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Foreword





In 1987, Edwina Currie was a junior minister in Mrs Thatcher’s Government. The Conservatives had won their third successive election victory in June. In the subsequent reshuffle, John Moore was appointed Secretary of State for Health and Social Security, replacing Norman Fowler, who became Secretary of State for Employment. EC remained in the post she had gained in 1986, as Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Health, now serving under John Moore, with Tony Newton as Minister of State.


All three of the principal offices of state continued to be held by ministers who had been in those positions for some years: Nigel Lawson as Chancellor of the Exchequer; Sir Geoffrey Howe as Foreign Secretary; and Douglas Hurd as Home Secretary


When she began these diaries, EC was forty. From 1975 to 1986 she had been active in local government in Birmingham. In 1983 she was elected Conservative MP for South Derbyshire. She and her husband Ray, a chartered accountant with Arthur Andersen, had been married for fifteen years. They had two daughters: Debbie, born in 1974; and Susie, born in 1977.


They divided their lives between the Tower House, their family home in EC’s South Derbyshire constituency in Findern, a village near Derby, and a flat in Victoria, within easy reach of the House of Commons. When Parliament was sitting, EC and her husband tended to spend the working week in London, travelling to Derbyshire for the weekends.



















Author’s Note





The full text of this diary runs to some 225,000 words. My warmest thanks are due to Time Warner’s former editorial director, Alan Samson, to Adam Sisman, who undertook the immense task of editing, and to Sam Carter, editorial director at Biteback Publishing.


When I started the diary in the summer of 1987, just after the General Election, I made myself two promises: that I would always write down exactly my opinions and feelings at the time, and that I would never go back to alter anything, however unpalatable or wrong my judgements might subsequently prove to be. During editing we have maintained these principles; nothing has been changed, except where necessary to make sense of the abridged script.


The originals will, I hope, eventually be placed with supporting papers in the archives of the Women’s Library in London as part of their collection of twentieth-century women in politics.




 





Edwina Currie, September 2012



















 





The secret springs of events are seldom known. But when they are, they become particularly instructive and entertaining … the greatest actions have often proceeded from the intrigues of a handsome woman or a fashionable man, and of course whilst the memoires of those events are instructive by opening the secret workings of the human mind, they likewise attract by the interest and events of a novel … If some people would write down the events they had been witness to … the meaning of an age would be transmitted to the next with clearness and dependence …


I have been in the midst of action … I have seen parties rise and fall – friends be united and disunited – the ties of love give way to caprice, to interest and to vanity …




 





Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, September 1782
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Victoria, Monday 31 August


Just finished reading papers in preparation for my visit to Gravesend tomorrow: they’re proposing a complicated reorganisation of local health services and we’re being bounced into it. In the long run the Health Authority wants a huge new £60 million single hospital, all on one site, but I’m against that – inhuman, cold, unattractive and fiendishly expensive.


Holidays marvellous. Thank God we got three weeks in Majorca. Still can’t believe we had endless sun (90°+), sea, beaches, etc. I put on weight – 10 1/2 stone – fortunately lost half a stone since we came back. I can close my eyes and we’re still on the beach at Cala de St Vincente, going brown, or running on the front at Puerto de Pollensa. Ray moaned the whole week he was there, got his feet badly burned through ignoring advice. He’s looking fat and was clearly tired. I had long and sombre thoughts through the night, but since we got back here he’s been friendly enough. I’m more amused than distressed by his recalcitrance and sullenness. So glad I have alternative ways of spending my time. We talked about misery and expense of the Tower House – leaks, repairs, pool not used, lights fusing, etc., and he telephoned Mike, his drinking pal (an electrician at Rolls-Royce), who came round and said whole top floor needs rewiring and offered to do it in spare time. Mike is a typical South Derbyshire craftsman: clever, practical, honest, hard-working. I am lucky to represent people like that.


Spent an hour going through diary up to Easter. I must be busiest minister outside the Cabinet (and more than some in it, I bet), in the busiest department. No free Fridays and Saturdays till June ‘88. If I’m not careful I won’t see anything of the family, and then they are right to moan.


Debbie in state of great excitement about going to Denstone.1 Bit frantic getting her ready. She has grown enormously recently, and now weighs a fraction under 7 stone and has size 6V2 feet – even though she’s not yet thirteen. All her kit has to be bought from school shop, so I’m tied to going there, which is a real pest. Also trying to arrange routine check-ups for both with dentist in Birmingham, and Deb is due to see consultant at dental hospital for last bit of brace asap. She will be so very beautiful in eighteen months when all steel gone; we joked that I’d have some photos taken and see if a model agency was interested – she could earn money in holidays. Susie also lovely, but different: blonde, sharply intelligent and hard as nails. She has talent for needing little sleep (reading at 11 p.m., up at 7 a.m.) and catnapping, e.g. in car. Will find it very useful if she enters politics! – and she may, as she continues to be interested in much of my activity. Great amusement on holiday when some woman recognised Deb, not me – made a change from endless approaches (all friendly) all over the island. Poor woman couldn’t understand why the Currie family fell about laughing at her!


What do we think of my colleagues? Moore1 is Kennedy. Clean looking and (apparently) clean living; clever, pretty, ambitious wife. But he was forty-eight before he made Cabinet (compare Rifkind,2 who really does have a good brain, or Harold Wilson for that matter). He is keen on teamwork, which suits me. Fowler3 was a man of cliques, sucked people dry and then discarded them (Wardle, Hayhoe, Whitney, Newton and others). But Moore’s political judgement is hasty – he tried to ditch the Social Fund4 after all those hours we put in (two hundred plus) on the Bill, and all the commitments given by Willie Whitelaw5 et al. He wrote letter to John Major6 (who put Bill through) saying Social Fund was politically indefensible! Then he found himself opposed in Cabinet by Major, Fowler (ditto) and Whitelaw amongst others. If he had thought twice he would not have tried it on, but he’s angry at Fowler for leaving so many blank cheques – promises to Treasury about savings, which are (1) vague, and (2) difficult, especially with AIDS problems – and he wants to show he’s smarter. I’m not sure he is. Portillo,7 who has worked with him before, says he’s ‘sold as seen’ – there is no secret man. In that case, Moore is also intolerant and somewhat arrogant, despite the carefully offered charm; but he’s also insecure, and surrounds himself with evidence of his already achieved high office, e.g. the toys we are presented with on official occasions. His office is full of them (mine are languishing in a box in the kitchen!).


Portillo is impressive and will go far. Really able, thoughtful, and neither left nor (I suspect) right wing. Made a good speech to the Canadians which he circulated (got no publicity at all), in which he showed he had read Adam Smith – most unusual – and understood. And J. K. Galbraith and a few others. But I couldn’t say the strong things he says (e.g. ‘doctors and nurses conspire to arrange overmanning’) – the press would go bananas. Not fair really!


Tony Newton1 is a sad case. Now in his sixth year at the DHSS and really fed up with it. Did all Norman Fowler’s legwork for years and got no thanks or reward. But he’s disorganised and poor at taking decisions. He spent two and a half hours at the National Health Service Management Board last week discussing how to handle prevention; it needed forty-five minutes to an hour at most. But he hadn’t made up his mind or even worked out the options in advance. Bit Keith Joseph-like at times, but that’s not conducive to good government. He’s always late – even when he’s in the building – and that really annoys Moore. Tony looks old and tired much of the time, heavy smoker; the cigs are doing him no good at all and I am concerned about him.


