happened before. Mrs Thatcher also thought it would be good to arrange for senior members of the Politbureau, particularly potential new leaders of the Soviet Union to visit London. Another item agreed at the seminar, that would be pursued, was to find ways to increase the flow of information to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. The FCO were focused on the role of the BBC broadcasting external services, which could reach the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Things started to move on rather quickly; a week after the seminar the Foreign Secretary, which had already been planned, visited Budapest, then in February 1984 The Iron Lady (Mrs Thatcher) herself was off behind the Iron Curtain, she visited Hungary, which at the time was still a high authoritarian country, but was the least politically repressive of all the European Communist states. The visit was a great success, the Iron Lady had made a great impression in Hungary and in turn on Mrs Thatcher herself, It was also a great media success. This visit went so well, that others soon started to follow. Geoffrey Howe who at the time was Secretary of the State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, visited all the Warsaw Pact countries. On reflection of the 1983 seminar, Geoffrey Howe talked of its great significance in the putting together of the new policy, opening up communications with the Eastern Block. In his memoirs he wrote “we failed to foresee the pace of change that was to follow in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.” The seminar and new policy had bought about a more open approach to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. It was evident that the combination of advice, that had come from The ministry of Defence, FCO, Officials from number 10 staff with great foreign policy experience and the outside academic specialists, lead to the change of policy. After the seminar Mrs Thatcher visited Canada, where she heard from the Canadian Prime Minster Pierre Trudeau, very favourable reports on Mikhail Gorbachev, who had earlier in the year visited Canada.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Archie Brown, The Human Factor: Gorbachev, Reagan, and Thatcher, and the end of the Cold War, OUP Oxford, March 2020, pg 115, 116.] 

This important advance in understanding, would prove to be crucial in the successful meeting with Mikhail Gorbachev. The force in which Mrs Thatcher later expounded this, when she argued the case for dialogue with Moscow, was a crucial turning point in turning President Reagan away from his remark referring to the Soviet Union as an “evil empire”, she was very persuasive and encouraged him to have a similar relationship with Mr Gorbachev. Charles Moore wrote “I sometimes think this may be seen by historians as her greatest achievement in foreign affairs”. So when we look at the seminar and see what came out of it,it turnout to be way more important than anyone knew. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Charles Moore, Margaret Thatcher: The Authorized Biography: Volume two, Penguin, October 2016, pg 32] 

On December the 16th 1984. Mikhail Gorbachev was to meet with Margaret Thatcher, in the UK. In the lead up to Mikhail Gorbachev’s arrival and meeting with Margaret Thatcher, many telegrams, messages where sent back and forth planning what would be discussed, nuclear war, ending the arms war, having better communication between them, as well as items that could not be discussed like, human rights in communist states. The message that I personally found amusing, was sent on the 10th December, from L.V. Appleyard private secretary, to all the private secretaries of the ministers and the officials that would be attending the lunch, this was the final point made by the Soviet embassy. “The Soviet have shown some sensitivity on how, Mr Gorbachev pronounces his name GorbachCHOFF, with the accent on the last syllable. But his wife pronounces her name GorbachOVA. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Margaret Thatcher Foundation, https://cb786b42ab2de72f5694-c7a3803ab0f7212d059698df03ade453.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/841210%20FCO%20to%20No.10%20%281394-133%29.pdf
] 

The BBC news reported on the 16th December 1984 that Mikhail Gorbachev was being widely tipped to be the next Soviet Union leader. When Mr Gorbachev arrived in the UK, he signalled that he hoped his visit would reduce tension. and said “opportunities for the prevention of nuclear war exist. These opportunities must be used to the full.” The meeting between Mr Gorbachev and Mrs Thatcher had lasted longer than planned, lasting for 5 hours. Officials were keeping tight lipped on what was discussed, but did say the talks between Mr Gorbachev and Mrs Thatcher had gone well.[footnoteRef:9] Mr Gorbachev presented Mrs Thatcher with a letter from President Chernenko. The letter started with him talking about their conversation they had back in February, mentioning the Soviet – British relations, and how he intends to keep up the sprit of what was discussed, promoting an active and serious political dialogue, making for a wider mutual understanding. How he hopes the British government take the same line, in the present international situation, establishing a mutual understanding between there countries. He also talks about the forthcoming talks with President Reagan and the USA, on space and nuclear weapons. How serious and important they are. But there were concerns in Moscow that at the start of the talk’s opportunities may be missed if Washington tries to again seek unilateral advantages and the unilateral disarmament of the USSR. Mr Chernenko also wrote “In present circumstances it is especially important to divert the arms race in outer space, if it is not achieved it would be unreal to hope to stop the nuclear arms race. In our deep conviction no nation, no people needs a source of war.” Mr Chernenko ended the letter by saying. “the Soviet Union remains fully devoted to the aims and ways of peaceful cooperation of European states as it has been laid down in the Helsinki Final Act.” [footnoteRef:10]In an interview with the BBC, after her meeting with Mr Gorbachev, Mrs Thatcher said “I like Mr Gorbachev, we can do business together”. She also went on to say in the interview, how they both believe in their own political systems and that they would never be able to change each other’s, but both agreed that war should never start again, and will go into the disarmament talks determined to make them a succussed. She also said that if they could build trust and confidence in each other’s approach, then they have a good chance to succeed.[footnoteRef:11] Six days after meeting with Mr Gorbachev, Mrs Thatcher arrived in the USA at camp David to meet up with Ronald Reagan, first she congratulated him on winning his second term in office. She then briefed him on her meeting with Mr Gorbachev in London. She told Ronald how Mr Gorbachev had made a very good impression, he was unusual, less constrained, open to discussion and debate, she also found him charming and he did not stick to notes that had been already prepared. He also had a good tolerance of criticism. [footnoteRef:12]  [9:  http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/december/16/newsid_2560000/2560125.stm ]  [10:  Margaret Thatcher foundation, https://cb786b42ab2de72f5694-c7a3803ab0f7212d059698df03ade453.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/841216%20Chernenko%20message%20%281394-33%29.pdf ]  [11:  Margaret Thatcher foundation, https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/112556, BBC interview.  ]  [12:  Jonathan Haslam, Russia’s Cold War, Yale University Press, 2011, pg342.] 

When we look back at how this first meeting between Margaret Thatcher and Mikhail Gorbachev came about, the seminar bringing in outside minds, which in turned help to write a new policy, that did go on in a way to help change the world, playing a part in bringing superpower leaders together.  We also saw how Mrs Thatcher did her own homework, so she got all the information from all angles. She showed her strength in what she believed in. That it was possible to talk with leaders with very different political views and backgrounds. Having read a lot of the documents in the Margaret Thatcher foundation, which backs up a lot of what Archie Brown wrote about the seminar, and new policy which lead to the first meeting. You have to agree with what Charlie Moore wrote, “that historians will see this as her greatest achievement in foreign affairs”, because the long term result was the end of The Cold War. 

 

 

