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  Introduction




  AT the gates of Downing Street one day in early 2007, shortly before some prime ministerial photo opportunity, a Whitehall special adviser refused to admit us sketchwriters. She

  declared that the event was open only to ‘real journalists’. Cheeky sod.




  Qualms about sketchwriting are not uncommon at Westminster. Politicians and their grunts dislike the rude, unbiddable sketchers. Some of the lobby journalists regard us with suspicion, too. I

  can see their point. Sketchwriters do not have to be balanced or break exclusive stories. We must sometimes seem lazy lizards, licensed to editorialise.




  I started writing sketches for the Daily Telegraph in the autumn of 1990. Simon Heffer, the incumbent, was on a sabbatical in Australia and I was asked to fill the gap. Simon was –

  is – a tremendous Thatcherite and while he was Down Under his heroine was toppled. Had he only been in London perhaps he could have saved her.




  This book covers a later period, after I joined the Daily Mail. It starts at the height of Blairism and charts its slow, grotty demise. This has been a bad decade for Parliament and at

  times I felt my soul being corroded by anger. Occasional fury is allowable but sketches are better when they aim for understated bafflement or, now that we have a

  Cameron/Clegg coalition, undiluted joy at the Almighty’s provision of comic plunder.




  Re-reading my efforts while making these selections, I realised that over the past ten years I sometimes became swivel-eyed in my vexation at the way Blair and Co. were mistreating our

  legislature. You will find a few non-political articles to lighten the stew. Sketches have been edited to remove (some of ) the boring bits. A few nuggets have been hurled into the mix to help

  create a flavour of the era.




  The parliamentary sketch is open to accusations of frivolity and ephemerality. The only response is to raise a paw and say ‘fair cop, guvnor’. Sketches describe the sights and sounds

  and smells of political debate. They take the view that politicians’ policies are covered adequately elsewhere. Sketches succumb to the occasional feud. They are subjective. They do not tell

  the whole story. They are sketches, not oil paintings.




  Yet sketchwriters, like canaries down the mine, can be the first to detect fatal gases. As early as June 2000 it was clear that Gordon Brown was opposed to defence spending (this became deadly,

  for him and our forces, nine years later). That same year, the sketch pointed out that the Tories needed to modernise to regain power. The point was grasped by the party only five years later. If

  the City had in October 2003 read a sketch which mentioned a man called Goodwin, investors might not have lost so many billions on bank stocks. Sketchwriters were also writing about MPs’

  abuse of expenses long before disaster hit in 2009.




  Fainthearts sometimes accuse me of being snobbish, rightwing and unkind to female politicians. I would certainly like a smaller state, if only because it would give ministers less chance to

  meddle with our lives.




  And I hope I am every ounce as unkind to female politicians as I am to male politicians. To be otherwise would be sexist. Would it not?




  This mangy, splenetic old sketch is a journalistic rear gunner and seeks no greater station in life. It deals in the rackety theatre of manners and comportment and if that is snobbery, so be it.

  Politicians spend much time and money on such things because they know that voters are influenced by them. The newspaper writer who describes it is no more of a snob than the Leftist Prime Minister

  who glottal-stops his public school accent. Do I mean you, Tony Blair? I do believe I do!




  





   




    

  




  And with a swerve and the squeal of burning rubber, Mr Byers was free




  JAMMY devil, Stephen Byers. For weeks it has all been going horribly wrong for the Trade Secretary, to the point that people said he would be zapped in a reshuffle. But

  yesterday, with a last-minute swerve and the squeal of burning rubber, Mr Byers avoided disaster – for a few months, at least.




  Life was surely never meant to be so interesting for this metallic-voiced former polytechnic lecturer, a fellow of such greyness that he would be hard to locate on a foggy morning. In the world

  of Byers, things are supposed to run to timetables. Careers are mapped. Promotion and success are plotted on graphs. Political crises are not meant to explode in one’s face, catching you in

  the eye like the radiator cap of an overheated Wolseley Hornet.




  But that is what happened with Rover this spring and Mr Byers handled the matter inexpertly, a sign possibly of inexperience, more probably of incompetence. He has not deserved much luck but

  yesterday a great dollop of it came his way and he was able to stand up in the Commons, announce that Rover had been bought and peacock himself as the saviour of West Midlands engineering.




  Government backbenchers were ecstatic. They knew it had been a close thing not only for Rover but also for Labour’s vote in the Black Country. Midlands MPs almost wept with gratitude. Our

  seats, our seats. Thank you! The likes of Ian Pearson (Lab, Dudley S), Lynne Jones (Lab, Birmingham Selly Oak) and Tony Wright (Lab, Cannock Chase) said hallelujah. Ken Purchase (Lab, Wolverhampton

  NE) came over all dewy-eyed and praised the trade unions for the part they had played in the Rover deal.




  A Brylcreemed Leftie called Dennis Turner (Lab, Wolverhampton SE), chairman of Westminster’s catering committee, said it was high time for ‘a lovely

  party’. ‘We should rejoice!’ cried Mr Turner, becoming way over-excited. ‘It is a lovely day!’




  Some of the Labour lot spat fury at the Tories for, as they saw it, failing to show adequate delight at the Rover sale. ‘Miserable sods!’ snarled Peter Snape (Lab, West Bromwich E)

  under his breath. He pointed at the Tory front bench and called them ‘cynics’.




  There was more of this bitter fare from Mr Byers when he launched a nasty little attack on his shadow, Angela Browning. She, incidentally, boosted her matronly airs by wearing a blue and white

  outfit resembling a ward sister’s uniform circa 1965.