Nick Scott2 is fat, cheerful and lazy. Bit ‘hail-fellow-well-met’. It will help Portillo, of course, who is a hard worker. Well, it is easier if you have a small constituency on the doorstep, instead of a huge one halfway across the country. Scott’s wife – pretty, sexy, Sloane-ish blonde – was once married to someone else. John Moore says he knew Jocelyn Cadbury3 well and once tried to pair him off with the current Mrs Scott!


Tony is a good friend, one of a long string of older, clever, platonic friends. Wish I could talk more to Ray, but non-political spouses don’t understand our love affairs with politics, and simply mutter that we asked for it. I remember B4 saying his wife was same. But the brotherhood of politics – and of the Commons – does create intimacy and exclusiveness.





Tower House, Wednesday 9 September, 11.40 p.m.


Yesterday we at last got the children off to school. That is the toughest job of the year – comparable only to doing four hundred plus Christmas cards. Debbie’s uniform is a plain unsmart grey. She’s in two houses, one to sleep, one to work, which I found very confusing. We took her on Monday evening and were subjected to a pep talk by headmaster – Susie1 listening hard! I was bored, and spent most of the time observing the new parents hanging on every word. I suppose Ray and I have different attitudes to the role of school and authority; he (and Deb) thinks it’s important that her house should win all its matches, for example, while I think that sort of thing is silly. They are teamworkers, I’m not; I look at the rules and obey those I think are valuable, and ignore (or seek to change) the rest. Susie is more like me. I wonder what she’ll make of it next year?


Once they had gone the house seemed empty and the tension vanished. Deb rang up later to say that, after all the fuss and effort, she had only two pairs of knickers – one grey, one navy on! – so I’ll have to send some. Now I’m pottering round doing constituency work, appearing in local papers and doing boxes in a half-hearted fashion. Some DHSS visits tomorrow and Friday, including a curry in a restaurant in Leeds with the disc jockey James Whale, followed by a phone-in on his late night radio programme. Apparently he’s been talking about it for weeks.


Found myself wondering about Tony Newton. Most of the stuff in my boxes has been through his hands and he seems to find it increasingly difficult to take a decision. He will have completed seven years in DHSS by the next reshuffle: maybe all I have to do is sit tight. But we need his brains. So far I doubt if JM has the same quantity. Last week he made a speech on privatisation in the USA which caused a stir here, leading articles, etc., partly because he claimed to be sole begetter of this jewel in Margaret’s crown (‘I’ everywhere, not ‘we’) and partly because it’s seen as bid for the leadership when there’s a vacancy. But: he’s got probably four years at DHSS and he’s not going to be able to privatise it. A real thinker would be looking ahead, not claiming the past. Ken Baker2 is brainier, I think, and has greater vision and so far still has my preference.


The SDP vanished in a puff of smoke last week too.1 Maclennan2 (new leader!) just about symbolised the whole sweet-natured, narrow, naive and indecisive set-up. Roy Jenkins wanted them to join the Liberals after a decent interval, Owen wanted (and still wants) his own party. They are a shower. It is sad, really – they split the Labour vote nicely in ‘83, and ‘87 was thus much harder to fight. And there is room for a non-socialist anti-Tory party. I suppose that the future depends now not on third parties (or fourth) but on the leftward tendencies of the Labour Party. This week it’s the TUC Conference, and they sound more like dinosaurs than ever. John Prescott3 on TV tonight explaining that no, they knew it was unrealistic to take back shares without compensation, but that ‘compensation’ will be at the shares’ original price; and Alan Tuffin4 pointing out that nine million shareholders will vote against that, won’t they? Meanwhile, Scargill ranting again and drawing cheers, while younger, smarter men struggle to bring the movement into the twentieth century.


Ray has just phoned from London. He’s clearly been out for the evening, though he denied it – he wasn’t making much sense. Wish he wouldn’t do that. Oh yes, and then snoring like a motor mower with TB. If I’m already awake I have to move to another room to get away from it. Giving up smoking has not improved the quality of the sound. We had a good weekend – he was in lively mood both Friday night and Saturday morning, which is unheard of!


Victoria, Sunday 20 September, very late


Just a quick note while I drink a small glass of Drambuie! Then I’ll sleep like a log. Then 7 a.m. breakfast TV to talk about our new alcohol policy, followed by inter-Government group with representation from seven or eight ministries, chaired by John Wakeham5 that effectively gives it a very strong voice in Cabinet. The PM didn’t want this group – her first reaction was that there was a proliferation of such groups (not true, there’s only one, on drugs) and that it was only OK if it was informal and low-level. Someone has been reading her the riot act, as the proposal has just come out in the form agreed by Douglas Hurd1 and John Moore, and a good thing too. I remember her telling the Smoking Room loudly in June that she disapproved of advertising condoms on TV – someone sat on her on that, too, and the ads started in August. I suspect Willie Whitelaw has a big influence and is very skilled at persuading her.


I’ve been in Scandinavia this week and it was well worth it. On breast cancer screening we’re on the right lines but will need better communication with patients (Sweden). On cervical cancer our results look quite different to theirs; we should get increased incidence of mild and precancerous conditions (we aren’t) and then a drop in both incidence and mortality. They talked about quality of smear taking, and treating every condition they find including mild inflammations, and partners. So over ten years they got terrific results, and 88 per cent response last year. We have some thinking to do. They did say five years’ screening interval was OK, so we aren’t talking about a lot of money.


Northern Karelia was nice – lovely spot, very remote, further east than Istanbul and only ten miles from the Russian border. Sweet, earnest people, explaining how they tackled heart disease among lumberjacks when the widows petitioned the Finnish parliament. I think we can do better than the Finns; their death rate is still high and has now got ‘stuck’, and their diet seemed very fatty (and high alcohol) to us.


Victoria, Sunday 27 September, very late


Got up at 7 a.m. to do boxes (all done!), then collected to go to Glasgow to record Open to Question2 with an audience of teenagers. In preparation I borrowed a tape and saw their efforts last year with Heath (November ‘86) and Healey. Heath was asked what he thought of me and was very rude – he’s never exchanged a word with me, never, the arrogant beggar – and said he thought it was quite wrong for me to have a go at people about their smoking. Well, if I’ve achieved anything, it’s the elimination of that attitude: most people now would say I was quite right, it’s part of the job. The kids asked whether that applied to Lord Whitelaw too – and there’s another one who felt it was OK to criticise a fellow minister. But, my God, they take umbrage if I say anything. Douglas Hurd was apoplectic last October when I said on TV that his audience had wanted something with a bit more sparkle at Conference. Be better than your critics, my dear! The only problem is that it’s going out on the Tuesday, right in the middle of this year’s Conference, where I’m already speaking on the Wednesday to Age Concern and then from the platform on Thursday, so even without opening my mouth at Conference I would have a column inch or two. They asked if I’d like to be PM and I said no, in all honesty I wouldn’t like it; I guess I’d like to be leader, but that’s different – the sheer scale of the PM’s job is terrifying. Anyway I doubt if anyone would ask, but I do hate it when the media speculate – it reminds me of the Northfield by-election1 and I didn’t get that either. When I look at the children (Debbie home this weekend), I feel that they are my best work and always will be; and I’ve no doubt that whatever I may do, Susie in particular will do more and better. So my task in life is to do my best for them, and to do my duty for everything else.


