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Introduction







October 2007. Cherie Blair had just telephoned to cancel that evening’s dinner engagement ‘due to an emergency’. She and the African president were due to discuss the creation of a justice ministry in his impoverished country. ‘I understand –’ he began, but was interrupted.


‘I can’t come,’ said Cherie, ‘but Tony says he’d happily join you.’


‘Excellent,’ said Paul Kagame, the ruler of Rwanda, a land-locked nation famous for its gorillas and thousand rolling hills, where 11 million people earn an average daily wage of $2.


Celebrated as the poster boy for British aid to Africa, the president was sitting in the penthouse apartment of a luxury hotel near Chelsea football ground that cost £2,100 per day. He had flown to London in his private jet after addressing the United Nations in New York. His four-day visit matched his celebrity. He would deliver a lecture to Britain’s power brokers at the London School of Economics, then address the Conservative Party conference in Blackpool as David Cameron’s guest, and finally meet Gordon Brown, the new prime minister, in Downing Street. Taking their lead from Tony Blair, all of Kagame’s hosts ignored the fact that their guest was widely accused of being a mass murderer.


Ever since Britain had learned of the horrendous genocide during the early 1990s of 800,000 Rwandan Tutsis by the dominant Hutu tribe, its government had turned a blind eye to the reprisals orchestrated by Kagame, a Tutsi. And now, to the president’s delight, his hero was coming for dinner. Blair arrived, warmly embraced his host and shook hands with David Himbara, a fifty-two-year-old Rwandan economist personally recruited by the president to rebuild their country’s economy with financial aid from Britain and America.


‘You’re a hero,’ Kagame had told Blair when the first millions of pounds were donated in 1999. ‘You’re the man I’ve been looking for. You’re giving us beautiful pounds to spend as we wish.’


Eight years on, in the penthouse suite, Himbara watched as the president and the world-famous former prime minister bonded in mutual admiration. ‘They charmed each other,’ he would recall. ‘They both said to each other how great the other was.’ Blair felt pride that Kagame’s pledge to transform his country into the ‘Singapore of Africa’ was, thanks to his inspiration, coming true.


The former prime minister, a youthful fifty-four, slim and tanned, set out his stall. ‘I’ve always been interested in you. You are a man with a vision, a leader I’ve always admired. Now you need advisers to show you how to run a government, and I’m your man.’


Blair continued his pitch: ‘I learned by bitter experience during ten years as prime minister the problems of getting the government machine to deliver what I wanted. I created a Delivery Unit, and that was a great success. It transformed everything. I want to bring that success to Africa.’


‘Yes,’ said Kagame repeatedly. He agreed to welcome Blair’s team.


The following day, Himbara arrived at Blair’s new headquarters in Grosvenor Square, which Blair had rented for £550,000 a year following his resignation three months earlier. On the walls of the corridor leading to his office were photographs showing him with world leaders. The overwhelming impression was of entering the presence of a global celebrity. For two hours, Blair explained to Himbara how twelve experts, employed by his new Africa Governance Initiative (AGI), would work inside the president’s office and Rwanda’s economic ministry to improve the government’s effectiveness. Himbara, formerly a professor of economics in South Africa, was relieved that Blair’s experts would be more skilled than the ‘DFID types’ – untalented British civil servants sent after 1999 by Clare Short’s Department for International Development. But, unlike Blair, Himbara doubted that Kagame would take advice. ‘That evening,’ he recalled a couple of years later, ‘they lied to each other.’


Blair was thrilled by Kagame’s enthusiasm. AGI, his banner programme, had been launched effortlessly. After the frustrations of Downing Street, he intended to modernise Africa and, through his Faith Foundation, heal religious intolerance across the world. Both charities would be financed by his personal income and bequests from the philanthropic billionaires who congregated at the annual World Economic Forum in Davos. Soon after, he solicited annual donations of about £1 million for AGI in Rwanda from David Sainsbury, the former science minister, and Bill Gates.


Within a year of AGI’s launch, Jonathan Reynaga, a former Downing Street aide, arrived in Kigali, the Rwandan capital, to embed himself and his team. By then, Blair had introduced Kagame to the international circuit of leaders’ conferences across America and in Davos. He was presenting the president as Africa’s ‘Mr Clean’; no one mentioned the continuing massacre of Hutus in the neighbouring Congo by militia dispatched by Kagame. Nor did Blair’s audience refer to the systematic theft by Kagame’s armed forces of diamonds, gold and other precious minerals from Congo to finance their lifestyle. After all, the president’s virtues were also hailed by Bill Clinton, Blair’s ally.


The following year, 2008, Blair was welcomed by Himbara at Kigali airport, having stepped off a commercial flight from Nairobi. Like all visitors, he was impressed by Kigali’s clean streets, new skyscrapers, Internet network and stock exchange. Soon he was telling his host how British and American aid was transforming the country into the continent’s showcase. But Himbara knew the truth: the Internet rarely worked because the country lacked electricity, and the stock exchange listed exactly seven corporations – three of which were foreign-owned, with another belonging to the president. The legacy of Belgium’s colonial occupation was a nation of illiterate subsistence farmers lacking the means to build a modern infrastructure. Despite all the millions in aid, the life of Rwandans outside the capital remained dire. ‘Twelve AGI staff cannot turn around a dysfunctional state,’ Himbara reflected. ‘How do you start in a country where most people can’t spell?’


Blair was more optimistic. As soon as he was ensconced in the presidential palace, his conversation with Kagame centred on him as an experienced leader willing to offer his advice at any time. At the end, Kagame summoned Himbara. ‘Please arrange for Mr Blair to fly back to London on my private jet,’ he ordered. Shortly after, Blair and his staff climbed aboard the $30 million Bombardier BD-700 ‘Global Express’ to fly non-stop to Stansted. The cost of the round-trip flight – about $400,000 – was billed to the Rwandan government.


A year later, Blair returned to Kigali, again on the president’s jet. Conditions were not as impressive as they had been on his last visit. Kagame feared the outcome of the upcoming elections but, since Blair paraded him as a model of African democracy, they could not be cancelled. Although there was no meaningful opposition party and Kagame was guaranteed over 90 per cent of the vote, his paranoia was causing fatal repercussions. Any journalist or businessman who was critical of the government was beaten up; his personal doctor had been murdered. A UN investigation into Kagame’s attacks against the Hutus in the Congo during the 1990s was due to report that the president was guilty of genocide.


Suspicious of any independent-minded Rwandan, Kagame forbade Himbara to spend time alone with Blair during his visit. Himbara carefully obeyed the orders until he bid Blair farewell outside the president’s palace. ‘Jump in and come with me,’ Blair ordered, pulling Himbara into the limousine. ‘I’m a dead man,’ thought Himbara, as Blair asked him to recite his fears. By the end of their journey to the airport, Blair had heard that ‘It’s getting nasty here. People are disappearing.’ He did not comment. Once again, he boarded the president’s jet and flew towards Europe.


At Christmas, Himbara joined his family in Johannesburg. Fearing for his life, he did not return to his country. Even in South Africa he wasn’t safe. Another Rwandan exile, a personal friend living near by, was murdered by a hit squad. Although Kagame duly won the 2010 election with 93 per cent of the vote, the leaders of the small opposition party were being hunted down. Their beheaded corpses, hacked by machetes, were strewn about the countryside.


Blair ignored those events. Instead, he hailed his protégé’s success. ‘The popular mandate received by President Kagame in the recent presidential election is a testament to the huge strides made under his formidable leadership,’ he said. In Britain, police in London announced that a plot hatched in Kigali to murder two Rwandan exiles had been foiled.


In 2012, Himbara heard that Tony Blair would be addressing an ‘Executive Leadership Conference’ in Johannesburg. He paid $450 for a ticket and sat in the front row. At question time, he raised his hand. ‘How is your Rwandan project going?’ he asked Blair. ‘I had to run for my life. But, for you, it’s business as usual. Why?’


‘Oh, David,’ replied Blair, ‘Good to see you, man. Next question.’


At the end of the session, Blair walked out, avoiding Himbara’s gaze. Five years after leaving Downing Street, he was accountable to no one. He had bidden good riddance to Parliament, civil servants and the Labour Party. Democracy, he had decided, hindered effective government. Casualties like David Himbara were not his concern.


Two years later, in 2014, after several more trips to Kigali and meetings with Kagame at Davos and elsewhere, Blair was sent a report by the US Department of State describing the murderous oppression in Rwanda. Again, he said nothing. The following year, he was equally silent after Congressional hearings in Washington denounced the murders of Kagame’s opponents.