  Mr Byers claimed that ‘while some of us were rolling up our sleeves’ the Conservatives had done ‘nuffing’. He noted that John Redwood, the former Tory frontbencher who

  made much of the anti-Byers running recently, was not present in the chamber. Mr Byers shook his fist in a rage of self-justification. He accused the Tories of trying to play ‘party

  politics’ with the Rover crisis. Er, so what was this, then?




  It was left to the veteran Martin O’Neill (Lab, Ochil) to introduce chill, financial reality to proceedings. Almost apologetically, he noted that the backing for Rover’s new owners

  is, at present, ‘comparatively small’ for an enterprise with such ambitions. Mr O’Neill is chairman of the Trade and Industry Select Committee and one fears he may have a

  point.




  If that was the gloomiest moment, then the prettiest sight of the day was a glorious orange rose in the buttonhole of Tony Baldry (Con, Banbury). Mr Baldry could have picked better, mind you,

  for orange is the party colour of the Liberal Democrats, and at teatime Sandra Gidley, victor of the Romsey by-election, took her seat for the first time. Nearly the entire Lib Dem parliamentary

  force (if that is not too satirical a term) turned out to cheer Mrs Gidley. ‘Tory loss!’ crowed Bob Russell (Lib Dem, Colchester). Given that the by-election was caused by the death of

  the Tories’ Michael Colvin in a fire, this was a crass thing to say. It reinforced one’s view of the Lib Dems as the vultures of British politics.




  10th May 2000




  How right Martin O’Neill was about Rover. Its ‘saviours’ were to prove anything but, extracting millions for themselves before the company crashed. Stephen

  Byers left the Cabinet in 2002.




   




    

  




  With a hunted glance at the Tories, Miss Drown sat down




  DRIPPY by name, drippy by nature. That is the initial impression given by Julia Drown (South Swindon), the Labour MP who has been at the forefront of requests that

  breastfeeding be allowed in Parliament.




  Miss Drown, 37, product of Hampstead Comprehensive and Oxford University, daughter of a picture restorer and a nurse, was yesterday on her feet in the chamber. This was a rare sight, for she is

  not the most assiduous of attenders. So how did she do? How did she sound? In a word: wet.




  She wanted the Government to solve the problems of the world’s poor and starving. Shoulders hunched, she brushed her long, straight fringe off her forehead and clutched an Order Paper

  close to her front, as though for strength. In tremulous, tinny voice she disclosed that lots of people in India are having a rotten time of things. The West should, well, do something about it.

  Yes. And with a sniffle and a fearful bite on lower lip, and a reproachful, hunted glance at the Tory benches opposite, she sat down.




  It was more like a fourth-form essay than adult parliamentary debate. But perhaps it is too easy to be beastly to Miss Drown and her sisters on the Labour benches.




  Perhaps there are some occasions when William Hague and his crack troops could do with a Julia Drown or two.




  Looking across at the Opposition side of the House, one found only men. The old stereotype of a Tory MP was of an elderly military man, pinstriped, waistcoated, perhaps mustachioed, probably

  double gusseted. That no longer applies, but the modern counterpart, though sleeker and clean shaven, is barely any less clubby and male.




  Their ringleader is Eric Forth (Bromley & Chislehurst), and there he duly was yesterday, second row back, screwing up his eyes in disbelief at the feebleness of Miss Drown’s little

  speech. Around him sat the small knot of Tory parliamentarians who, with little recognition or thanks, keep the business of Opposition politics going at Westminster.




  John Bercow (Buckingham), Graham Brady (Altrincham), James Gray (N Wilts), Nick St Aubyn (Guildford), Owen Paterson (N Shropshire), Julian Lewis (New Forest E), Desmond Swayne (New Forest W) and

  Stephen O’Brien (Eddisbury) are all in their first parliament.




  Unlike Blair’s Babes they have quickly picked up the complex rules of Commons debate. Forth’s Furies, you could call them, though a Labour supporter might prefer Forth’s

  Frothers. They have become highly competent debaters, acute scrutineers. They speak without notes, manage to cast their voices over the din, and are fearless in attacking Government obfuscation.

  Yet the contrast yesterday between them and droning Miss Drown was not entirely a happy one.




  In their regulation dark-blue suits and with their intelligent airs Forth’s Furies undoubtedly cut a striking dash, but one felt a twinge of sympathy for the lone woman. Down there on the

  floor of the House it must be nerve-racking to stand in front of such a squad. Some Labour women do better than our brittle heroine from South Swindon. A few minutes after

  Miss Drown’s oration Shona McIsaac (Lab, Cleethorpes) jumped to her feet and made a tough, short speech in favour of distant water trawlermen.




  Miss McIsaac, who is only a couple of years older than Miss Drown, said her piece with a grand twinkle in the eye and she was immediately rewarded with a ministerial promise that the matter

  would be given proper consideration.




  Miss Drown, therefore, cannot blame it all on some institutional sexism in Parliament.




  In the chamber there is a real need for rigorous, robust analysis. So thank goodness Forth’s Furies are there to defend our interests. But in the outside world the Tories need to realise

  that dark suits and intellectual toughness are not enough to win over an electorate. A little more sympathy would not go amiss. They could do with a woman’s touch.




  12th May 2000




  When Gordon Brown lost power in 2010 he was felt, by many voters, to have neglected defence spending. This problem was noted by the sketch a decade earlier – not that

  anyone took much notice.




   




    

  




  The Minister hurled everything overboard and paddled like mad




  WHEN a member of Labour’s leftwing ‘awkward squad’ complains about cuts in defence budgets, it may be time to reach for the tin helmet and ask your

  builder’s merchant to deliver sandbags. Gordon Prentice (Lab, Pendle) is about as pink as they come. He disapproves of the Monarchy, thinks the honours system stinks,

  and resigned a low position in the Blair Government on (extraordinary, I know) a matter of principle. He felt Labour was not doing its duty towards single mothers. Yet this was the man who in the

  Commons yesterday asked what the blazes was going on with the Royal Navy budget.