Someone with his eye firmly on the leadership is John Moore, who made a strong speech on social security and getting away from the welfare state this week. There’s a naivety about him, and an arrogant intolerance, that comes from a man of not excessive ability in a hurry. One adjective I should not use to describe him is ‘wily’ – but Baker is and so is John Major. Hurd wants it too, but he’s so boring. Moore will come up against what Boyson2 called the ‘dog and bone’ syndrome – you can’t take a bone from a dog that’s already eating. There are only three groups/benefits Moore can tackle: pensioners (but they paid, and there are ten million of them), child benefit (but the Tory ladies like it) and the disabled (he hasn’t encountered them yet. Just watch!). Let it be recorded that the origin of his thinking is Charles Murray’s Losing Ground, sent to him after the election by Keith Joseph. If Moore were the brains he thinks he is, he’d have read it before – it was published three years ago. The same goes for me too, of course! The book is fascinating and devastatingly accurate in its view of why more welfare makes things worse, particularly in its destruction of the status rewards of being respectable, law-abiding, etc. Chilling reading. Where it’s hopeless is in suggesting what to do about it. Just abolishing the system won’t work – and in a democracy it requires a vote or two in a free Parliament to do that. Well, we shall see.


There was an interesting discussion about diaries on Radio 4 yesterday. Why have I started this one? Because I need someone to talk to; because I have a ringside seat and I’d eventually like to share my view of events, if only with myself when I’m a self-indulgent 90-year-old, or with my daughters or grand-daughters, if they are interested. And because history only exists if it is recorded, so I have something of a duty to put down facts – otherwise the wrong person gets the credit or the blame.


Spoke to B this evening – I’m so glad he was in. Oddly enough, I need the diary more now that he’s so busy. I wonder if it will start to fade? It’s so hard when I don’t see him. Still, I’ve thought that every year and we’re still at it. Maybe he feels the same way – he said this evening that he enjoys our chats. It feels somewhat disloyal discussing my boss with him, as clearly they are rivals, but oddly it does not feel disloyal to be involved with a man who isn’t my husband! If I didn’t phone B, then it would stop. But I don’t want it to.


Victoria, Monday 5 October, 8 p.m.


Writing this quickly before Ray comes in. We had a weekend minus children, which was very enjoyable. On Thursday night I spoke to Ray on the phone, and he told me that he had something to talk about. It turns out he’s going to leave Arthur Andersen & Co. after twenty years, because he has got fed up with the partners who supervise him (who have been promoted over his head mostly). In my view they treated him very badly by not making him a partner. He’ll be better off elsewhere – but asked for ‘no advice for six or seven weeks’, and then told me he needs to lose 3 stone! I wonder whether he will get himself in hand? He said himself he’s the wrong side of forty (forty-two in fact), but currently he looks over fifty and will be competing for jobs with people half his age. Anyway, I’ll do whatever I can to help, and that includes spending as much time as possible with him, so we’ll drive up to Blackpool1 together tomorrow and perhaps leave other fields fallow for the moment, perhaps for good.


I need to concentrate my energies on a limited number of objectives: doing my job well and looking after, and encouraging Ray, in what will be a most difficult time for him, and I doubt if I will have much energy for – or need of – anything else.





Victoria, Sunday 11 October, midnight


A short entry tonight; I’m beat. I drove down via Lord Hesketh’s extraordinary house1 in Towcester where I spoke at a ‘Patron’s Club’ meeting: I was expecting something very grand as the invite came via David Smith at Conservative Central Office, but the only grand thing was Alexander in black tie, and his magnificent house. Otherwise it was standard local Tory stuff and not that well attended. I had to stand on a stool and kept losing my heels in it – felt badly as it was a lovely old embroidered thing – but they insisted. Also discovered yesterday that I’ve lost my cheque book (presumably at Blackpool) which is a real nuisance – can’t pay cleaning ladies, will have to phone bank, etc.


Conference was great, one of the best I’ve been to. John Moore’s speech was disappointing in the end – there was so little ‘claptrap’ in it that the audience’s attention wandered. The story about Moore’s trying to change the Social Fund was in the Guardian on Wednesday. Every word true, of course. It was put under my nose at breakfast TV and I wasn’t going to say so; but it named a civil servant who was leaving the department, so I implied that the story could have come from him, a disgruntled employee. Now the Permanent Secretary is cross that I have been impugning the honour of one of his staff who (it turns out) is going to the City on secondment only. Please will I apologise? Well, certainly old boy. But I’m not too pleased at having to lie on behalf of my boss, who should have been more clued up in the first place.


Victoria, Tuesday 27 October, 12.30 a.m.


The week before Parliament reassembled was exceptionally busy, and I could hardly speak for tiredness at the end. On the Monday (13th – my birthday) I travelled up to Oxford for ‘Look After Your Heart’ – with yet another grotty meal of cold bean sprouts and vinegar – this time I protested and at least got some meat – plastic ham; and challenged them to produce a hot meal next time. The journalists all cheered! Anyway, we had super cover in the local press next day. Then on to Oxford Union that evening for debate, ‘That the Labour Party is irrelevant to the 1990s’, proposed by Bill Rodgers1 (mechanical) and me (first time there in nineteen years – and it hasn’t changed at all, but better now – more kids, more enthusiasm). Opposed by Ken Livingstone2 and Paul Boateng,3 both fine speakers, Boateng especially – with his upmarket background he fits the Oxford Union perfectly. We lost, but gallantly, 380 to 281: in my day we’d have lost hands down. It was packed and exciting, with kids hanging from the chandeliers. David Ashby4 told me later that his daughter was present and the general view among the students was that it was ‘splendid’. Livingstone stuck to ‘We must persist, the voters will understand eventually’, but Boateng went for ‘We must listen to the electorate’. Ambitious and able, he. They missed the last train back (the debate started late), so I offered them a lift in the official car on condition they didn’t gas all the way home.


The following day was an early train to Leeds, then late-night drive over the Pennines to Lancashire, stayed in Nelson, opened a square crumpet factory. ‘These are designer croompets,’ the owner kept saying. It reminded me of Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory and I was helpless with laughter most of the time, but the owner and John Lee,5 the local MP, were serious and anxious. I do have fun!


Visited a private home for severely handicapped adults in Barnoldswick (pronounced Barlick – ‘To rhyme with garlic?’ I said brightly to one resident. ‘Ay?’ she said.). I escaped at 2 p.m. and went for a quick walk around the town: it was all dinky terraced housing, built for an age when life and people were shorter. We went into the village school and the head proudly showed us round: lovely children, shy and sweet-natured, loved and cared for with good staff, but no reading, no written work on the walls, no maths, no science. All we saw were children playing. Even the craftwork was unprepossessing – all as if designed by a robot, with similar bits of silver paper stuck on in the same places. They don’t realise how they encourage conformity and discourage initiative. It seemed to be functioning barely above the level of a good playgroup.


Then to Leeds. The huge (1,500 beds) St James’s hospital upset me. ‘Jimmy’s’ is currently the subject of a TV documentary series and the stress level as a result of the cameras was tangible; even I found them excruciating and I’m used to them. In the children’s cancer ward the crew were stepping over babies sitting on the floor, knocking drips and generally getting in the way. The surgeons should have told them to go away – some of those children are so sick. One child had a big tumour growing out of his ear. There’s a chance of saving him, but the child was in such pain, and the family so stressed that I felt they could have been spared the hassle of my visit and the cameras, and could perhaps have gone home (he was in day clothes and cuddled up to his Mum).


The week Parliament returned was also busy. I’ve started clearing the diary and cancelling outside things with a vengeance. I’m booked in for far too many events: I’m everyone’s favourite after-dinner speaker. I grind my teeth when I realise the others may well be picking up a fee of £1,000 for doing the same job!