Three months on, in June 2015, one of Kagame’s associates, General Karenzi Karake, the head of Rwanda’s intelligence service, arrived at Heathrow on an official visit. To his surprise, he was arrested on an international warrant for ‘war crimes against civilians’ issued in Spain. He was immediately imprisoned. To resist his extradition to Spain, he hired Cherie Blair. In defence of her client, she told the magistrate that the general was ‘a hero in Rwanda and they very much want him home as soon as possible’. Karake was released on bail of £1 million. Two months later, he was freed on a legal technicality before the charges were heard, and flew back home. Kagame’s opponents were shocked. Cherie, like her husband, was hailed by Kagame as a hero.




*





Since his resignation in June 2007, Tony Blair’s relations with dictators have been, and continue to be, bewildering. The defining events of his ten years as prime minister were the humiliation of Slobodan Milošević, the Serbian dictator, and the toppling of Iraqi president Saddam Hussein. In the cause of democracy, Blair defiantly risked his office to remove leaders he repeatedly described as evil. Set free from government, a different Tony Blair emerged from the politician who had spoken on behalf of New Labour. Eleven years after risking his reputation to topple Saddam, he publicly justified strong, authoritarian government. ‘You also need efficacy,’ he wrote in the New York Times. ‘You need effective government taking effective decisions.’ He recalled that in 2001 the British army and not Whitehall’s civil servants had solved the foot-and-mouth epidemic that ravaged the nation’s cattle. Soldiers and corporate chief executives rather than democratically elected representatives are, he argued, the best managers.


Since he left Downing Street, the accusations against Blair have grown. The image of a career carefully balanced between global charity and his commercial consultancies has become frayed. Despite his efforts to remain invisible, regular reports have described a global traveller jetting between Asia, the Middle East, Africa, Europe and America to earn millions of pounds by offering advice to sheikhs, presidents and dictators.


His new pitch, refined since his first meeting with Kagame, was perfectly delivered on 13 May 2015 to President Buhari of Nigeria. After his arrival at Abuja airport on a jet chartered by Evgeny Lebedev, the son of the former KGB colonel who owned the London Evening Standard, Blair was whisked to the Hilton Hotel. Besides Lebedev, his entourage included Nick Thompson, the head of the AGI, his police protection officer and a personal assistant. The following morning, he called on Andrew Pocock, the British High Commissioner. The routine was familiar. In every country he visits, Blair expects the British embassy to provide a comprehensive security briefing. In Nigeria, he was especially interested in the threat posed by Boko Haram, the Islamic terror group murdering hundreds of civilians in the north of the country. Armed with classified information, he then sped in a motor cavalcade to the office of Muhammadu Buhari, recently elected as president and committed to ridding his country of endemic corruption. Getting access to the new president even before his inauguration was a notable achievement. Blair’s reputation overcame many hurdles.


In their first meeting, Blair introduced himself as ‘Britain’s most successful prime minister’. With the benefit of age, experience and hindsight, he explained to Buhari, he had learned how to focus on important matters and work the system. ‘I pioneered the skills to make government work effectively,’ he told the president. ‘The Delivery Unit is the leader’s weapon to make his government effective across the civil service and country.’ He offered Buhari the benefit of that expertise. AGI would establish a delivery unit within his government, with paid staff.


Buhari, a former army general who had orchestrated a successful coup in 1983, looked bored. The wizened politician, famous for imprisoning his opponents without trial until he was deposed in a counter-coup and jailed for three years, stared intently at Lebedev. The Russian seemed equally uninterested in Blair’s sermon. Buhari’s assistant had earlier asked why Lebedev was included in the meeting. ‘It’s his plane,’ replied a member of Blair’s staff, ‘and he’s interested in Blair’s work against Ebola in Sierra Leone.’


‘Could you all leave us alone now?’ Blair announced. ‘I have a personal message for the president from David Cameron.’ Twenty minutes later, the two men emerged. Buhari was noticeably disgruntled. Blair, he told an aide, had used his access to tout for business on behalf of Tony Blair Associates, his commercial calling card. He had offered the sale of Israeli drones and other military equipment to help defeat the Islamic uprising. ‘Blair is just after business,’ muttered Buhari.


During the drive back to the airport, Lai Yahaya, the local AGI organiser, asked Blair whether he was mixing charity and business. ‘We don’t do business in Africa,’ the statesman replied. ‘Don’t worry. Only AGI and charitable work. We only do business in the Middle East and Asia.’ Yahaya was unconvinced. He had heard about Blair working the system in other African countries where AGI operated.


Two weeks later, Yahaya called Buhari’s office to ask whether the president would accept AGI’s experts. ‘Don’t push the AGI stuff,’ he was told. ‘The president was not happy with Blair pushing the Israeli business.’ (Buhari subsequently ignored Blair’s calls on behalf of the Saudi crown prince.)


Six weeks later, in London, Blair met Bukola Saraki, the president of the Nigerian senate, ranked by the constitution as the third most powerful person in the country. Just before the meeting, Blair was briefed by Yahaya that Buhari was vigorously campaigning to rid Nigeria of its endemic corruption and did not welcome Blair seeking a business deal. ‘They’re concerned that you’re pretending to be something else, using AGI to get access.’


‘That’s the problem with being the most successful prime minister,’ came the reply. ‘Britain is a country which doesn’t like success.’


Blair ignored Yahaya’s warning. During his conversation with Saraki, he discussed opportunities to introduce investors from the Middle East to Nigeria. ‘We’d like that,’ said Saraki, aware that Blair represented a wealth fund based in Abu Dhabi.


Yahaya was unaware of more glaring conflicts of interest. Two months earlier, Blair had posed with Ehud Barak, the former Israeli prime minister, at a college fund-raiser near Tel Aviv. Like Blair, since leaving office Barak had become a wealthy businessman. In Israel, he and Blair had become known as ‘the twins’. Blair presented a perplexing conflict of interests: he was simultaneously the envoy of the international Quartet, the contact group established in 2002 by the US, Russia, the UN and the EU to negotiate peace between Israel and the Palestinians; he was also conducting business in Israel and the Arab countries; and, finally, he relied on the expertise and money of the British government to execute both undertakings. Was it a coincidence that, just two weeks later, Blair resigned as the Quartet’s envoy?


For Yahaya, his surprise at the conversation with Blair was tempered by the Delivery Unit’s global fame. A new book, How to Run a Government by Michael Barber, the founder of Blair’s unit in Downing Street, had become a ‘must read’ across the developing world. However, unknown to those African politicians lectured by Blair about his government’s unqualified success in improving Britain’s health, education, housing and society, the unit was dismantled in 2005, four years after its creation. Since then, most independent observers have come to regard the unit as unsatisfactory. That fact has not deterred Blair’s salesmanship. His genius since becoming prime minister in 1997 has been to pursue his causes regardless of any discomfiting misfortunes. With charisma and guile, he won three successive elections and, in the Blairite gospel, those unprecedented victories meant that he was successful. But, for others, there is a difference between success at the polls against weak opponents and success in government.


Fully understanding Blair’s record has not been possible until recently, partly because the politicians, officials and military officers involved are only now giving candid explanations about their role in the New Labour era, and also because Blair’s career after 2007 has cast a new light on his legacy.


Since his resignation, some Britons have remained admirers, while for others disappointment has grown. For the former, the extensive construction of new hospitals and schools and the dismantling of social barriers during his decade as prime minister remain a glorious achievement. Others, recalling the high expectations of May 1997, list the lost opportunities as a tragic waste. The principal complaint by the disenchanted is that the man who proclaimed his intention to be ‘purer than pure, whiter than white’ above all things broke that vow and revealed himself to be untruthful.


The invasion of Iraq, the critics say, was approved by Parliament because of his deception. Their anger has intensified during the years since his premiership, not least because while selling his services on the strength of the connections he made while in power, he continues to use the trappings of state to earn tens of millions of pounds. Even his close friends are puzzled about his quest for wealth, and their bewilderment is compounded by ignorance. None of them knows about his activities in Rwanda and Nigeria, or about the source of his lucrative business across the Middle East, Asia and America. So, has he undergone a metamorphosis since 2007, or is the man now consorting with a mass murderer and several vile dictators showing his true character?


At the outset of my research, in 2013, answering such a question was not my primary aim. Indeed, I knew little about Blair’s commercial career. Rather, my original focus was on what had happened during his days in government. The genesis of the book was a friendly but impassioned argument I had over dinner with a close friend of Blair. She insisted that, thanks to his time in government, only 20 per cent of eleven-year-olds entered secondary school illiterate, whereas in 1997 it was 30 per cent. I believed that there had been no genuine improvement in literacy and numeracy during the Blair years. The argument continued over the following days, and by the end I realised that no one really knew what had happened during that hectic decade – not only in education but in energy, immigration, health, social welfare, defence and, of course, the events that led Britain and America into two disastrous wars.