  Could it really be true – ‘I cannot for the life of me believe it is,’ he said – that the Government had ‘failed to order a single warship’ since it took

  office? Not one. Nul points. Or ‘zero’, as Tory hecklers kept saying, forming noughts with their fingers and thumbs.




  John Spellar, a bearded creature who occupies one of the ministerial berths at Defence, tapped out a nervous rhythm on the despatch box. ‘Er, well,’ he began, and cleared his throat.

  Mr Prentice peered magisterially at the Minister, head cocked, as he awaited a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Mr Spellar bit on that hairy lower lip and blinked, as tentative as the

  ward room orderly who has to tell a portly admiral that all the rissoles have been eaten.




  ‘Er,’ he said, ‘er …’ And then out it came. Naval requirements, Mr Spellar claimed, had ‘altered’. As a result, only half the number of ships is now

  required to do the same job. Conservative MPs cackled and Mr Prentice looked disappointed. It was true, after all. Oh dear.




  Defence spending is in tatters. At one point yesterday MPs talked about the high number of unexploded bombs littering the Yugoslav landscape, but there is arguably no bigger ticking UXB than the

  one in Whitehall marked ‘Labour’s military neglect’.




  The Armed Forces do not hold much of a grasp on the affections of the Chancellor of the Exchequer. After Oxford University, the military is probably Establishment bogey number two in the

  anguished subconscious of G. Brown. So when Defence Ministers have lobbied him for tax money in the past three years he has not given them much satisfaction.




  As Menzies Campbell, for the Lib Dems, put it, there is little chance of the defence budget recovering while ‘the shadow of the Chancellor’ hangs over the

  MoD.




  Jane’s Fighting Ships, a military publication little given to hyperbole, has pointed out that we currently have the biggest gap in naval spending ‘since the days of Henry

  VIII’. This coincides with the possibility that our new RAF fighters will not have guns (too dear) and with the fact that our soldiers in Sierra Leone are having to make do without

  significant armour. Iain Duncan Smith, improving as Shadow Defence Secretary, speculated that at this rate Royal Navy sailors will soon ‘have to say bang instead of firing real

  bullets’.




  Did he overstate his case? Well, it is reported that the frigate Sheffield has dismantled its Exocet loaders because there aren’t enough rockets. Geoff Hoon, Defence Secretary, left

  the job of defending Government policy largely to our shaggy friend. Like many commanding officers, Mr Hoon knows when to duck.




  Mr Spellar hurled everything overboard, paddled like mad, and was soon throwing up as much froth as the propellers of a dreadnought which is being parked by a trainee bosun. Eventually he lost

  his temper and wailed that the Opposition ‘couldn’t give a damn’. But the chap who couldn’t give a damn may be rather closer to home for New Labour.




  6th June 2000




  Days later, an early sighting of the ‘bottler Brown’.




   




    

  




  She squawked like an oil-stricken guillemot




  GORDON Brown performed one of the biggest bottle-outs since Peter O’Toole gave up strong drink. The Chancellor refused to take a Commons question

  about himself, Peter Mandelson and the euro. ‘Frit! Frit!’ yelled Conservative MPs, using Margaret Thatcher’s old Lincolnshire word for ‘frightened’.




  Mr Brown ordered the Treasury’s number five minister, Economic Secretary Melanie Johnson, to answer instead. Miss Johnson may speak like ‘Woy’ Jenkins but she is an

  inexperienced parliamentarian. She fluffed it.




  Question 12 on the agenda for Treasury Questions was tabled by Julian Lewis (Con, New Forest E). ‘What discussions has the Chancellor had with a) the Minister for Europe or b) the

  Secretary of State for Northern Ireland on the timing of any move to replace the pound with the euro?’ Crafty. Both the Europe Minister, Keith Vaz, and the Ulster Secretary, Mr Mandelson, are

  dead keen for us to join the euro soonest, whereas Mr Brown wants to suck it and see. The Cabinet is said to be riven on the issue.




  Labour MPs tried to slow things down during the first forty minutes of the hour’s session in the hope that Mr Lewis’s question would not be reached. We had had lengthy analysis of

  fiscal arrangements for voluntary sector bodies, of employment policies for the North-East and of Third World debt (Mr Brown shared with us some stuff about pupil/teacher ratios in Uganda). It was

  starting to look as though question 12 was doomed, especially when Keith Darvill (Lab, Upminster) stuck out his little pinkie and expressed undying fascination with capital gains tax policy

  regarding long-term investments. The minutes were ticking by. But Speaker Boothroyd is a sharp old bird. She hurried things along and refused Labour any more supplementary queries. ‘Question

  12!’ she barked. ‘Hooray!’ said the Opposition. Seven minutes left.




  Ministers are supposed to give an answer to the question listed on the Order Paper but Miss Johnson had this to say to Mr Lewis: ‘The Government’s policy on membership of the single

  cuwwency wemains as set out by the Chancellor of the Exchequer in October 1997 and westated by the Pwime Minister in Febwuawy 1999.’ There wasn’t a word about Mr

  Brown’s discussions with Messrs Vaz and Mandelson.




  Tory and Lib Dem MPs slapped their knees. When Mr Lewis rose for a follow-up he was given a hard time. Labour regard him as something of a bulbous-eyed loony. ‘Time for medication!’

  said one Brownite. Mr Lewis ignored it. With five minutes still left, the misery was not over for Miss Johnson. Nor could she even count on her own side. Burly Bill Rammell (Lab, Harlow) did his

  best to help her, claiming, loyally, that ‘there is absolute unity of purpose in this Government’. Laughter. But the veteran Dale Campbell-Savours (Lab, Workington) gave the fire a poke

  by inviting Miss Johnson to discuss the possibility that we will have a euro referendum in the year 2002. Three minutes left, and the good ship Johnson was sinking.