Questions today went well – almost too well. I had a lot, and to my horror the Speaker decided to plough on and they got faster and faster, so I was bobbing up and down on Bridlington, maternity, physiotherapy in Birmingham, ambulances in London, etc. – all clone pat, of course, to everyone’s amusement. They started to cheer as I answered our James Cran,1 and then the Speaker called the PM for her questions. James protested that he hadn’t had his supplementary, so the Speaker made the PM sit down again and called me again – very embarrassing and very funny really (though I doubt if She was amused. She’s always uptight at Questions). When she got to her feet at last, Dale Campbell-Savours2 shouted, ‘No, we want the new leader’. I think God was teasing me, but it was fun.


Two adjournment debates this week, then Robin Day and Question Time on Thursday. Ray is home most of the week with the girls for half term, but I’m too busy for anything else anyway. The field lies fallow, whether I like it or not…


Victoria, Sunday 8 November, 10.35 p.m.


I’m in London to have breakfast tomorrow morning with a group of American ladies – looked like fun to do. Came up on 6.37 p.m. train – very crowded, you’d think British Rail would put more coaches on but no, they designed them for eight coaches so that’s what we get, full or empty. Now, I would rather enjoy running BR! At least this time they didn’t close the buffet early, maybe because I was on the train – they know I complain if they don’t give a good service. Then I had a silly row with the government car service driver who came to get me. Normally my driver waits on the platform and helps with bags, etc., but he’s not on duty on Sundays (ninety-five hours a week is quite enough), so it’s always someone I don’t know, in a different car. The only clue is, nobody else drives Montegos these days! Last time I couldn’t find the geezer at all and the police drove me home; this time he was waiting on a different platform because that’s what the indicator said (the platform had a mail train on it). He doesn’t use his head! I could go by taxi but I’m skint, and I could go by Tube but I’m scared. Even though I’d much prefer the freedom from jams and the cheapness, going by Tube is difficult and a bit dangerous, especially alone. I was jumpy this evening; a big bomb went off in Enniskillen and killed a lot of people on a Remembrance Day parade. The pictures on TV were awful, mostly old people, many injured. We have to be so bloody careful – you need a very deep commitment to democracy to keep at it.


I did Remembrance Day in Chellaston1 this morning; nice, rather old-fashioned Royal British Legion, short march, nice service in very old St Peter’s church (packed) and only a short time outdoors which was a blessing; but no band, so it felt very low key. Golly, I am lucky to represent such nice, good, ordinary people in such a lovely place.


PM announced Peter Brooke2 as party chairman on Monday. Peter who?’ seems the main response, but I’ve had contact with him, first as Parliamentary Under-Secretary at Education, when we saw him about having a polytechnic in Derby; and then when he was on the Ministerial Group for Drugs, as Treasury minister. He’s nice, bright, friendly, self-effacing: thoroughly likeable and utterly forgettable. If his Daddy hadn’t been Home Secretary he wouldn’t be a minister. I’m mostly relieved, and not surprised, that I wasn’t asked (the Guardian and other papers had flights of fancy about it). Firstly, I’m OK where I am, and doing useful work. Secondly, whatever my talents for rabble-rousing, they are not needed at the beginning of a Parliament. Thirdly, though I’m a good organiser and get things done, they don’t know that (yet), and fourthly, I have no business contacts and the main part of the job at present is raising donations. I don’t envy Peter his task at Party Conference, following Norman Tebbit (who can’t seem to make up his mind whether he has left frontbench politics or not). The job will destroy him as it did Gummer,1 so I’m very glad it’s him and not me.


Ray was somewhat downcast last week and this weekend, and left to go home on Wednesday afternoon. He’s been going home on Thursday for some time; running away from the job and problems here isn’t a good habit. He’s now looking regularly at job ads, but not yet applied for any. At least he’s getting some good advice, e.g. from Charles Theaker (Shirley’s2 husband, a head-hunter) and he will see Caroline Portillo (Michael’s wife, another head-hunter) tomorrow. He needs a job paying around £35,000 plus car to pay the bills; after 1 January my salary, including the living allowance, will be over £40,000. I asked him if he minded that I earned more – he has teased me about this for seventeen years — and he said no, but it can’t be easy. If men knew how it hurt to be put into an inferior position like that, they wouldn’t tease, so I shan’t. But we have over £80,000 coming in now, and still can’t manage. I have so little attachment to goods I would sell the car (I did in ‘71 to raise a deposit and again in ‘74), and I’d move home, but Ray has got himself attached to that huge leaky old house in Findern which we really can’t afford. The children’s schooling comes first in my view: everything else is secondary, though I would dearly love to have money in the bank instead of endless overdrafts. It has occurred to me that no sooner will the girls have finished college than we’ll be paying for old people’s homes – my mother is likely to outlive all of us! – and when we’ve done that, we’ll have retired. So much for enjoying the fruits of hard work.


I think we’ve broken the smoking culture: biographies now mention whether someone is a smoker as a weakness of character, whereas not long ago, ‘nonsmoker’ was synonymous with ‘fanatic’. Nice to be on a moving bandwagon. I got headlines this week at a Royal College of Nursing conference when I had a go at nurses smoking. I had agreed this beforehand with Trevor Clay, the General Secretary, who feels strongly about it and has tried more than once to have an RCN ‘no smoking’ policy. This time he’ll succeed. The other reason for doing it was as a smokescreen: it stopped them talking about pay quite effectively, and in fact the speech – which also covered stress, nurse management, status, etc., – was well received.


Only seen John Moore briefly this week: no meeting on Monday as he was preparing for the Second Reading of the Social Security Bill that day, and no meeting Wednesday – no reason given. But as I see his comments on policy papers he goes down in my estimation. I don’t think he understands the NHS, its scale, its problems. He failed to get enough capital for the breast cancer programme, and has been sending out petulant memos saying that with a £1 billion capital programme it should be easy for the Regional Health Authorities to find the money needed. But that £1 billion is already committed.


Moore wants the NHS actively to compete with the private sector (why? Seems illogical to me). Tony and I have both pointed out that this will bring criticism from enemies and friends, but in another petulant little note he says it’s the scheme he wants. So much for working as a team. Perhaps like many people from a very difficult background he is so insecure that praise and glory are all he wants to hear. B is very critical of him too, and gave me to understand that Moore could have had more money in the recent PES round1 if he’d boxed cleverer. B was on good form, both talking and everything else – I am very lucky, and we agreed to carry on: the information is fascinating! One piece of good news: Michael Portillo and I (and Lord Skelmersdale2) are to have a PPS. We’ve chosen David Amess.3 He’s nice, bright, friendly and sensible. Only problem – he’s anti-abortion. I asked the ladies at Duffield on Friday night how they felt about David Alton’s Bill4 and they didn’t like it: nice middle-aged Tory ladies!


I’ve been writing for an hour and must stop – need to look at papers for tomorrow.


Victoria, Sunday 29 November, 6.30 p.m.


Surprised to find it’s three weeks since I did my diary. A lot has happened, particularly in last two weeks, of which most important is that John Moore keeled over with pneumonia (bacterial) two weeks ago. After much press comment and speculation about mystery illnesses he came out of hospital on the Thursday and was back at work Monday, looking flushed and wheezing and rubbing his heart. On Tuesday morning he flaked out – at Number 10, if you please, during a discussion about nurses’ pay. That can’t have pleased the PM too much! Much tea-room sniggering over whether she gave him the kiss of life, etc. It explains a lot, including his generally lacklustre performance recently; and if he’s got any sense (which I am now beginning to doubt) he’ll be off till after Xmas. I sent flowers on 17 November and we all sent a Fortnum’s hamper for his birthday on 26 November; fruit naturally.