There are many books describing aspects of those subjects. Most are partial memoirs or gossipy accounts of life among Blair’s inner circle (the best being Andrew Rawnsley’s two volumes). In addition, Alastair Campbell’s diaries provide a useful timetable and a remarkable testament to the prejudices of Blair’s supreme adviser, while Jonathan Powell’s slim record provides a crude study in self-deception. No book adequately delves beyond the spin masters’ smoke and mirrors to reveal what the government actually achieved. The thirty-six books I read all perpetuate myths and, occasionally, falsehoods about the central events of the period from 1997 to 2007. All ignore the eyewitness accounts by anonymous civil servants who saw so much but have generally kept their counsel. Even those books, articles or TV documentaries that reveal unknown facts about, for example, education or the build-up to the Iraq war present a mosaic rather than a full narrative.


Like, I suspect, the majority of my readers, I lived through the Blair era. I wrote two books covering that period: one exposing the dishonesty of Geoffrey Robinson in 2001, and a critical biography of Gordon Brown in 2004. In both, my focus was on a flawed politician; Blair was a subsidiary figure, albeit an important one. I later came across him while writing biographies of Bernie Ecclestone and Richard Branson; in neither case was his reputation enhanced. With all four mavericks, Blair’s conduct often seemed inexplicable to me. Yet, in hindsight, with the exception of Brown, there was a link between him and the other three: money, and the power of money. That did not appear to be relevant until I researched this book.


In 2013, despite the familiarity from the previous books, and despite absorbing huge amounts of information about the period, I realised that my understanding of Blair’s government was limited. Beyond the headlines, sensational resignations or accusations of deception was a mystery. That contentious dinner party bequeathed a riddle: what actually happened during those years? Like most people, I viewed the charismatic, charming communicator as something of an enigma, but suspected that the full story would never be known. His band of loyalists, I knew, would not reveal his flaws. The best way to discover the truth about an unknown, Karl Marx famously proposed, is to write a book. I have taken his advice.


My study focuses on five areas: health, education, immigration, energy and the wars. Health and education represented, according to Blair, huge successes for Labour, while the inside story of immigration has never been told. Regarding energy, I failed to understand why not a single power station was built throughout Blair’s decade in power, exposing Britain to potential blackouts. The wars speak for themselves. Regarding Iraq, all the key military officers and many of the civil servants and politicians have broken their silence; I also had the benefit of the televised testimony of about 190 witnesses to the Chilcot inquiry. The road to war in Afghanistan has not been previously explored. It is a shocking story, but understandable in the context of Blair’s approach in other areas of his premiership. In other words, the same characteristics that persuaded Blair to dispatch troops to fight in Iraq and Afghanistan decided the fate of Britain’s education, our health service and the nature of our society. Iraq was not an aberration; it was consistent with his administration of government throughout his decade in office. The story of his tenure reveals the nature of the man today.


To discover what happened after 1997, I sought out all the retired senior civil servants who had worked in those five areas during Blair’s decade. I interviewed dozens of junior and senior officials, permanent secretaries and all the Cabinet secretaries. Next, I spoke with successive junior ministers and Cabinet ministers. For the wars, I interviewed most of the principal senior military officers, chiefs of staff and all four chiefs of the defence staff. In total, over two hundred people were interviewed, some of them several times. A handful refused to speak to me but, in the light of what others told me, I know that their contribution would have been mostly irrelevant. Those who agreed to speak were credible eyewitnesses. The result is the fullest narrative yet available about the workings of the Blair government.


To those readers who suspect my motives, let me declare the following. I voted for Blair in 1997 and excitedly watched his drive from Islington to Downing Street. Like the majority of Britons, I did believe that this was a new dawn. Before the election, I had met socially many of those close to Blair, including Peter Mandelson and Alastair Campbell, and had no reason to distrust them. I have met Blair once – at a Hampstead dinner party in 1996 to celebrate Mandelson’s birthday – and was bemused to discover that Labour’s leader knew nothing about Harold Wilson (with whom I had spent two memorable weeks as a BBC TV producer during the October 1974 election) or any of his predecessors. Besides that, I did not doubt that he was sincere.


In 2003, I supported the invasion of Iraq. I believed the prime minister’s warning that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction and even, to the bemusement of friends, followed the government’s advice to stock up on tinned goods and spare batteries. Thirteen years later, I am neither disenchanted nor angry about Blair or his party. I am not a Labour supporter, but I remain mightily influenced by the student radicalism I absorbed during the 1960s at the then uniquely blessed London School of Economics. So please accept that what follows – my twenty-first book – while fuelled by curiosity is not motivated by prejudice. Rather, I was compelled to research this book because, like most Britons, I could not understand how the ‘whiter than white’ prime minister of 1997 evolved into a derided carpetbagger. Were we all fooled at the outset by a brilliant actor, or did an honest man fall victim to the temptations of power? Did he embark on government in bad faith or, infected by vanity and unmoored values, did he slowly lose his way amid situations he did not understand? Will his still loyal friends, after reading this book, retreat from their high ground? Or are Blair’s critics, as he asserts, guilty of mean-spirited ingratitude? Will history, as he believes, hail his greatness?


Shimon Peres, the veteran Israeli statesman, told Blair during one of their early meetings that every successful political leader needs to be a narcissist and paranoiac to survive. ‘Not one or the other,’ said Peres, ‘but both at the same time.’ Blair acknowledged that wisdom. His unshakeable self-belief is an essential prop that keeps him afloat during his involuntary exile from Britain.


Many believe redemption is impossible for a man so tarnished. For the moment, the best way to judge the man is to uncover the previously unknown story of his government. Discovering the truth was a surprise to me, and perhaps will be for you too.

















PART 1


NEW LABOUR TAKES CHARGE





MAY 1997–MAY 2001























ONE


The Beginning







One week before the 1997 general election, Tony Blair was facing Robin Butler, the fifty-nine-year-old Cabinet secretary. On the eve of his landslide victory, Blair had invited Britain’s most important civil servant to his home in Islington for a meeting. Uppermost in Butler’s mind as he drove from Downing Street to north London was the fate of Jonathan Powell, Blair’s chief of staff.


Ever since Blair had first met Powell in Washington in 1993, the Foreign Office diplomat had fed Blair’s suspicion that most civil servants were unimaginative conservatives opposed to modernising Britain. Two years after that meeting, Powell had resigned from his job and joined Blair’s private office, and over the following years Blair came to accept Powell’s belief that Whitehall’s inertia would sabotage New Labour’s mission. Anticipating his party’s victory, Blair expected Powell to move into Downing Street and issue orders to his former colleagues.


‘When I arrive next week,’ Blair told Butler as the two men faced each other, ‘I want Jonathan to be my principal private secretary.’


‘I advise very strongly against that,’ replied Butler. ‘You’ll need someone experienced to operate the levers of power. You’ll have Alex Allan for the first three months. After that, see how it goes.’ Allan was an experienced civil servant trusted by Butler.


‘I see,’ replied Blair.


‘There are some things that a PPS has to do that should not be done by a political adviser,’ explained Butler. ‘Like relations with the Palace, civil-service appointments and intelligence matters.’ He mentioned another factor. Powell’s elder brother Charles, also a former Foreign Office official, had been a close adviser to Margaret Thatcher, and Butler believed that Thatcher had been brought down in 1990 partly because her reliance on Powell had isolated her from others.


Not mentioned was Jonathan Powell’s reputation. Many in Whitehall considered him to be politically naive and even trivial. His belief in himself extinguished any self-doubt. Butler, a former head boy at Harrow school and now an accomplished patrician on the eve of retirement, was seeking to protect the young future prime minister from an early mistake.


‘Right,’ said Blair reluctantly, ‘let’s keep Allan for the first three months and see how it goes.’


Butler was relieved. Sharp words, he thought, had been exchanged in the stand-off. ‘I’ll make the legal arrangements using an order-in-council to give him and Alastair Campbell the necessary powers,’ he told Blair. Powell would remain Blair’s chief of staff and would be given executive authority to issue orders to civil servants.


Blair smiled. In their confrontation he had acted with the self-confidence of an insider, although he had been bored after an hour. ‘Amiable but out of date,’ he told himself as he bid his visitor farewell. His natural politeness had concealed his judgement that Butler’s protests were the death rattle of the old mandarin class. Under his regime, Whitehall would be occupied by a network of friends ruled by himself as self-styled chief executive. By giving both Powell and Campbell, his spokesman, executive powers, he had cleared his first obstacle. Henceforth the civil servant’s tainted advice would be ignored. Blair had modernised the Labour Party. Now he would modernise Britain.