  Shadow Chancellor Michael Portillo now had a go. He was amazed that Mr Brown had dodged ‘the central economic issue of the day’. Miss Johnson, squawking and flapping her arms like an

  oil-stricken guillemot: ‘That’s complete wubbish!’ Matthew Taylor, for the Lib Dems, also weighed in. There was now little trace of Miss Johnson, save for a few last bubbles on

  the surface.




  In rugby they talk of a ‘hospital pass’. That is what a crafty player does when, seeing the approach of the opposing team’s eighteen-stone fullback, he passes the ball to some

  unsuspecting innocent – who is duly flattened. Mr Brown looked at the expendable Miss Johnson and gave a dry chuckle. Some boss he makes.




  23rd June 2000




   




    

  




  The man wot makes the Queen laugh




  HER Majesty was amused. At Buckingham Palace this week, sword in hand, she had just knighted Norman Wisdom. The atmosphere was sober and regal until, as Sir Norman returned to

  his seat, there was a clack of heels and a muffled ‘Crumbs!’ as the old trouper enacted one of his trademark stumbles.




  No one else could have pulled it off. Any other comedian who sought to crack a joke at a royal investiture would have been castigated for trying to steal the show. But the Queen threw back her

  head and laughed happily. Good old Norman!




  Aged 85, Sir Norman Wisdom remains incorrigible. You will not find him on satirical quiz shows such as Have I Got News for You, nor will you find him at any gathering of Cool Britannia

  icons. Among metropolitan sophisticates he is as unfashionable as polyester ties. But his monarch and many of her subjects still adore him. It could easily have been his best-loved film character

  Norman Pitkin, whose ‘uniform’ of cloth cap and several-sizes-too-small jacket became as much an image of the fifties and sixties as Ban the Bomb marches, who was knighted at the Palace

  on Tuesday.




  Sir Norman and his lovable loser alter ego have long been interchangeable. Show business’s newest knight still talks and ‘ooohs’ and gawps like the little man he played so many

  times. Playing the butt end of slapstick has not so much been a role for Norman Wisdom – it has been his life. He has been performing professionally since 1945, having started out in variety

  shows as Norman Wisdom – The Successful Failure.




  If there was a banana skin, Norman slipped on it; if there was a laundry chute, he fell down it, head first; if there was a lorry, he would be found hanging off its tailgate; and if there was an

  open manhole within a mile of him, yep, Norman would step into it, followed by his cap and an echoing ‘Aiee!’ From 1953 to 1969 he made nineteen films, usually

  starring as the clumsy, stoical, hapless Pitkin.




  His hits included Trouble in Store and A Stitch in Time, which out-box-officed James Bond in From Russia with Love. He was nominated for an Oscar in The Night They Raided

  Minsky’s and also produced his own theme tune, ‘Don’t Laugh at Me ’Cos I’m a Fool’.




  One can over-analyse these things, but Norman Pitkin, in all his haplessness, was often the most rounded person in Wisdom films. In the stoicism of the little man, battling to be heard, fighting

  his way through official obstinacy to rescue the world from chaos, Norman Wisdom had lessons for us. Little Norman, hailed as the Everyman long before Tom Hanks’s Forrest Gump, was bullied,

  barked at, fired and flattened. Yet every time he came back for more – and in the process he made women want to smother him in motherly love, while men jostled to extend him a friendly

  arm.




  His own life has not been unlike that. Son of a chauffeur and a dressmaker, he had a rough childhood in Paddington, London, leaving school at 13 and running away from his drunken, violent

  father. On the advice of a stranger, young Norman joined the Army at the age of 15.




  Before that there had been days and months when he slept rough in the streets. But it has never been the Wisdom way to moan. Recalling the way his father would throw him around as a boy, Sir

  Norman once said that ‘it taught me to fall’.




  Nor did he become angry when remembering the time he worked as a cabin boy and, in port at Buenos Aires, was sent off to box against a professional prizefighter. At 5st 9lb, the 14-year-old

  Norman was duly knocked out cold and his crewmates stole his money. He told one interviewer that he was simply glad when, on returning to his ship, he was greeted with laughter and camaraderie. He

  always ached to be accepted. He found that opportunity in the Army, where he used to amuse his fellow squaddies by pretending to trip while square-bashing. This led to him

  being cast as an act in Army revues. Rex Harrison happened to see him in one Army show and that is how his career took off.




  So top hats off to the new Knight Bachelor. Perhaps the only surprise on Tuesday was that he did not try to run away from the Queen when she prepared to dub him. If it really had been his alter

  ego Pitkin, he would have squinted at her with an uncertain laugh before accusing her – with an ‘’Ere, wot you up to?’ – of trying to do him a mischief with her

  sword.




  23rd June 2000




  Back to the world of pantomime villains.




   




    

  




  Mr Kaufman seethed




  A THERMOMETER would have shown that it was warm – sticky high 60s, shirtsleeve order – around midday in Westminster’s Committee Room 15. But the atmosphere

  was as cold as Ice Station Zebra.




  Alan Howarth, Arts Minister, was before the Culture Committee, which is chaired by Gerald Kaufman (Lab, Gorton). They belong to the same political party but these two are not close. Ginger

  Rogers and Baldrick or Fred Astaire and Clarissa Dickson-Wright would make more convincing duos than Kaufman and Howarth.