It has been a ghastly week for the Government on the NHS. The District Health Authorities have done their sums, the Regional Health Authority chairmen met us in Cambridge the previous Wednesday when we outlined PES to them, and everyone is feeling very pessimistic. We’ve been given £700 million next year, 1.7 per cent in real terms, and it’s nowhere enough. We now spend 5.2 per cent of GDP (net) on the NHS, 5.9 per cent if private care is counted: one of the lowest percentages in the developed world. When I was preparing a speech ten days ago for the Healthcare Financial Management Association (erstwhile treasurers) I naturally assumed the percentage was rising; to my amazement no, it’s due to go down to 5.1 per cent by 1990. So I thought, sod it, I bet Moore intended that, and everyone should know: so I said it, and it was picked up by Nick Timmins, the bright lad who writes for the Independent, and now they do. On Thursday during the debate I was checking with officials in the Box1 (the Press Office had backed off and said the remarks were ‘unscripted’ which is crap. I wish they would stop apologising for me). I asked them, wouldn’t it be possible to negotiate PES the other way round? Instead of starting with this year’s budget and then hassling over additions, why not start with the figure we thought we should be aiming at, e.g. 5.5 per cent of GDP, and make comparisons with other countries? Yes, they said, we did suggest that to Secretary of State but … How very interesting. We should like to boast that we fund the NHS better than everyone else: yet the Secretary of State wants to be macho by not pleading for more money. At the same time demand for health care has had a hefty hike recently, as transplantation is so successful, as new anaesthesia makes surgery safe even for the frail, and as we head for 4 1/2 million over seventy-five. I know (and said it in debate) that there’s no cash figure which is ‘enough’, but I suspect there are some years, e.g. 1985–7, when it is closer to ‘enough’ and others like now when the gap is widening. The crux of the row this week was over a hole-in-the-heart baby in Birmingham who had his op cancelled five times, because of lack of intensive care nurses. Fortunately, some came back off sick leave and he was done on Wednesday, but it’s an old story at Birmingham and Leeds and many other places – they don’t train enough specialised nurses, then they don’t manage them properly, so they get tired and disillusioned and clear off. They had the same problem at Birmingham ten years ago, of children being refused admission: then the Intensive Therapy Unit was full of kids with whooping cough, dying. In ten years’ time it could be AIDS or God knows what: but it will be something.


And so to the PM, of whom I’ve seen a lot this week. Lunch at Number 10 on Monday (23 November): five Cabinet ministers (Whitelaw, Young,1 Wakeham, PM and Waddington,2 with Peter Brooke) and one Minister of State (Ian Stewart, Defence, who hardly got a word in) and four Parliamentary Under-Secretaries (Richard Needham, Northern Ireland; Colin Moynihan, Sport; John Lee, Employment – also fairly silent; and me). Archie Hamilton, her PPS, was at the far end of the table. Mostly she went on about the NHS and how we are going to have to reform it quicker than expected, in this Parliament. She did not specify what she had in mind but she’s wide open to the ideas of people like John Redwood3 and David Willett4 (blond prat), all young, fit, wealthy and ignorant, and, where they’re not wealthy yet, at least trying to forget their poor past. Some of the ideas are inconsistent, e.g. why not pay hospitals per operation and then they’ll have to be efficient? (This is like the diagnostic system in the USA, which has resulted in the wholesale sacking of nurses.) But Prime Minister, I ventured, we do that with dentists now; it does not guarantee efficiency, it discourages prevention and it conflicts with the cash limit controls. I think she’s after a ‘money follows the patient’ idea; certainly you could use a voucher system for a few limited things, but God help the bureaucracy if we did it on a grand scale. Anyway it doesn’t by itself create more resources, and if we’re not careful it just means a drain of NHS money into the private sector. She also told me gaily that you can’t prevent a heart attack, to which I said, ‘Well, they did in the USA, and strokes’, so she changed the subject. Maybe she realised she was talking nonsense. She also said at lunch that all the world leaders have low blood pressure; she herself has low blood pressure. I said those with high blood pressure keeled over years ago. As it happens, she felt faint the following evening at Buckingham Palace and had to go home early.


Meanwhile there are genuine souls like Tony Newton, slaving away, teeth gritted, on proposals to charge everyone through the nose for their teeth, and defending the Government’s handling of the NHS against the screaming mob which is the modern House of Commons (doesn’t bother me, I just shout back). As he sat next to me on the bench three times this week, he reeked of cigarettes, and of that strange mixture of sweat and fear of a man in extremis. I hope he doesn’t keel over too, but then I thought he might in ‘86 when we were together on Social Security Bill, all two hundred hours of it, and he not only recovered but found time to get married.1


And then the PM turned up for my speech closing the debate on Thursday. Some surprise. Kinnock2 and pals were at the premiere of Richard Attenborough’s film3 on Steve Biko,4 so maybe she decided to show them up. She acted like my whip during the debate; listening to Harriet Harman3 drone on, she said, ‘You’ll make mincemeat of her’, and then during the speech I could hear, ‘Four minutes left. They’ve pinched your time … Two minutes. Keep going. Speak to the mike’, etc. I wore a white wool suit which we bought in Paris a while back and an emerald shirt, and I was gunning for them. The speech read better in Hansard than I expected, although my timing was thrown to the winds. Having to shout gave me a real sore throat next day, but we survived, with an unexpectedly large majority of over 120.


 There was a terrible fire in Kings Cross on 17 November which killed thirty-two people; I finished an adjournment debate and went straight to the hospitals which were all coolly efficient and organised, PM also went the next day. Since then they’ve banned smoking throughout the Underground and cigarette ads. Good.


Ray is now seriously looking at jobs and is even interested in one to do with the Channel Tunnel. And he’s started buying brown bread and high-bran crumpets and refusing chips. Miracles!


Tower House, Friday 25 December


Life got even more ‘exciting’ after my last entry. On the Monday evening (30 November) we had the Second Reading of the Health and Medicines Bill. Bits and pieces, but we are charging for dental and optical tests for the first time. Partly to raise revenue to do other good works and to bribe GPs to be more efficient, and partly to repay the Treasury some very large sums which were promised by Norman Fowler several years ago. He left some important back-dated cheques around – only they really were backdated, the money goes to the Treasury. Some wheeler-dealer. I had to do the closing speech and this time I timed it beautifully, got in my closing punch line – ‘The opticians earn over £30,000 per year. We think they’ll compete to give free eye tests. And financially, we think they’ll manage.’ Jill Knight,1 whose late husband was an optician, has made a terrible fuss about the eye tests, just as she did about the ending of free specs in 1984, but she was very cross with the opticians on the phone the next day after hearing this, and was relatively easily persuaded not to serve on the Bill committee. Since then Tony Newton has written an excellent ‘Dear Colleague’ letter explaining what we are up to, and I don’t think we’ll have too much trouble in committee. There were a dozen abstentions on a two-line whip, none against: not a real rebellion, unlike the row over the community charge last week, with a dozen against on a three-line whip, including, led Heath. He complained that the PM treats dissenters as ‘scum’, but I don’t think he gives her the chance to do much else. And his little army were all ‘has beens’ and ‘never weres’. The rest of the week was ghastly for me. Tuesday night was Consolidated Fund Bill – all through the night – with debates on the NHS at 3.30 a.m. and 5 a.m. Then I had the adjournment debate that night, and another on Friday. I managed to do SE Thames RHA review as well, and prepare for Cheshire FPC review. Very difficult discussions, partly because I was tired, partly because I knew Tony was deep in conversation with John Major about money. I had told Major that matters were serious, that half the DHAs were in trouble and that it was going to get worse. Tony confirmed this to me again, that John Moore would not increase the bid, even though he knew that £707 million more would be very tight. Mr Moore called it ‘the bloody NHS’ when he talked about it at ministers’ meeting on Monday. He is still not well, and would in my humble judgement have got better quicker with some decent treatment at Bart’s on the NHS! Willie Whitelaw had what was called a ‘mild stroke’ and was treated at the Westminster on the NHS, but then Willie has nothing to prove and (at sixty-nine) far more to fear than our Secretary of State, who is, I am rapidly concluding, a fool and a prig, and intellectually not up to the job.