*





‘He’s scared of me,’ Butler concluded during the drive back to Whitehall. ‘He didn’t even ask me how to make the government machine work.’ He was puzzled by Blair. Since they had first met in 1993, his attempts to explain Whitehall had been ignored. First, he had sent the young MP the transcript of a lecture describing the problems of governing Britain. Blair did not respond. Then, several weeks before the 1997 election, they had met in Westminster. Butler had been beguiled by Blair’s charm but only in hindsight did he realise that the future prime minister had not asked how Whitehall intended to implement Labour’s election manifesto. Only later did he understand his mistake. Blair had not asked how prime ministers operated because he was focused on winning power. Despite his lifelong experience, Butler had missed the signs of a politician’s fearless conceit. ‘He didn’t really get what was going on inside Blair’s head,’ noted Campbell in his diaries.


Over the following days, the headlines were dominated by predictions of a Labour landslide. Blair’s cautionary words – ‘I take nothing for granted’ – were greeted amid unusual bitterness by Prime Minister John Major’s accusations that Blair was telling ‘bare-faced lies’ by predicting that a new Tory government would abolish the state pension and levy VAT on food. Beyond the cynical abuse, The Times columnist Matthew Parris speculated whether Labour’s appeal to Britain’s middle class spelt the end of the Conservative Party and the abandonment of the working class. Simon Jenkins, another shrewd commentator, was awed by New Labour’s ‘discipline of vacuity’ so that ‘an entire political generation has been chloroformed to utter waffle by a leader who is not politically bold’. Nevertheless, everyone agreed that on Friday 2 May the removal van would arrive in Downing Street and eighteen years of British history would be derided.


A week after their confrontation in Islington, Butler and Blair met again in the Cabinet room in Downing Street. Millions of television viewers were watching reruns showing the smiling victor greeting Labour supporters at an all-night party in the Royal Festival Hall and, later, as the century’s youngest prime minister, walking in the sunshine along Downing Street to witness the beginning of his eulogy that ‘a new dawn has broken’. ‘This is a dream come true,’ the playwright Colin Welland was saying on TV. ‘I’m going to be able to pick up my four-year-old grandson and tell him he has got a future.’


Exhausted by the campaign, Blair had been re-energised by the excitement he had witnessed on the pavements as he had been driven from Islington towards Westminster. The clapping crowds, he would accurately say, were ‘liberated, yearning for change in their country’. His message was addressed to those in the middle ground, voicing their hopes and fears and giving reassurance about taxes and the economy. Yet none of the jubilant supporters spraying the media with guffaws about ‘a new era’ and ‘history is changing’ could have imagined the strained atmosphere inside 10 Downing Street.


After welcoming Blair, Butler told him, ‘We have studied your manifesto and are ready to help you implement it.’ Blair smiled, concealing his disbelief. Thirteen years later, he would write that he found those words strangely disturbing. In his punctilious manner, Butler went through the routine housekeeping list: the senior appointments that Blair would make that day; the seniority of ministers and the seating plan in Cabinet meetings; and the allocation of government houses for ministers. The final item covered the process by which Britain’s nuclear weapons were activated.


Blair was then presented with a bundle of files. In the traditional manner, the civil service had prepared a detailed schedule for implementing Labour’s manifesto. Butler was proud of the achievement, but the reaction unsettled him. Glowering at Butler from the side, Powell interpreted the files as an attempt to overawe Blair. Butler, he thought, was ‘an old-school Cabinet Secretary who was anxious to assert control over a new and inexperienced prime minister’.


‘Butleshanks’, as the Blairites demeaningly called the Cabinet secretary, was puzzled by Powell’s hostility. ‘I never saw it as putting the frighteners on him at all,’ Butler would say, mystified. The first sign of his reduced status was his exclusion from Blair’s Monday-morning discussion with his confidants about the upcoming week’s agenda. Powell’s attitude, Butler later lamented privately, was ‘quite ridiculous and ludicrous’.


Butler’s humiliation was repeated over the following hours across Whitehall. Freshly appointed ministers arrived in their departments expecting their civil servants to be untrustworthy Tories. During their brief moments with Blair to receive their appointments, any suspicions they may have built up over eighteen years of opposition had not been discouraged. For many, the only surprise was their new responsibility. With some exceptions, Blair had jettisoned his pre-election plans.


George Robertson, a jocular fifty-one-year-old career politician, arrived in Downing Street believing that he would emerge with the Scottish portfolio. The man who Blair feared talked too much was unprepared for his appointment as defence secretary, a brief he had never considered. Chris Smith, a former charity worker, had spent two years developing Labour’s health policy but at the last moment Gordon Brown had taken offence at Smith’s ideas, so, bowing to his chancellor’s objections, Blair made Smith culture secretary. Health he entrusted to Frank Dobson, a mainstay of old Labour. The NHS had never aroused Blair’s interest. ‘24 hours to save the NHS’ had been one of several key election pledges made up on the spur of the moment by a Labour speechwriter. ‘Tony didn’t discuss health when we met in Downing Street,’ recalled Dobson. ‘He only mentioned my daughter Sally, who was part of his election team.’


While Blair decided on the remaining 191 appointments, Dobson made his way across Whitehall to the health department’s headquarters and stepped into a government departmental building for the first time. ‘He looked aghast to have been appointed,’ recalled the senior civil servant who welcomed him. On Dobson’s desk was a thick folder prepared over the previous months. In simple terms, Graham Hart, the permanent secretary, and his officials outlined the problems and alternative policies for the national health service. ‘I won’t need that,’ said Dobson, pushing the file to one side. ‘I’ll read the manifesto and we’ll do that.’ He gazed suspiciously at the perplexed officials. ‘Everything’s OK,’ he said as he leaned back in his upholstered chair. ‘Labour will save the NHS.’ His audience suppressed their unanimous opinion that their new boss knew nothing about the health service.


Two hundred yards away, Margaret Beckett, a former deputy leader of the party and, in 1994, one of Blair’s rivals for the leadership alongside John Prescott, had just entered the Department of Trade and Industry. To her surprise, she was greeted by hundreds of clapping civil servants. Without a word, she walked unsmiling into the waiting lift. ‘I never expected such a welcome,’ she told Michael Scholar, her permanent secretary. Scholar, a principled public servant, had organised the reception to win Beckett’s trust. Her hostility suggested that he would fail.


As in other parts of the civil service, the department had compiled a five-hundred-page plan based on Labour’s manifesto, speeches and policy documents. ‘This is to achieve your objectives,’ said Scholar, offering Beckett a timetable for briefings. ‘Nice to be here,’ she replied, pushing the thick brief aside. Either hostile or lazy, she would never open the file and refused to meet civil servants for briefings.


Below her in the same building John Battle, a former councillor, would enter his office as the new energy minister. During a two-minute telephone conversation with Blair, Battle was told: ‘Stick to the party’s election manifesto and look after the coal mines.’ In fact, Labour had no energy plan other than to follow the Tories’ policies. On his first day, Battle denounced his officials to their faces. ‘He was’, noted a hurt Scholar, ‘strangely blinkered and distrustful.’


Officials in other buildings were not as downhearted. General Charles Guthrie, the chief of the defence staff, had been delighted by George Robertson’s appointment. Some weeks before the election, over breakfast with Blair in a private room at Claridge’s hotel, Guthrie had stacked the odds in Robertson’s favour. ‘David Clark’, said the general, referring to Labour’s shadow defence spokesman, ‘is not the right man for the department.’ Blair accepted the advice with a trace of gratitude. Compared to the lawyers, academics and dissolute parliamentarians vying to be ministers in the new government, the general’s openness was disarming. On 2 May, Robertson crossed Whitehall and received a rousing welcome in the ministry’s main building, not least from Guthrie.


Gordon Brown had been similarly cheered as he entered the Treasury. ‘Thank you,’ he said, before walking up a staircase lined with portraits of his predecessors. His smile disappeared once he sat behind his desk in the large chancellor’s office. Speaking without warmth, he issued instructions regarding where to seat his closest advisers – Ed Balls, Geoffrey Robinson and Charlie Whelan – and gave orders that would revolutionise the Bank of England by enshrining its independence. Terry Burns, the permanent secretary, suggested slight modifications, in so doing confirming Brown’s suspicions that Burns was untrustworthy. He resolved to neutralise him at once.


By contrast, Jack Straw had appreciated the applause of hundreds of civil servants as he arrived at the Home Office in Queen Anne’s Gate. Like most government officials, they had become weary of John Major’s fractious administration, and were drained by the previous home secretary Michael Howard’s abrasive complaints about their obstruction of his demands. In his brief speech of thanks, Straw praised his audience, promised to listen to their advice and expressed his intention to work ‘within the system’. His list of priorities included human rights and crime, the territory that the new prime minister had memorably captured from the Tories during the election with the slogan ‘Tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’.