  The verb ‘chair’ fails to convey the droit de seigneur which emanates from Mr Kaufman over this committee. He preens himself like a Burmese cat and likes visitors to place

  foreheads to the carpet and chant salaams.




  Mr Howarth used to be a Tory MP but in 1995 jumped to Labour. Commons floor-crossers tend not to be popular at Westminster. Feline Gerald’s second problem with Mr

  Howarth, arguably, is that he occupies a job Mr Kaufman might once have fancied. Third, Mr Howarth and his aides have consistently failed to enact the Kaufman Committee’s advice. Last month

  Mr Howarth tried to bypass it by creating a separate advisory group. The new panel will, said Mr Howarth yesterday, be ‘eminent’ and will be manned by ‘very distinguished

  historians, lawyers and philosophers’. In other words: much better calibre people than your lot.




  Mr Kaufman seethed. With his mouth forming the shape of a plump prune, it was not hard to discern his pique. The subject under discussion was historic art thefts. This includes the Elgin Marbles

  (which some think we pinched from Greece). The committee has yet to announce its conclusion, but it is possible it may recommend that art reparations are overdue. The Government does not want to

  lose the Marbles, but should it place principle above political expediency?




  Labour’s Lin Golding certainly thought so, and wanted Mr Howarth to make a decision. ‘I can’t see what else ministers are for,’ she told him briskly.




  Mr Howarth is a man of fastidious habits, physical and intellectual. His short hair is so neat you can see the lines left by the teeth of his comb. A marathon runner, he is slim. His lean hands

  are lightly tanned, his calcium-rich fingernails manicured.




  In speech he maintains a moderation, in volume and tone, that would be the envy of NASA’s mission control. All consonants are enunciated and his vocabulary is lawyerly. He prizes reason

  above rhetoric and may consider emotion a weakness.




  ‘My predecessor was disinclined to ratify the convention,’ he said at one point (i.e. it was too hot a spud). He spoke of ‘the burdensome nature of compliance’ to a

  treaty (translation: too much work). And ‘it is a fairly loosely drafted convention’ (translation: sloppy, appears to have been written by some monkey).




  So when he paid smooth compliments to the committee, one looked for the hidden meaning. ‘An enormous amount of spadework has been done,’ he said. ‘Very many thanks.’ This

  translated as: ‘All right, push off now. You’ve had your fun.’ Mr Kaufman’s voice drooped with sarcasm as low as an autumn tree laden with plums. ‘We are thrilled by

  that,’ he said.




  Next time he sees Tony Blair I imagine the words ‘please’, ‘sack’ and ‘Howarth’ may well cross his cold lips.




  9th June 2000




  Betty Boothroyd had been Speaker since 1992. She was magnificent: objective, humorous, distinctive, imperious. No spin doctors for her. When she rose to make a statement in July

  2000, there was no advance briefing as to its content.




   




    

  




  Be happy for me, said Madam Speaker




  GOOD Lord, they’re clapping. Applause! In the House of Commons! This was the sensation of the day – the decade – when Speaker Boothroyd told the Commons that

  she had decided to retire. No one had expected her to step down so soon and the imminence of her departure made some MPs gasp. Others just looked wretched, distraught, as miserable as small

  children on being told that the family labrador has been run over by the post van.




  Applause is not normally permitted in the Commons. Traditionalists chose not to join in, but no one tried to stop it. The clapping lasted for a good minute. One Labour MP told me afterwards that

  it was started by Helen Southworth (Lab, Warrington S), but I thought it began in the packed Strangers’ Gallery, where members of the public sit.




  Miss Boothroyd stared in amazement at this spontaneous tribute. Several members on the Government front bench clapped, as did a couple of Tories (Oliver Heald and Bernard Jenkin). Even the civil

  servants in their little box behind the Speaker’s Chair put their soft palms together.




  More traditionalist-minded MPs, mostly Tories, did not. Were they being stuffy? I don’t think so. Their reluctance to clap in the Commons can be compared to the discomfort some people feel

  about clapping in church.




  There was a catch in Speaker B’s voice as she made her brief statement. The House groaned as soon as it realised what she was going to announce. ‘I have undertaken on a number of

  occasions, as Members will recall, that the House will be the first to know when I decided to retire.’ MPs: ‘Oh!’ If it had been an American thirties film, some flat-capped Irish

  New Yorker would have raced in from the wings and shouted: ‘Don’t do it, Mac!’ But Miss Boothroyd had made up her mind and there was no stopping her.




  ‘I now wish to inform the House of my intention to relinquish the office of Speaker immediately before the House returns from the summer recess.’ MPs: ‘Oh!’ She gripped

  her script between fingernails painted scarlet. It shook slightly. She added that she will be stepping down as an MP. The House sustained this further blow with a deep moan.




  ‘Be happy for me!’ said Miss Boothroyd, throwing wide her robed arms. She smiled benevolently and it was at this point that the clapping began. To Margaret Beckett, Leader of the

  House, fell the task of responding to the heavy news. Mrs Beckett’s voice wobbled with emotion. Granite bleeds.




  After Mrs Beckett’s remarks, the House emptied into the lobbies to speculate about Betty’s successor. Miss Boothroyd blew a kiss to someone on the Labour side. Several MPs approached the Speaker’s Chair to press her hand, among them the Education Secretary, David Blunkett. Nicholas Soames (Con, M Sussex) stood to attention at her side and bowed his

  head as he took his leave. Miss Boothroyd’s good friend Gwyneth Dunwoody (Lab, Crewe and Nantwich) gave her an affectionate pat.




  A young Tory, David Prior (N Norfolk), removed his spectacles and rubbed his eyes. Miss Boothroyd herself dabbed at the skin below her left eye. Was it a tear she was brushing away? But there

  was still work to be done. ‘Order!’ she said. ‘Order!’