Well, we got more money – £100 million extra for this year – and in fact it was more than that, for £44 million due to be ‘paid back’ was set aside. The deal was done by two wets, Major and Newton. No more for next year, though: on that basis I would not have accepted it, as they will reopen the wards only to close them again in July. Most of the Health Authorities have neither the foresight nor the courage to close whole hospitals. Knowing that the PM wanted ‘no more closures’, I’d have reopened the PES agreement and dug out another £250 million. Or at least I would have tried – or like to think I would. It has been a really nasty few weeks and I don’t want to live through it all again, but I fear this ‘patching up’ – a typical Tony Newton exercise – will simply mean it happens again next year.


Christmas at home. I don’t like Christmas. There’s too much of it, and I don’t believe it: the paganism, the rebirth in the depths of winter, etc. B asked me what I believe (I was in the bath!) and I said I had religion and ritual stuffed down my throat when I was a kid and want no more of it, don’t like priests and set words; don’t go to church unless it’s a special occasion, and communion makes me feel left out; it’s an exclusion device. And the message is important, but not more important than the messenger – claiming he’s God just distorts it, distracts people from what he was trying to say. The commercialism always makes me nauseous. Long ago I did a ‘deal’ with the kids: no presents, but I’ll take them to the sales afterwards. I did the works – turkey, etc., and we cleared the table in the study and ate there. Debbie is so gorgeous now, really beautiful: she’d like to have a go at part-time modelling and she is the right shape, so I’ll see what we can do when she’s a bit older – it would certainly be more lucrative than working in Boots as I did! Susie has exams for Denstone in March and is working well at school; her report was excellent for her, she shows considerable promise, but neither of them work with real drive. They don’t need to like I did.


Ray still isn’t settled and managed to reduce me to tears after the meal when I said ‘87 had been a good year. He said it had been a terrible year for him, with a broken neck most of the year and likely to be in pain all his life. He hurt his neck (not broken) in March when he went to Spain to play golf with his mates and got knocked about in a car crash; and then he invited one of them and his girlfriend on our holiday in Paris at Easter. I was livid and very upset (B said I was right), mostly because he had been claiming he had so little time and money. It transpired he paid £300 in a sub to the Reform Club earlier this year so he could play snooker with the same bunch. They are all divorced and drink a bit too much and leave their children at home with their wives. So forgive me if I’m not too sympathetic. I said I hoped ‘88 would be a better year for him, trying to conciliate, and he’d have the job he wanted, well paid and enjoyable. ‘I’ve got the job I want,’ he said belligerently. ‘I just want a change. So don’t lecture me.’ Well, I can’t talk to him now. Not that I ever could. Makes me so sad inside. All I want is arms round me and a cuddle and some encouragement: and I don’t get it from him. God bless B. I hope he is having a good Xmas.


Tower House, Wednesday 30 December, 11.40 p.m.


Things have been quiet this week, partly because the department packed up on 22 December for the move to Richmond Terrace.1 Much criticism of us moving to decent premises (cost nearly £40 million), but oh, they should try working in that wasteland at the Elephant & Castle. John Moore said last week that he blamed that building for our illnesses; I remarked that maybe the volume of work had something to do with it (both Ministers of State with bad colds, Michael Portillo had one too and I was shaky), but John said ‘that kind of remark irritated him’. Prat. There’s a frailty about him, and he seems to look after himself out of necessity. When you sit close to Nigel Lawson there’s a vigour, a sensuality about him: but John Moore has the air of a delicate boy; he moves carefully, he conserves energy and yet he gets very tired easily (he was beat by October). Perhaps it is not surprising, considering his terrible childhood. It could explain why he’s so small – not much taller than me.


Some work has popped up, however. We have a continuing fuss about the gypsy site in Chellaston. Goodness knows why we didn’t repeal the 1968 Caravans Act – there are now ten thousand approved places. I have two sites in South Derbyshire and I don’t want three. In all honesty I have no sympathy for these layabouts and was pleased to see the steady way local people have taken on the fight. David Bookbinder2 called me a racist which made everyone very angry; even the local paper, which tends to be Labour, said we get a better class of protester in Chellaston! I phoned Nick Ridley’s3 office and got back the most officious letter from Marion Roe4 saying he would intervene only in exceptional circumstances. She didn’t even bother having a word with me, even though she has the room next to mine in Star Chamber Court. And she has been nagging me daft for a year about her local hospital. Not impressed. The letter has gone back with a message saying it won’t do.




1 A private boarding school, about fifteen miles west of the Curries’ Derbyshire home.
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4 A fund administered by the DHSS to make grants and loans to families receiving social security payments for the purchase of basic items like beds, cookers, etc. It foundered because it cost more to administer than was disbursed, and involved pettifogging decisions of a tyrannical nature.
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1 The 1987 Conservative Party Conference was being held in Blackpool in this week.


1 Eastern Neston; Lord (Alexander) Hesketh was active in Conservative Party politics and was Government whip.


1 Co-founder of the Social Democratic Party; formerly a Labour MP and minister.


2 Labour MP for Brent East; formerly Leader of the Greater London Council.


3 Labour MP for Brent South.


4 Conservative MP for North-West Leicestershire.


5 Conservative MP for Pendle; Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Employment.


1 Conservative MP for Beverley.
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2 Conservative MP for City of London and Westminster South; formerly Minister of State at the Treasury and Paymaster-General; son of Henry Brooke, Home Secretary under Harold Macmillan.


1 John Selwyn Gummer, Minister of State at the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food since 1985; Conservative Party chairman, 1983–5; Conservative MP for Suffolk Coastal
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1 Public Expenditure Survey round, when Government money is allocated for the coming year.


2 Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, Department of Health and Social Security.


3 Conservative MP for Basildon.


4 The Liberal MP David Alton was sponsoring a Bill to restrict abortions.


1 The seat behind the Speaker, occupied by civil servants.
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3 Conservative MP for Wokingham.
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1 EC was wrong. Tony Newton survived till his death at the age of 74 in 2012.
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3 Cry Freedom.
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1 Dame Jill Knight, the long-serving Conservative MP for Birmingham Edgbaston.
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4 Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, Department of Environment; Conservative MP for Broxbourne.
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Tower House, Friday 8th January, 5 p.m.


Monday and Wednesday this week were spent getting the girls ready to return to school. Deb was a bit tearful when I left her: she is growing up so very nicely, I can hardly believe they are such great kids. Ray gave her Bob Geldof’s ‘Is that it?’, his autobiography, and I started reading it. Geldof lost his mother when he was eleven and was a very unhappy tearaway after that. I remember being thoroughly miserable from age seven onwards, and certainly as a teenager I was determined to get away from home, but not as a rebel, as a success: ‘I’ll show ‘em,’ I said. Geldof’s relationship with his father struck a bell, and one of his thanks is to his father ‘cos I now understand and I hope he does too.’