Shortly afterwards, Straw was closeted in a conference room with Richard Wilson, his permanent secretary, and other senior officials. ‘Implement our manifesto,’ said Straw. ‘That will take us through the next two years, and then we’ll look to you for ideas.’


The officials smiled. ‘This is refreshing,’ thought one. ‘He’s got emotional intelligence. He’s more open than Michael Howard. We can work for him.’ Everyone suppressed their surprise as Straw then revealed that he had not discussed Labour’s policies for the Home Office with Blair. ‘I’m not interested in immigration,’ Straw told Tim Walker, head of the Immigration and Nationality Department (IND).


‘Howard had played up immigration,’ thought Walker, ‘Straw wants to play it down.’ Straw believed immigration had become toxic under Howard, a situation that he intended to defuse.


Many of the new ministers, Robin Butler assumed, would want to discuss their responsibilities at the first Cabinet meeting. To restore good relations with Blair, he diligently offered a draft agenda. The reply was jolting. ‘I’ve decided to make the Bank of England independent,’ Blair had revealed hours after arriving in Downing Street.


‘The Cabinet will want to discuss and decide that,’ replied Butler.


‘Oh, they won’t mind,’ said Blair. ‘We’ll ring round and they’ll agree.’


‘It was my idea,’ he would later write. ‘I kept control of the economy but was pleased to let Brown take the credit.’


Butler was surprised that a tradition established three hundred years earlier was being jettisoned so casually. Since Robert Walpole became Britain’s first prime minister in 1721, his successors had abided by the custom that the Cabinet would be consulted on major decisions. In Blair’s vision, all traditions needed to be re-justified in order to survive. Collective government, ranking the prime minister as first among equals, reflected weakness. With presidential powers, he would govern with a handful of like-minded friends who, united by ambition and a desire for secrecy, would meet in his small office. ‘My core staff’, wrote Blair, ‘were knitted together like a regiment, imbued with a common purpose and with a camaraderie that had a spirit of steel running through it.’ Members of the Cabinet were not included. In addition to Powell and Campbell, there was Anji Hunter, his confidante since his teens, who acted as gatekeeper, his pollster Philip Gould and Peter Mandelson, the political genius who invented New Labour and fashioned Blair’s image. During those early days, few outsiders could accurately measure Blair’s disdain for the Labour Party members, especially those appointed as ministers. Their appointment was secured on condition that his orders were unquestioningly obeyed.


Although before the weekly meetings Cabinet ministers would receive the traditional agenda covering parliamentary, foreign and home affairs, Blair continued to ignore Butler’s drafts. Powell took over that task, thus denying any dissidents an opportunity to launch complaints. The discipline Blair had imposed since becoming party leader would continue in government. He was a man in a hurry, and Cabinet meetings would be limited to forty minutes, during which he would address his government, expecting complete loyalty. That, he mistakenly assumed, had been Margaret Thatcher’s method.


The change in approach surprised other leading civil servants besides Butler – Brian Bender, for instance, the senior Cabinet Office official responsible for Europe. In a conversation with Robin Cook after the new foreign secretary’s meeting with Blair three days after the election, Bender listened to an unusual complaint.


‘I’m chairing the committee about joining the euro but no one has given me the key documents,’ said Cook.


‘Well, I’ll see what I can do in the future,’ replied Bender.


Bender approached Jonathan Powell and asked, ‘Will the single currency be discussed in the first Cabinet?’


‘Don’t worry about that,’ replied Powell with noticeable impatience. ‘We’ll tell them what the line is.’


Perplexed, Bender asked Peter Mandelson how the new prime minister would operate before making major decisions. ‘You’ll find’, replied the minister without portfolio, ‘that he will helicopter in and then focus.’


Still uncertain, Bender addressed Blair directly. ‘I assume you will want to implement the manifesto pledges?’


‘Don’t feel spellbound by every word we used,’ came the reply, implying that the manifesto should be ignored.


‘Blair doesn’t trust anyone,’ Bender silently concluded.


On 8 May, as twenty-one ministers arrived in Downing Street for their first Cabinet meeting, Blair asked Butler, ‘What do people call each other in the Cabinet?’


‘The Conservatives were formal,’ replied Butler, ‘but Labour governments have used first names.’


‘Call me Tony,’ Blair told his ministers, with a flash of the familiar smile. His audience was rapt. Thanks to his emotional appeal, their leader had delivered an unimaginable 179-seat majority in the Commons. Even his critics in the room acknowledged their leader’s talent as a communicator who gave the impression of enjoying everyone’s company.


Blair started as he intended to continue: the chief executive imposing his will on former lawyers, TV producers, councillors and teachers with no experience of managing large organisations. ‘The Bank of England will be made independent,’ he announced. There were no comments. Everyone knew the form from their years in opposition: decisions were presented and voicing an opinion would not be looked on kindly. Next, Blair spoke about ‘the line to take’, focusing on how policies should be presented.


During the election campaign, simple phrases had spread Blair’s promise to Britain: ‘the future not the past’; ‘the many and not the few’; ‘duty to others’; and ‘Britain deserves better’. He described his country as a community working together in ‘a fair society’. His vision for Britain promised ‘progressive’ politics to ‘modernise the nation’. The campaign song, ‘Things Can Only Get Better’, played over captions promising renewal, recovery and change, had energised voters to believe Blair’s vision to ‘end the crisis of faith’ because, under New Labour, ‘we will be a beacon to the world if people unite behind our mission to modernise our country’. And, finally, ‘The future then, not the past.’


His ministers embraced every word. Even the left-wing Clare Short, responsible for international development, believed his declaration that ‘The Britain of the elite is over. The new Britain is a meritocracy.’ In the very first Cabinet meeting, she offered to give up her official car. ‘You can keep it, Clare,’ Blair said soothingly.


Sitting against the wall, Alastair Campbell epitomised the enigma of Tony Blair. The trusted propagandist had been employed as a political writer on Robert Maxwell’s Daily Mirror. Without complaint, he had ignored journalism’s duty towards objectivity and loyally served the infamous fraudster until Maxwell’s sudden death. In serving Blair, similar nuances had been embraced to establish New Labour as the natural party of government. Blurring the distinction between left and right had been one reason for the party’s landslide victory. In a pre-election film, Blair had offered a ‘different type of politics rooted in values and convictions but not quite left or right’, adding with sincerity, ‘I will not promise anything I can’t deliver.’


Much of that message had been crafted by Campbell and was endorsed by Blair’s belief that ‘communication is fifty per cent of the battle in the information age’. Ensuring that Labour supporters in the media repeated the message had paved the way to victory. The most important ally had been John Birt, the BBC’s director general, who had supported Blair’s campaign to become party leader while still employed by the corporation although he denies contributing money to Blair’s campaign.


Like Jonathan Powell, Campbell had been given special powers by an order-in-council and had taken control of the government’s media officials. Immediately, he dominated the Cabinet room. The weak feared his wrath, while the strong basked in his admiration. Campbell’s skulduggery complemented Blair’s apparent purity. Quite simply, he was indispensable to Blair’s success.


His one rival as the dominant force in the new administration (besides Blair himself) was Peter Mandelson. Ever since Blair had become the party’s leader, together the three men had focused on winning the upcoming election. During the three years after 1994, Blair was to rewrite Labour’s constitution and utter slogans in verbless tirades aimed at crushing the Tories: ‘New Labour. New Britain. The party renewed. The country reborn.’ The language, the spectacle and the tactics had awakened the imagination of the electorate, but beyond the words there had been limited preparation in terms of realising Blair’s ambitions. Now it was time for the hard work to begin.


One obstacle, the cabal knew, would be John Prescott, the obdurate representative of traditional Labour, a man burdened by a chip on his shoulder. To keep him onside, Blair had acceded to his demand to be both deputy prime minister and the supremo of a massive department embracing the environment, the regions and transport. The former waiter, Blair anticipated, would not interfere in running the government.


Blair ended his homily in the Cabinet room with a smile. Shortly after, he summoned Butler and furiously denounced the two ministers who had raised questions. ‘From now on’, he ordered, ‘I want to know in advance about anything they want to bring up.’


The second Cabinet meeting lasted just thirty-five minutes.

















TWO


Uninvited Citizens







After eighteen years in opposition, there was a long list of revisions that did not require Downing Street’s approval. The most controversial would become immigration.


The last Commons clash on this issue had been fought over Michael Howard’s bill in 1996. Alarmed by the increase in the number of foreigners claiming asylum in Britain, the Tories had proposed a list of restrictions that Jack Straw had vigorously opposed.


Britain had been a historic safe haven for those escaping persecution. Until the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, many fleeing the Soviet Union and other East European dictatorships had been welcomed. Among the 4,000 refugees arriving every year were politicians and artists from Africa and South America. Their applications automatically involved MI5, and were governed by the Geneva international convention signed in 1951. Asylum would be awarded only to those able to prove persecution by their government, and there was no legal guarantee such requests would be granted.