  13th July 2000




  As one old hoofer departed, another arrived, in the altogether.




   




    

  




  The Graduate, Gielgud Theatre




  AFTER weeks of anticipation, the moment when Jerry Hall was to take off her clothes for the first time in front of a West End audience arrived last night.




  Not since Lady Godiva rode through Coventry in the altogether has so much fuss been made. Would she perform the Texan version of the Full Monty? And how would her previously derided acting

  skills cope with the role of Mrs Robinson in The Graduate?




  For erotic thrills it fell some way short of a What the Butler Saw machine. For dramatic poise, think Trumpton on a slow day. But at 8.19 last night, London’s theatreland stopped in its

  tracks when Jerry Hall dropped her towel and bared her breasts to a gawping, gaping throng. With the stagelights dimmed, the strip was as genteel as a Women’s Institute calendar. Two fried

  eggs in the gloaming – that’s all I saw. Voyeurs will have left the Gielgud Theatre frustrated. But Miss Hall’s opening night in The Graduate,

  playing vampish Mrs Robinson, filled the theatre with a static buzz. Jerry in her birthday suit!




  Her acting may at times have been as wooden as a toothpick and she was hard to hear. But no one seemed to mind. With Miss Hall’s ex, Mick Jagger, in the audience and an almost full house

  willing her on every inch of the way, the evening could only be a success.




  Suspension of disbelief is said to be essential in the drama business, but last night no one really believed they were watching Mrs Robinson. It was tall, Texan Jerry they had come to see

  – and they weren’t going to let a little am-dram acting stop their pleasure.




  Crowds of slightly sweaty blokes were forming outside the theatre almost two hours before the curtain rose. Kate Moss turned up with a strange old man in a pirate bandana. It turned out to be

  the socialite Nicky Haslam.




  In the foyer of the venerable Edwardian theatre, a stall did disgustingly brisk business selling The Graduate T-shirts (£16), Graduate keyrings (£8.50) and, at

  £25, Graduate ‘bath sheets’ (as they call a towel in California). ‘Would you like me to seduce you?’ runs the show’s motto – Mrs Robinson’s

  line to young Benjamin Braddock. Would you like me to fleece you?, more like.




  Miss Hall made her entrance in a slinky blue cocktail frock, with a drink in her hand and her hair up. Those celebrated blonde tresses did not stay in a bun for long. Soon they were unlocked,

  flowing gorgeously over the satin sheets in the hotel room where Mrs Robinson makes young Benjamin a man. Though the stripping was done in a trice, we did get to see a lot more of Miss Hall’s

  long, lean upper arms and her supermodel ribcage – worthy of a prime butchered baron of beef. For those with an interest in theatrical detail, the strip itself lasts eight seconds.




  Unexpectedly, Miss Hall was less convincing as the seductress than she was in the scenes where Mrs Robinson turns into a self-reproachful drunk. Maybe those recent scenes

  with her straying husband have taken their toll. Mr Jagger himself, just in front of me, sat bewitched, sucking hard on a Murraymint as though in a trance. No one clapped the leading lady more

  enthusiastically.




  1st August 2000




  Talking of hams …




   




    

  




  Shades of Portia




  CORNIER than Kansas, more sugary than an urn of navvies’ tea, but Tony Blair’s speech to the Labour conference was a brilliant turn.




  He was sweating like a garden sprinkler. Not only was the conference hall hot, but he was also warmed by a barrage of stage and TV lights. A saveloy under the lamps at a chippie.




  From the first word – ‘y’know’ – this was vintage Blair, the arch Mister Sincere, Mister Earnest Salesman. His goods for sale? A drifting political party which

  entered this week fretful for its prospects. This extraordinarily personal, pseudo-confessional speech perked them up no end.




  By way of a warm-up we were given endless renditions of a pop song ‘Let’s Work Together’. Tough-guy security guards with earpieces prowled the stage area and a party hearty who

  resembled Sir Les Patterson guided VIPs to their seats. The atmosphere was part rock concert, part Papal visit.




  The hall was packed. Surviving Labour leaders were all there – avuncular Lord Callaghan, Michael Foot in a leather biker’s-style jacket, and Neil Kinnock, who walked in combing his

  ginger hair. Revolting habit to do your hair in public. No wonder he lost.




  Cherie Blair dispensed continental kisses. Cherie has yet to master the soufflé-light air kiss. She grabbed hold of one old dear by the chops and set about her like

  a fairgoer with a toffee apple. And then Blair was with us. Or should I say among us? For he had a remarkably messianic gleam.




  He spoke of his ‘mission’, of his ‘moral crusade’, his firm beliefs and of how Labour’s ‘vision’ was ‘morally right’. Some passages of his

  text were liturgical in their metre: ‘I am listening. I hear. And I will act.’ There would be a Small Business Service to act as people’s ‘advocate and protector’.

  Pure Book of Common Prayer.




  He told us we all had ‘God-given ability’ and it was his duty to nourish the country’s ‘soul’. A baby squawked and was jolly lucky not to be baptised there and

  then. One expected to be given a toll-free number somewhere in Alabama to make credit card donations to this most plausible of telly evangelist’s pastoral funds.




  Talking of cash, he ran through a long list of cuts which would allegedly need to be made to raise the £16 billion worth of cuts suggested by the Tories. They sounded awfully scary. But

  just how hard is it to trim state spending? A minute later Mr Blair blew a cool £1 billion on some dubious PT scheme to be run by Trevor Brooking.