More TV, doing Esther Rantzen’s ‘That’s Life’ special on organ donation, and interviews on the NHS, babies going to court to get heart operations, nurses on strike in Manchester. Ms Rantzen is quite something. She had completely scripted a 75-minute programme and we were all rolled on to say our bit then rolled off again. Lively discussion was actively discouraged and the audience were not requested to say a word for nearly sixty minutes by which time they were in rather a stupor and didn’t produce much. We’ll have to see what it looks like on Sunday.


On the sick baby row: it’s all very political but like all good rows it has a genuine problem, and a genuine cock-up at the heart of it. When West Midlands RHA and the government designated Birmingham Children’s Hospital as a regional centre for paediatric cardiology in 1984 and gave them more money they should have made sure they had the nursing staff to do it. There’s only one specialist course (at Great Ormond Street) and effectively only four staffed ITU beds for a population of over five million, which is crazy.


Tower House, Sunday 24 January, midnight


Sitting up in bed doing this; Ray has driven down to London tonight. It’s been a beautiful spring-like day, sunny and mild. I went for a long splashy muddy run down by the canal this morning. That feeling when you slide into a hot bath afterwards is simply fantastic. It had snowed on Friday and we were all set to be snowed in; I had a nine-hour journey from London to get to Shropshire for Any Questions, then another miserable two hours on slushy roads to get home, but when we woke up today it had all gone.


One of the questions was about the Liberal Assembly’s decision to vote for a merger with the SDP. Quite extraordinary how easily they kissed goodbye to their party after such a long history, and with so little on offer. After all, there are still seventeen Liberals in Parliament; it was the SDP that was massacred in the last election, with only three million votes to the Liberals’ seven million; and the live SDP MPs are split several ways. Maclennan went round to David Owen’s house and begged him to join them; Owen threw him out after five minutes! Then Maclennan confessed to the press that he’d wept over the whole business. The truth is that the Liberals hang out to the left and the SDP to the right: they won’t see eye to eye on policies, and without Owen they don’t have a strong leader. His future will be interesting. I saw him in the middle of the week with Rosie Barnes,1 looking as pleased as punch. We hope he’ll put fifty candidates into the fray next time to take votes from Labour (hope one of them will be here in South Derbyshire), so we are being nice to him, apparently. How are the mighty fallen.


Another AQ question was about abortion. The Commons voted 296:251 in favour of David Alton’s Bill to cut the time limit from 28 to 18 weeks. Tony Newton and I abstained, Moore voted for, Nick Scott against, so the DHSS Ministers were all over the place. I shall be on the committee, tough luck. I agree that it is indefensible to have a time limit so high that viable babies can be born (Ann Widdecombe’s point) but 18 weeks will cause no end of misery. Eastenders did abortion this week and handled it beautifully. Curiously many Tory women were dead against change; the Greater London Conservative Women’s Committee were against any meddling. They are suspicious of Alton’s motives as he has declared himself against all abortion. If it emerges from committee unscathed it will be voted down. I should then vote against it; he has said he will compromise in committee and I would support 22 or 24 weeks.


But the main story since Parliament came back has been more hassle over the NHS There’s an inter-union battle for membership going on between NUPE, COHSE and RCN, and so out they came on strike from Manchester, and now they are threatening further ‘action’ on 3 February. This will be a lively year – they are spoiling for a fight in the frustration after the election. It has all the feel of the miners’ strike in 1984. And they have cause. We met the RHA chairmen in Eastbourne for one of our regular meetings on Wednesday: they are expecting bed closures of around six thousand this year. Moore said, ‘That was a most useful discussion. I do find these discussions valuable. Thank you for your interesting contribution.’ Don Wilson1 stared at him in undisguised fury. Tony went white. And I was heard to say, ‘Jesus Christ’.


B came round on the 14th. Still marvellous. Aren’t I lucky!


I’d better put down my role in all this. It became apparent during the first ten days back that John Moore just didn’t know what to do. He looks OK, but his speech in yet another Opposition day debate was not well received. He almost broke down in the middle. After the Eastbourne meeting I asked Tony what was happening; the answer was, ‘Not a lot. Poor John has been unable to put a foot right recently. He met the Presidents of the Royal Colleges, and soothed them by announcing ‘action to increase the resources for health care’; this was misunderstood, so he faced headlines saying that he was giving more money to the NHS. She was furious, his name was mud, and John Major stamped on it the following day in the debate on the Autumn Statement. Then he tells the Telegraph he’s interested in lax relief for BUPA subscriptions – which got reported as ‘Moore on collision course with Maggie’ – and she ruled that out in public too.


So I asked my friend in Treasury what he would do, and he said we should get a position statement drawn up across the country, with a careful and rigorous estimate of what’s needed. Then Moore should present it to her with an ultimatum, with the clear intention of buying time. I phoned Chris France2 late at night and told him what was suggested. It is, of course, a deep secret that it comes horn our sympathetic friends in the Treasury! Anyway, the suggestion was such plain common sense that I ‘bagged’ it and added some ideas of my own. As it happens, I had reason to return a call hum Trevor Clay of the RCN. They have asked to see the PM, so I suggested they draw up the same kind of report for her. It won’t have identical figures, but it should show the same trend. Anyway our data collection is so poor that we can’t contradict them, and I the PM thinks the RCN are goodies because they are refusing to strike.


What else have I done? Well, I’ve made sure the Treasury know the position, quietly; John Moore doesn’t know, though Tony realises I’m doing some informal briefing. For example, I gave my notes from Eastbourne to our friend. The Chancellor wrote a very helpful minute to Number 10 outlining schemes he could support in very measured tones, and without a ‘secret’ classification. Everyone in Cabinet is giving his opinion: Geoffrey Howe made a speech on Friday about the NHS, Norman Fowler spoke on Radio 4 yesterday morning most authoritatively, with just a hint of a gloat in his voice. He’s getting his own back for the nasty things John Moore said about him when he first came in. Moore is like a grey ghost at the moment.


I don’t think he’ll last. Certainly he faces a tough time, even more so after Easter as the social security reforms come in. We shall see!


Victoria, Friday 29 January


It’s getting harder to do this even on a weekly basis and try to remember what happened each day, there’s so much going on. Since I left home on Monday I’ve clocked over ninety hours’ work – and I’m expecting still more over the weekend, as we have the debate on the Warnock Report next Thursday and I’ve never read it, let alone the White Paper.


So let’s start with Monday morning, on the platform at 7.45 a.m. at Derby, opening the Daily Telegraph, where there’s an NHS story on the front page (there always is, these days). And it says John Moore is pulling things together, and Tony Newton is doing very well, and yours truly is regarded as not pulling her weight. I was both surprised and angry. Just for the record, since October I’ve done over 3,000 yellowjackets (Private Office letters), seen 17 delegations, done 1,000 written Parliamentary Questions, taken part in 5 major debates (and since I started in October 1986, 43 adjournment debates). At a Downing Street lunch on Wednesday Peter Lilley,1 whom I can’t stand – real ‘Dr Fell’ stuff – was boasting about how much he gets involved in policy making. I asked him about the adjournment debates, etc., and he admitted that he’d done only one. I told him my total and his mouth fell open! Oh yes, and the MPs’ letters are rolling in, at a rate of 350–400 per week. I have a backlog (mostly post-November, and partly because of moving office) of 2,500. Michael Portillo’s is one thousand. They are all in the typing pool, where the typists are working till 9 p.m. and on Saturdays! So I hauled in the office manager, told her to get some agency staff, and gave her a fortnight to clear them. The only problem is how I’m going to sign two thousand letters in the next fortnight … Anyway, to this stupid story. I went into John’s office, waved the Daily Telegraph at him and said, ‘Is this your considered opinion?’ and he says, ‘Isn’t it terrible what the press are doing? They have been treating me so badly.’ I nearly thumped him. Tony was off sick that day, but later in the week, when I mentioned that I was still hurt and livid, he said all the right things, bless him – and typically he hadn’t even seen it.