By 1995, that approach had changed. Third World economic migrants were entering Britain as tourists and then, after their six-month visas expired, claiming asylum. That year, applications rose to 43,000. Pertinently, the number of asylum-seekers in the rest of Europe had fallen dramatically because borders were being tightened. ‘Britain was no longer a haven but a honey pot,’ declared Howard. Unlike in other European countries, successful applicants were given generous cash benefits, subsidised housing and free health care. Home Office officials estimated that in 1995 over £200 million was paid out in benefits and only 5 per cent of those claiming asylum were genuine refugees. In Howard’s opinion, the Home Office was losing control. Dilatory judges were allowing skilful lawyers to exploit a crumbling system. If the law were not changed, another 75,000 foreigners would claim asylum within the year.


To stop the racket, Howard’s bill made it illegal to employ unrecognised asylum-seekers, withdrew benefits from those who failed to apply properly and stipulated procedures to remove bogus applicants as swiftly as possible. He also created a ‘white list’ naming those countries recognised as tyrannies whose nationals could genuinely be seeking asylum, and a ‘safe’ list whose nationals should have no reason to fear for their lives. Applications for asylum by nationals from the ‘safe’ countries would be automatically denied. Following the announcement of the bill, the number arriving in Britain dropped from 43,000 to 29,000 during 1996. Immigration from the Indian subcontinent also fell.


At first, Blair said nothing about the bill. He believed that immigration was good for the economy. Beyond that, he was oblivious to potential political problems arising from immigration or bogus asylum-seekers. As he would subsequently write, ‘We had come to power with a fairly traditional but complacent view of immigration and asylum.’ But Straw was genuinely angry. Free to oppose Howard in the Commons, he described the home secretary’s focus on the number of immigrants as ‘racist’. He was supported by Gerald Kaufman, an acerbic Labour MP, who characterised the legislation as ‘vicious’. Blair was eventually forced into making a public comment, damning Howard for playing the immigration card as a sop to his party and the electorate.


A succession of human-interest stories now strengthened the Labour case, in particular one concerning a group of failed Algerian asylum-seekers on hunger strike in Rochester prison in protest at their deportation orders. Tim Walker and other Home Office officials believed that Howard was prepared to let them die. His nonchalance was widely criticised.


A second victim of the bill who received considerable publicity was Viraj Mendis, a Sri Lankan who was pulled out of a church and deported. A third was a family of Nigerians destined for deportation who were seeking sanctuary in a church in Stoke Newington.


‘We are seen as a soft touch,’ said Howard defensively. ‘My bill will prevent the abuse of the law.’


‘Wicked,’ retorted Straw. Not granting asylum to the Nigerians, he went on, was racist because Nigerians needed visas to enter Britain while Americans didn’t. According to Straw, all asylum-seekers arriving in Britain were genuinely fleeing from oppression and torture. Bogus claimants were products of Tory racism. He pledged to repeal Howard’s ‘arbitrary and unfair’ law. Labour’s manifesto, he predicted, would also include legislation to promote racial equality among those employed in the public sector.


Straw’s damnation of Howard’s bill resonated among those directly affected. In the dying months of a discredited Conservative government, the immigrant communities assumed that Straw would be the next home secretary and pinpointed one particular pledge in the Labour manifesto. At Straw’s behest, the party promised to remove the ‘primary purpose rule’ – a regulation enshrined by the Home Office to prevent bogus marriages being used to enter Britain. The targets were naturalised immigrants from India and Pakistan living in Britain who sought to marry citizens living in the subcontinent and bring them back to Britain. That was forbidden unless they could prove that the primary purpose was genuinely to marry and not a ruse to enable a non-resident to live in the UK. For years, the law had kept out many suspect fiancés and members of the immigrants’ extended families.


Straw had a special interest in the rule. Many of his constituents in Blackburn originated from the subcontinent, and they were pleading for the right to be united with their wives and family – real or acquired – in Britain. Straw wrote a pamphlet called ‘Firmer, Faster, Fairer’ that praised tolerance and reflected his belief in the benefits of immigration, and he promised to repeal the 1996 Immigration Act and abolish the primary purpose rule. Blair agreed with Straw that ‘the rule is a mistake and should be removed’.


‘Because I represent Blackburn’, Straw told Tim Walker, ‘and have been the shadow Home Office minister for many years, I know a great deal about immigration and asylum.’ The primary purpose rule, he ordered, was to be abandoned immediately. ‘There will be about 10,000 immigrants a year coming from India and Pakistan,’ he predicted with certainty. ‘I don’t like letting illiterates from the subcontinent into Britain,’ he added, ‘but people have the right to choose their wives.’ In passing, he also mentioned that ‘Tony’s not interested in immigration. He wants the manifesto commitment quickly implemented.’


Mike O’Brien, the junior minister responsible for immigration, silently noted that ‘Straw’s also not interested in asylum.’


One official sought to persuade the home secretary that he misunderstood marriage in the subcontinent. ‘Marriage in India’, she told him, ‘is an important part of the economy. Families are prepared to pay large sums to arrange for their daughters to enter Britain, not least so they can follow.’ She added that in Somalia the word ‘brother’ had a different definition to that in Britain. Straw was dismissive and, although he would never approve of any proposed legal definition of a dependant or a family, he waved her advice aside. Immigration, he told officials, was not a problem and was certainly not a priority.


Taking his lead from Straw, Richard Wilson had no interest in immigration. His attitude was reinforced by the absence of any policy directive from Robin Butler. ‘Blair’, observed Butler, ‘never discussed immigration. I doubt if he ever thought about it.’ It was clear that Straw’s proposals had barely been discussed with his leader. Accordingly, the primary purpose rule was abolished and more immigrants from the subcontinent were made eligible to enter Britain. While Labour would formally retain Britain’s border controls with Europe, their enforcement was relaxed.


In that halcyon year, the consequences did not materialise: Straw had inherited the legacy of Howard’s restrictions. The number of asylum-seekers arriving in Britain began to fall in 1997 from 32,500 towards 20,000 in 1999; immigrants from non-EU countries remained static at about 150,000. After deducting the number of Britons emigrating, ‘net’ migration was under 100,000. Straw also inherited an unmentioned difficulty: the 52,000 applications for asylum that were piled up, unprocessed, at the IND’s headquarters in Croydon.


Within the Home Office, the immigration department was an unloved backwater where some 5,000 civil servants were charged with scrutinising bulging files, highlighting discrepancies. In a forbidding atmosphere, newly appointed officials duly noted that most applications were riddled with lies. Their work rarely led to solutions but invariably to appeals. ‘Our task is often hopeless,’ Walker told Straw during his first visit to the centre. ‘Their efforts to get in are always greater than our efforts to keep them out.’ Straw was told that the IND’s task could be relieved only if the number of applicants fell or the conditions of entry were modified.


He agreed. Officials were told to rewrite Howard’s restrictive index of approved nations. ‘Increase the countries on the list,’ Straw ordered. Asylum was to be granted to beleaguered Afghans, Nigerians and others. The unusually legalistic home secretary also asked officials to redefine ‘persecution’. Among those to be granted asylum were gays fleeing maltreatment in Africa and Roma suffering in Europe.


By the end of May, human-rights activists recognised that the 1996 Act had been swept aside. One lawyer even challenged the state’s right to withhold benefits from asylum-seekers who had, as required by the Act, failed to register their claim immediately, citing a clause in the 1948 Assistance Act that guaranteed the state’s duty of care towards the poor. Judge Andrew Collins, sympathetic towards Labour’s intentions, agreed that the 1948 act neutralised Howard’s prohibitions. Normally, the Home Office would have appealed the judge’s decision, but officials assumed that Blair wanted all immigrants, including suspect asylum-seekers, to be treated generously. Accordingly, even failed applicants became entitled to welfare benefits.


In 2011, Blair would write, ‘Law and order – and to an extent immigration – were to me utterly mainstream and vital points of what the government was about.’ In reality, Downing Street’s directive to ministers was not to mention immigration. Blair was just not interested in the subject.


Any doubts about that message were removed by the government’s announcement soon after the election that it would introduce a human-rights bill, under which suspect asylum-seekers would be guaranteed the right to have their cases heard by a judge in Britain rather than a European judge in Strasbourg. The change was interpreted across the world as the beginning of a new tolerance, described by Blair as ‘placatory signals’. In reality, his nonchalant dismissal of the topic would come back to haunt him.

















THREE


Restoring a Vision







Four days after the election, Frank Dobson was summoned to Downing Street.


‘How’s it going, Frank?’ Blair asked.