  He departed from his released text to give us a long spiel about his ‘irreducible core’. He didn’t mean that nuclear waste we had to ship back from Japan recently. These were

  his non-negotiable beliefs. It was a bold ploy, as fine a spell of off-piste skiing as you will ever see at Klosters or St Moritz. He hammed it up like Portia doing the ‘quality of

  mercy’ speech. He placed his right hand over his heart. It was fantastically over the top, which probably means the electorate will love it.




  27th September 2000




  The following week, ambitious Michael Portillo thought he might try to match Blair.




   




    

  




  How the hombre came to us as an ’umble man




  BRAVE hombre, Michael Portillo. In a coochie-coo speech, he not only poked fun at himself, jabbered in Spanish and told Tory activists that they should be more tolerant of

  gays (pass the smelling salts, Thelma!). He also, amazingly for a modern politician, delivered his entire oration from memory.




  Intellectually, the speech was airy. Some of my brainier colleagues were left unsatisfied, like trenchermen served hole without the toad.




  But it was never designed for eggheads. This was a mood piece, a dim-those-lights-baby-and-try-this-for-hot-pash number.




  Everything depended on the delivery. So the Shadow Chancellor committed it to memory, spurned the lectern, and thereby won the day.




  He entered the hall with a male-model sashay and introduced us to his front bench team. It could have been the start of Blankety Blank, except this lot were even less well known than the

  C-grade celebs on that show these days.




  The stage set at Bournemouth is retro-groovy in a Blake’s 7 sort of way. The fixtures and fittings are all at queer angles. Talking of which, Mr Portillo knew he had to refer to his

  sexuality. So he declared: ‘We are for people whatever their sexual orientation!’




  Your average steak tartare might expect a warmer reaction at a rally of militant vegetarians. There was a sticky silence.




  Two other things had to be addressed: his personal defeat in May 1997, and rumours of his leadership ambitions. The latter was done when he hailed William Hague’s ‘composure and

  courage’. Cue thunderous applause (Tories are terrific clappers). Mr Hague is much liked by his party, in a way his poor predecessor never was.




  That dark hour at the Enfield election count gave Mr Portillo his best passages, and provided the semi-repentant theme. He came to us an ’umble man. He recalled that during his

  ‘sabbatical’ he worked briefly as a hospital porter. He was wheeling a very ill patient one day when the fellow suddenly came to. On seeing Mr Portillo, he ‘sat bolt upright like

  Frankenstein’s monster’.




  It was a remarkably smooth performance. For years one has grown used to the Tories being naff and galumphing while the Blairites did the earnest, personal agony stuff. Earlier yesterday, when I

  saw a handlebar-moustached man bearding Ann Widdecombe at a bookstand, there was no reason to believe things had changed.




  But here was a gooey, user-friendly politician, strolling around the stage like Kilroy, looking the cameras right in the eye and daring the voters to disbelieve him. His lacquered fringe curved

  like a Hispano-Suiza’s mudguards.




  A burst of fluent Spanish – ‘antes de que te cases, mira lo que haces’ – explained his doubts about the euro, and made you think, ‘Hmmn, this guy’s

  fairly handy.’ He didn’t quite go weepy when he told us that his Spanish father came to Britain as a political refugee, but he has certainly had further to rise than Lady Jay. When

  speaking of poverty, Mr Portillo’s gaze narrowed with actorly concern. He nodded to reinforce his sincerity. At one point he even echoed Tony Blair’s ‘I just can’t do

  it’ line from last week – although Mr Portillo was talking about breaking budgets, rather than cutting welfare.




  Was he mocking the great Downing Street ham? Or mimicking him? Hard to say.




  But you fight like with like, and this was certainly a speech for the Blairite age.




  4th October 2000




  The start of a long acquaintance …




   




    

  




  The Members have spoken. Let’s pray they haven’t made a horrible mistake




  PITY about the whiff of class envy, chippy as a burger bar. Pity, too, that MPs voted with such mule-headed, lumpen-massed party loyalty.




  But after six and three-quarter hours they – or rather the parliamentary Labour Party – plonked for Michael ‘Gorbals Mick’ Martin to be their next Speaker. We must now

  hope he lifts his game.




  Our compère for the day was Sir Edward Heath, magnificently creaky, his eyes as watery and mournful as an elderly labrador’s.




  At his side sat the clerk of the House, whispering prompts out of the side of his mouth and nudging the old boy when to stand.




  Once the selection process got under way it proved less complex than we had feared. Gorbals Mick was set up on the shy and it was the job of rivals to dislodge him. None did.




  ‘Clear the lobbies!’ sang Sir Edward, in a frail but pleasing tenor each time a division was called. After ten minutes he would then sing ‘Lock the doors!’, his pale

  eyebrows lifting as he searched for the high note. Costumed attendants sprang to bolt the doors and bar the way to the voting lobbies.




  Mr Martin gave a dog of a speech, having scribbled a few notes and mumbled his way through them in a Billy Connolly accent. He slipped in his humble background, but then insisted that should

  have nothing to do with anything.




  Oh sure. The subtext was clear: I’m a puir, wee Glasgow lad, whereas Sir George Young is an Eton toff.




  It was embarrassing that he had not found a non-Labour MP to propose or second his candidacy. Instead we heard from the Old Labour veteran Peter Snape – who snarled

  at the Tories – and from the Labour MP Ann Keen. She is big on homosexual rights. Not so Mr Martin.




  His was the least persuasive of all the candidates’ sales pitches. On sheer rhetorical merit he didn’t deserve more than a capful of votes. But that’s not the way things work

  in this sorely unbalanced parliament. Labour MPs gave the impression they saw this as a chance to rub the Tories’ noses in it.




  ‘Clear the lobbies!’ crooned Sir Edward, doing better than Sinatra in the twilight of his career. As soon as we got the result of the first vote – against Sir Alan Haselhurst

  – it looked likely Mr Martin would coast it. ‘Lock the doors!’ tweeted Sir Edward, almost snapping his fingers in Cliff Richard-style syncopation.