But things have certainly been moving. What JM wanted from me on Monday was encouragement, not a moan on my own account. Immediately after ‘Prayers’1 he was to go to Downing Street to thump the table, and tell her to stop messing about: he was the only one who could reform the NHS, no one else in Cabinet could or would, he was her only chance. ‘I’m going to be angry this time,’ he said, ‘or else …’ but didn’t specify. I wondered then and since whether he would have offered to resign, but no hints. It’s too dangerous to do that; in her current volatile mood she might just accept! Anyway I saw him later that evening and he was very chipper – leaned across, grinned and said, ‘I got what we wanted today – the loi!’ Subsequently we were told via Ingham2 (i.e. on the front pages again) that there’s to be a full review of the NHS, apparently to be supervised by a Cabinet committee chaired by the PM, with Lawson, Major, Moore and Newton (not enough), with ‘no holds barred’ – including backtracking on election pledges against hospital charges and charging for GPs. Uproar. So on Thursday at Question Time she makes it clear that election pledges stay, and no major changes will take place till after the next election (i.e. until they have been trailed in the manifesto). Trying to puzzle it out, Tony and I reckoned that we are allowed to think about and discuss any changes, but some things we can’t do in this Parliament. All very confusing; Inghani says we’ll have a consultative document by summer, then we hear it’s a White Paper at the end of the year, then she says the review will take most of this Parliament. Frankly, I don’t think they know what they want, except votes and less trouble.


The Number 10 lunch followed an hour and a half’s discussion: all Parliamentary Under-Secretaries (including Lords); whips; Lord Young sitting at her right hand, David Waddington on her left, Robin Butler3 and Nigel Wicks4 in attendance, no other senior minders. I was embarrassed to find she and I had similar suits in the same bright blue; I sat on the second row of green velvet chairs. Peter Bottomley1 sat in the middle of the front row and argued with her, somewhat incoherently but good-naturedly, about the Civil Service. Robert Jackson,2 sitting elegantly right in front of me, asked a muddled question about the restrictive practices of professions, then spoiled it by having a go at the police. Tim Sainsbury3 surprised me by asking a silly question about how junior ministers don’t get involved enough in decision taking, the Civil Service runs everything. ‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘You go and see the Permanent Secretary.’ I thought of Chris France and Michael Partridge4 in our office: that’s not how I do it, they come to me! Patrick Nicholls,5 now rather handsomely going grey, surprised us all by arguing that we had to buy time for the NHS and put in more money. She tried doing her ‘Space Invaders’ act, but just like the little ghost he kept popping up again, and she got rather annoyed. Richard Needham,6 Ian Grist7 and I had got together beforehand in my office – Michael Forsyth8 was supposed to come but couldn’t – at RN’s suggestion to discuss tactics and decided to talk about pay. Grist is so thick that he didn’t manage it, but Richard and I had a go, with both of us urging regional pay (which is OK because it’s being suggested in our evidence to review bodies for nurses’ pay), and I had a go at central bargaining and Whitley Councils.9 She started started hedging about the limited role of the Nurses’ and Midwives’ Remuneration Board, but I said, ‘You started it, Ma’am, and you can change it’, and I think she liked that. She’s easily flattered but doesn’t miss a trick. Peter Lilley wants to abolish the Homeless Persons Act 1977: ‘They are all single girls trying to jump the queue and getting pregnant to do it.’ I don’t think I’d like him as PM. I get the same feeling about John Redwood, who interrupted the adjournment debate on Thursday evening. Those staring eyes, those faces inappropriately young (Lilley is older than me) without smile lines or wrinkles, those unlived-in bodies. Not my kind of people.





The other main event of the week in London was the AIDS conference – health ministers from 140 countries (there aren’t many others!) in the QEII Conference Hall in Westminster. An extraordinary event. Surgeon General Everett Koop from the USA, looking like the Flying Dutchman, told us how AIDS is the major killer of young women in cities like New York; they have had 30,000 deaths and reckon 1.5 million Americans are infected. The Danish videos (how to put on your condom – and how to take it off) in full colour were the centre of rapt attention. The Mexicans presented Princess Anne with a packet of condoms, and she upset the homosexuals by talking of ‘innocent victims’. Good for her. The Ghanaian minister, small, round, gleaming and very friendly, explained excitedly to my table at dinner that he had discovered the reason for pockets of AIDS: it was due to the roadside barbers on the lorry routes. When I asked he said, of course, they would sort that out and I had visions of him going around shooting them all. The Chinese say they don’t have a problem as homosexuality and drug abuse are illegal in China. The Russians have tested over 90,000 foreign visitors and have 221 positives, and six Russians with AIDS but they had been sleeping with foreigners. And the East Africans had a look of real fear on their faces for they are facing death on a huge scale. It was quite extraordinary, a most moving event, the largest gathering of health ministers ever. Let’s hope it helps.


On Tuesday I went to Southampton, first to Southampton General Hospital where we discussed breast cancer and cervical screening, then on to the Post House Hotel for a black tie dinner. The unions (and Socialist Workers Party) staged a demo all afternoon: my staff and the security guards, etc., were all very twitchy, but in fact although it was noisy and there was some shoving it really didn’t worry me too much: keep smiling! The press were the real menaces as far as I was concerned, as they were shoving and in danger of tripping me up or knocking my eyes out with their cameras. I gather it looked quite nasty on television this evening.1


Far more upsetting was the car accident which took place just ahead of us at traffic lights. We didn’t see it happen, but I saw someone lying in the road and said, never mind security, we can’t go past, we must stop and try to help. An old chap in a dark coat had simply run out as the lights were changing; up and over the bonnet of a car driven by a young teacher on his way home. The man was lying very awkwardly, blood on his face and head: bright red oozing. But he was lifting his head and talking to a young girl who put her coat over him, and they had called an ambulance, so I went over to the driver who was leaning weakly on his car (which was hardly damaged, so he couldn’t have been going fast) and made him get inside, sit down, shut the door and talk to me. I felt so sorry for him really, he was so upset. He hadn’t been drinking or anything. Later we heard that the old man was very poorly with both legs and both arms broken: he was eighty-one. That will stay with me long after everything else fades.


My speech (cleared by Number 10) went down well. And the midnight news was (1) the SDP assembly; (2) EC’s speech; (3) John Moore’s demo in Portsmouth (smaller than mine); (4) Tony in Epping, and only then (5) the PM!


Victoria, Sunday 7 February, p.m.


Outside it’s wet, cold and miserable, but inside it’s hot because I left the heat on full blast over the weekend, didn’t I? Money to burn, that’s us. In fact I came up tonight to do the bills, as the last time was six weeks ago and everyone is sending us red reminders. The East Midlands Electricity Board is threatening to cut us off in Findern, despite the fact that we got into a muddle last time and paid twice, and they overestimated the meter, so now they owe us money. Odd Ray assumes it’s my job to do it, even though he now has more spare time than I do. He’s still job chasing, in an alternately desultory and excited way. The firm had its worst accountancy exam results for ten years (i.e. since he took on the responsibility for these), so I imagine it isn’t too matey there at present. I wish he’d get settled.
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