‘I’m implementing the manifesto,’ Dobson replied proudly.


Blair smiled. He had barely thought about New Labour’s health policy. On the Saturday morning after the election, in a telephone conversation with Alan Milburn, a former Trotskyite from a coal-mining village in County Durham, Blair had confessed his ignorance about the NHS. ‘You’ll be the junior health minister,’ he said. Milburn seemed a natural choice. He had made his reputation as a backbencher who asked awkward questions about the health service based on sensitive information leaked to him by a senior NHS manager.


‘What should I do?’ asked Milburn.


‘We need a health policy.’


The service, Blair believed, was in crisis. However, he was uncertain about the solution.


Dobson did not share those qualms, and had already ordered Graham Hart, the department’s permanent secretary, to restore the NHS to the purity of its founders’ vision in 1948. The Tories’ system of targets and league tables, along with the Patient’s Charter introduced in 1994, were rescinded. Simultaneously, Dobson abolished the Tories’ schemes to improve the quality of NHS care by empowering patients to choose their treatment and creating competition between hospitals.


‘I’ve ended the internal market and GP fund-holders,’ Dobson told Blair. ‘Now it’s co-operation, not competition and arguments.’


The NHS at that point employed a million people and absorbed about a tenth of Britain’s GDP. In the manifesto, Blair had promised that £100 million would be saved by terminating the internal market’s red tape. That money, he had written, would be used to reduce the waiting lists for admission to hospital, which were at their highest level since 1948. One hundred thousand people would immediately be helped, even though 1.1 million would remain on the lists.


That inheritance, Blair believed, was symbolic of the Tories’ disdain for the NHS. In comparison with other countries, Britons had a lower life expectancy and less chance of surviving cancer. With inadequate government funding, many hospital buildings were derelict, there were insufficient doctors and the use of new technology was limited. A plan introduced in 1988 to make the training of nurses more academic was producing ‘too posh to wash’ recruits who were reluctant to perform the traditional chores. The £100 million, predicted Dobson, would begin to solve these problems. ‘We hoped that all it would need was just a bit more money,’ recalled John Hutton, a junior health minister. Beyond that, on his own initiative Dobson had ignored the plans devised by Chris Smith over the previous year to refine the Tories’ introduction of market economics into the NHS. Any proposal to change Aneurin Bevan’s blessed legacy was heresy.


Back in 1991, Ken Clarke, the then health minister, had concluded that the NHS was weakened by the Luddite practices of the NHS’s own employees. To undermine their damaging self-interest, Clarke had created an internal market. His purpose was to provide faster and cheaper treatment for the public; to allow NHS hospitals to become more independent from Whitehall as so-called ‘trusts’; to give financial power to GPs as ‘fund-holders’ to select and ‘pay’ for the treatment and hospital care of their patients; and to use private hospitals to reduce NHS waiting times. Robin Cook, Labour’s spokesman at the time, had opposed all these ideas.


In 1996, in an unusual innovation, Chris Smith had been encouraged by Stephen Dorrell, the Conservative health minister, to speak to his departmental officials so that he might understand the incentives and competition that had been crafted to cure the NHS’s chronic inefficiency.


‘We need to rethink how to provide what did not exist in 1948,’ Dorrell told those civil servants in the department who still worshipped Nye Bevan’s ‘covenant of past ideas’. The famous quip, ‘The British have only one religion, the NHS, and Tories are seen as non-believers,’ still resonated. Dorrell’s White Paper, ‘A Service with Ambitions’, summarised the cures developed by trial and error to reduce management costs and end the paternalism of the staff running the NHS to suit their own rather than their patients’ interests. Over the previous six years, the NHS had gradually placed GPs rather than administrators in the central role as leaders of the service, responsible for directing the expenditure of money to improve primary care. By using incentives and competition, GPs were encouraged to focus on the quality of treatment rather than on the number of people passing through hospitals. The innovation had been rewarded by a continuous rise in productivity. Taxpayers were getting more for their money and a record number of people were being treated. The downside was that the increasing demand for treatment by a growing and ageing population was not being met by sufficient expansion of the service.


In crafting Labour’s health policy, Smith appeared to accept that Clarke’s innovations were improving productivity, but he intended to add refinements. At the same time, he could not resist mocking Dorrell and the Tories’ NHS as ‘a shambles’. Among the solutions he expected – by 10.30 a.m. on his first day in office – was the dismissal of Alan Langlands, the forceful and intelligent chief executive of the service.


Echoing that policy, Blair had told a meeting of the heads of the royal colleges and the BMA before the election that he intended to clear out all the top NHS officials, including Langlands. Unanimously, his audience had protested that the NHS’s chief was sound, not least because he opposed both the introduction of market forces into the service and the use of private hospitals. Blair retreated, but he lost his trust in Smith. For the moment he did not grasp the consequences of the fundamentally conservative medical trade unions’ objections to any shift from the gospel that the NHS should be free of state controls. For them, introducing competitive pricing through the internal market offended Bevan’s idealistic purity. Blair accepted their protests, which in turn were endorsed by Dobson.


During his first substantial meeting in Downing Street about the NHS, at which Alan Langlands was present, Blair’s new health minister summed up his department’s officials as ‘dumbos appointed on a sleepy afternoon. They’re second-rate, basically incompetent.’


Dobson’s opinion was shared by Robert Hill, Blair’s special adviser on the NHS, who was also at the meeting. The civil servants, believed Hill, ‘had not got a clue as to how to get a grip on the service, which had been left completely fragmented by the internal-market reforms.’ Hill did not recognise that civil servants in Whitehall set policy; they didn’t manage services.


Neither Blair nor Dobson appeared to be embarrassed by the presence of Langlands. On the contrary, Blair shared Dobson’s dismay that Labour had inherited a public sector that, in their opinion, and despite the evidence, was largely unreformed. ‘The state was still as it had been in 1945,’ Blair later wrote, although he was unsure what to do about it. Nevertheless, the reforms introduced since 1991 were to be dumped.


Faced with Dobson’s caustic appraisal, Langlands trod carefully. Although sympathetic to Labour, he knew that Robert Hill, whom he marked down as ‘well-meaning but an ideologue who would not listen’, shared Dobson’s disdain. Yet voicing any disagreement, he understood, would be unhelpful. The prime minister, he suspected, was uncertain about Dobson. Hours before he was appointed health minister, Downing Street had alerted officials in the department to expect Peter Mandelson as their new boss. To switch from Smith to Mandelson and end up with Dobson suggested Blair had no clear vision for the NHS.


‘It’s clear from the manifesto’, Langlands now told Blair, ‘that your policy is to abolish GP fund-holders.’


‘Should we be getting rid of them?’ asked Blair uncertainly.


He had forgotten his approval of Smith’s plan for an amended GP fund-holding scheme. Although he instinctively accepted Thatcher’s idea that monopolies should be broken up, New Labour’s ideology provided no obvious alternative to central control of the NHS. ‘Save the NHS’ was only a slogan, behind which lay no new ideology, values or policy.


Any doubts were silenced by Dobson. ‘I’m taking control,’ said the new minister. Although the manifesto had pledged not to return to the top-down management of the 1970s, Blair did not object as Dobson went on to explain how the NHS would revert to the command-and-control system first developed in 1948. Over the following weeks, Dobson’s officials did not dare ask how one man in Whitehall could supervise 520 executives running the NHS’s 100 health authorities and 420 hospital trusts. With their jobs at stake, silence was advisable.


‘We’re not going to close St Bart’s, are we?’ Blair asked Langlands next. Closing the famous London hospital was part of Tory ‘rationalisation’ to improve community care. Concentrating medical expertise and new technology across a larger area provided better treatment than relying on an unplanned network of hospitals developed over the past century.


‘That’s in the plan,’ replied Langlands.


‘I don’t understand community care,’ said Blair. ‘I don’t want St Bart’s to close.’


Langlands made no comment. After a brief pause, Blair mentioned the huge discrepancies in treatment across the country. ‘How can they get it right in Newcastle and not Newquay?’ he asked.


‘There are some good ones and some tail-enders,’ Langlands replied, ‘just like in your Cabinet.’


Blair appeared to agree. ‘Good,’ he said, bringing the meeting to a close despite the unanswered questions.


Dobson returned to his department. Under the orders of his deputy Alan Milburn, everything inherited from the Tories would be reversed, echoing his wishes. ‘I’ll come down like a ton of bricks’, Milburn threatened a group of NHS managers, ‘if anyone uses the private sector.’ He further told Langlands, ‘We’ll abolish the NHS trusts.’


‘That’s the one thing that is working,’ replied Langlands.