  We were honoured with some rare sightings – Michael Heseltine in the chamber, and Ken Livingstone in the upstairs gallery. Good Heavens, there was Mohamed Al Fayed’s friend Charles

  Wardle, MP for Bexhill and a man as infrequently seen as a marsh harrier on the Fens. Vast Tommy Graham appeared, first time for ages.




  A pale Peter Mandelson looked in. Tony Blair sat on the front bench throughout, his hair perhaps less grey than a few months back. ‘Lock the doors!’ foghorned Sir Edward, now a

  fluffy phonograph of vintage Caruso.




  As soon as Sir George was beaten there was no point continuing, but the minor players wanted their compliments aired.




  Richard Shepherd’s was the most acute speech. And Gwyneth Dunwoody gave a super little cameo, beautifully poignant. One was reminded of the young Judi Dench as a Shakespearean heroine.

  Gwyneth was sporting a new hairdo and she looked longingly at the empty Speaker’s chair. But no dice. Speaker Martin was ‘dragged’ to his new chair, as is the custom, at 9.21

  p.m., Mrs Keen biting back tears and other Labour MPs gloating as they ought not to have done. Mr Martin must now prove himself his own man.




  At 6 p.m. there had been a brief break, perhaps to allow a technician to wind Sir Edward’s spring. It worked. ‘Clear the lobbies!’ he kept hooting, only occasionally fading

  like Hilversum on long wave on a stormy night. As for the Commons, its Members have spoken. Let us pray they have not made the most horrible mistake.




  24th October 2000




  Speaker Martin’s first day in the Chair. And look. Who was that backbencher being ignored?




   




    

  




  Mrs Laing winked heavily at him. Thrice.




  SPEAKER Martin’s first day in the Chair! He arrived wigless, sporting black trousers rather than the traditional stockings and plus twos, with a normal pair of black

  Oxfords (sans buckle and Tudor heel).




  But he did wear a starched white legal collar and a black gown, which made him look a bit like one of those slightly queasy Italian judges in a big mafia trial.




  After all that talk on Monday about modernisation, things got under way with a member of the Whips’ Office dancing prettily towards the Chair, holding a wand of office. They resemble

  billiard cues, the sort you get in the rougher snooker halls where someone has eaten the tip. Labour modernisers loathe these small touches of tradition, and I would not give the wands much longer

  for this world.




  The Whip proceeded, in medieval language, to advise the House that Her Majesty the Queen had been pleased to convey ‘some signal mark of her Royal favour’ on

  Betty Boothroyd. In a modernised House he would no doubt have simply said: ‘All right you lot. Buck House latest: Brenda’s made her Baroness Betty.’




  Mr Martin will soon learn that the Speaker’s is a lonely life, for it is an Office whose holder is cut off from the camaraderie of the Commons. So one hopes he will stop winking.




  Yesterday he winked repeatedly at his Labour chums, a whole side of his florid face scrunching up as his right eye squished shut. It really is a very red face. If he was not teetotal you’d

  think he was a two-bottle-lunch man.




  Labour MPs kept going up to him and congratulating him. They were sucking up like mad. Rather than maintain a distance, perhaps acknowledging the sycophants with a magisterial nod, Mr Martin

  chattered back to them. This happened so much that he frequently lost track of proceedings. He was noticeably slow in shouting out the names of the next person to speak, but we must forgive him

  this. It is one thing to supervise major business debates, as he so often did when a deputy Speaker, but it is quite another to supervise the rapid proceedings of the daily Question Time.




  The Conservatives wore glum little faces. Not many of them showed up for Mr Martin’s debut, and some of those who did probably wished they had not made the effort.




  I saw only three Tories – John Redwood, Bernard Jenkin and Eleanor Laing – go up and congratulate him. Mrs Laing, in a role reversal, winked heavily at him. Thrice.




  Christopher Gill (Con, Ludlow) became the first MP to get a ticking-off from Speaker Martin. His crime? To ask too long a question. Yet later Mr Martin allowed big Jimmy Hood (Lab, Clydesdale)

  just as long – if not longer – to ask a question in which he paid lavish tribute to the new Speaker.




  John Bercow (Con, Buckingham) made repeated efforts to contribute to proceedings, bouncing up and down. Boing! went Mr Bercow. Mr Martin called a Tory frontbencher. Boing!

  went Mr Bercow. Mr Martin found that his eye had been caught instead by an Ulster Unionist. And now by a Liberal Democrat. And now by a different Tory backbencher. Young Mr Bercow must have spent

  half the session boinging and trying to catch the Speaker’s eye. Without success.




  Mr Bercow, one of the most assiduous of parliamentary contributors, voted against Mr Martin in the final vote on Monday. One does hope this is not going to be held against him.




  25th October 2000




   




    

  




  A cautious pussycat




  THE first ever press conference by a Speaker of the Commons. It was held in the Crimson Drawing Room of the Speaker’s House at Westminster, its red silk wallpaper

  matching the purpling complexion of our brand-new Speaker, Michael Martin.




  Huge oil paintings of bewigged seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Speakers gazed balefully down at us. One, Speaker Williams of 1680, looked not unlike Ann Widdecombe.




  Mr Martin was expected to declare his hunger for parliamentary change, but in the event he came across as tepid on reform. It was for others to initiate changes. Classic – the Blair Babes

  voted for him because they thought him a radical, whereas in fact he may be a cautious old pussycat.

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
LETTS Rip!

Quentin Letts

CONSTABLE ¢« LONDON





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
PARLIAMENT ‘
OF FOOLS






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