‘Right, we’ll keep them,’ said Milburn, ‘but GP fund-holding, the internal market and the idea of independent hospitals must go.’ In his understanding, Labour had settled on a policy of ending any independence of hospitals from Whitehall’s total control and restoring what he called his ministry’s ‘care and maintenance’ of the NHS.


Dobson and Milburn’s demand for a complete reversal of previous government policy exposed their misunderstanding of the internal market. Among the NHS’s weaknesses was its inability to price good-quality treatment. Since the 1980s, the Tories had accused the medical profession of obstructing improvements to the NHS. Doctors were interested in more cash – when it became their income – but caring for money that was to help the taxpayer caused discord. Like all NHS staff, GPs and consultants were unwilling to be constrained by budgets. ‘My job’, the doctors incanted to ministers, ‘is to treat my patients. Your job is to provide the money.’ The Tory answer was to set up an internal market between providers – the hospitals – and purchasers – the GPs. Being empowered to choose between different services provided by different hospitals would force NHS staff to consider costs and pricing, a normal procedure in the private market. By introducing a tariff, the NHS would get value for money and at the same time challenge vested interests.


The plan’s introduction in 1991, forcing GPs to make choices when treating their patients, had caused grief for the NHS’s ideological purists. The only solution, agreed Labour’s supporters, was more money. Blair joined the chorus trumpeting that the internal market was a curse and should be abolished.


Graham Hart, the permanent secretary in the health department, was dismayed. Over half Britain’s GPs had signed up to the fund-holders scheme. Research showed that the patients of those GPs incentivised by payments and preferential access were being treated faster and better in hospitals. And that was precisely Dobson’s complaint: patients served by GPs opposed to fund-holding were noticeably worse off. Dobson and Milburn were adamant: ‘We’re not having a two-tier service.’ The alternative scenario seems not to have occurred to them: namely, if all patients were served by GP fund-holders, all would benefit. Hart resisted explaining that to Dobson, reasoning, ‘He would suspect that I was a Tory.’


Persuaded by the medical professionals that competition undermined the public-service ethos, Dobson and Milburn believed that Britain should rely upon the altruism of the NHS staff, who, to their mind, were wholly motivated by their social conscience to help patients. Blair agreed. Choice, he believed, entrenched inequality because only the middle class possessed the ability to make effective use of it. ‘Cream-skimming’ was unacceptable because choice led to unequal life expectancy and, owing to duplication, waste. With his blessing, the system of fund-holders was abolished, but Dobson agreed to keep a watered-down scheme that still incorporated the internal market’s ‘providers and purchasers’. No one was quite sure whether Dobson understood the resulting confusion, and Blair was not told about the muddle in the NHS, nor did he seem aware of it in government policy.


At 10 a.m. on the Wednesday after the election, Blair bounced into the regular weekly meeting of Whitehall’s permanent secretaries. Radiating idealism and energy, and dressed in his shirtsleeves, he conveyed missionary zeal. ‘My motives’, he said, ‘are the same as yours. Public service. You all have a huge wealth of experience, and we will rely on you.’ Some officials would depart enthused, but Graham Hart was disappointed by the answers he received to particular questions. Labour’s plan, Blair had said, was to ‘reintegrate the NHS without reorganisation’. Hart was ready to implement the new government’s policies by abolishing trust hospitals and GP fund-holders, but Blair’s refusal to set up a Cabinet committee for the NHS was puzzling. He appeared unaware of the fiendish complications of running the world’s second-largest business. ‘He doesn’t have the faintest idea about the NHS,’ Hart concluded.


Blair left the meeting with misgivings of his own. The top civil servants, he complained on his return to his office, were not as impressive as generally assumed by politicians. They were only good for supplying raw data, and their advice was best ignored. He would rely on his confidants to change Britain.


Dobson was not a member of the inner clique but he stood in the vanguard. Embraced by Blair as a signal of reassurance to the trade unions and to the NHS staff that they had Labour’s support, Dobson could silence fractious nurses. ‘I’m the heart and soul of the NHS,’ he told one of their conferences, ‘so trust me. The NHS is the envy of the world.’ He never reflected that no other country had adopted the British model, not least because it made no sense to manage the health of nearly 60 million people from Whitehall. ‘The NHS is a secret garden,’ Dobson told his officials. ‘It moves like a giant ocean tanker. It only becomes political when it goes wrong.’


The first tremors of trouble, from either garden or tanker, were felt one week after the election. ‘The NHS is running on empty,’ Hart told Dobson. Treasury officials had not replied to any of Hart’s previous warnings. In the months before the election, Gordon Brown had expressly forbidden any additional spending on the NHS because the economy he was inheriting, he said, was in crisis. He spoke about ‘sticking to Tory spending plans’ but intended to spend 0.6 per cent less on the NHS than the Tories, while increasing taxes. In truth, as Hart knew, the economy was growing, with a low debt of 37.6 per cent of GDP.


‘There will be a winter crisis,’ Langlands told Dobson. Waiting times would grow unless more staff were hired.


‘No, there won’t,’ replied Dobson. ‘We’re in charge now and it won’t happen.’


‘It will unless we get more money.’


Dobson was obdurate, so Langlands passed his warning on to Blair, who in turn protested to Brown. ‘It’s all very difficult,’ replied his chancellor in what would become a familiar routine. ‘We’re not going to solve this today.’


Blair persisted. More money and improving morale thanks to Labour, he said, would solve all the problems.


In early July, Dobson was telephoned by a Treasury official. ‘The chancellor would like to see you, but come alone,’ he was told. One hour later, Dobson returned and summoned Hart. ‘Gordon wants to give us a lot of money,’ he announced.


‘How much?’


‘One billion quid.’


‘How did he arrive at that?’


‘It wasn’t explained.’


‘It can’t be a final settlement,’ said Hart. ‘We need discussions and a plan. When can we talk about it?’


‘He said there could be no discussion. Take it or leave it by 10 p.m.’


Dobson was clearly in awe of Brown and the insiders around Blair. Hart said nothing. Brown was reverting to the old ways of throwing money at a problem rather than attempting to understand it. In particular, he had not understood that the publication of waiting lists had been invented by the Tories to shame bad NHS managers, but then the hospitals with the longest lists received government money. Paying hospitals to reduce such lists had been condemned for rewarding the worst. Brown ignored that discovery. Dobson said nothing further, took the money and distributed it to hospitals around the country.


Two months later, newspapers reported an increase in premature deaths, cancelled operations and what they called ‘Third World hospital wards’. The NHS was still short of money. Blair was angry. Brown agreed to a further infusion of cash but insisted that he should broadcast the announcement to demonstrate his control over the economy. If Blair refused, he said, no more money would be released. Blair protested again, saying the NHS was being sabotaged, but he didn’t dare overrule his chancellor. Their argument raged for two months, while the size of the waiting lists rose until they were 14 per cent higher than in 1996. It was impossible for Brown to sit on his hands any longer.


‘Go and see Gordon,’ Dobson told Langlands in early December. ‘I’ve been told that I’m not required.’ Brown’s attitude towards his colleagues, many were discovering, was peculiar.


Langlands made his way to the chancellor’s office. After reminiscing that Brown’s father, the minister of Kirkcaldy’s largest church, had married Langlands’s parents, the two engaged in a bitter argument. ‘Give me the answers to these nine questions tomorrow,’ snapped Brown, ending their dispute by handing over a list drawn up by his department.


The following day, Langlands returned with the required sheet of responses. ‘I can’t give these to the chancellor,’ a Treasury civil servant told him. ‘It’s too hard-hitting. You cannot talk to the chancellor like this.’ The stand-off was resolved by Brown agreeing to pledge more money, but without a public announcement.


Blair did not ask Dobson how waiting lists would be reduced, he just willed him to do so. By then, Dobson had discovered that the number of available hospital beds had, as part of a deliberate policy, declined since 1948 from 480,000 to 190,000. He rejected the advice that modern medicine did not require them. To prove that the NHS was once again safe under Labour, he ordered an immediate increase to 246,000. Blair did not ask how such an increase matched New Labour’s agenda. Millions were spent on extra beds, money that could have gone towards patient care. Jonathan Powell would be candid about the folly of unrealisable ambitions: ‘We had prepared a hundred-day plan on coming into government but not an overall strategy for what we were trying to achieve.’


This early episode involving the NHS suggested that Blair was ambivalent about the requirements for governing. A telltale sign was the fate of the red box left outside Blair’s flat in Downing Street every night. The case contained important memoranda from across Whitehall that Blair needed to read and annotate to guide civil servants and ministers. Officials recalled that by 7 a.m. Margaret Thatcher had written comments on every paper in her box. Blair rarely completed even half the work.


Those problems had been anticipated by Robin Butler, who had persuaded Blair to use Alex Allan as his private secretary for three months. To his surprise, Blair discovered Allan’s value, telling Butler at the end of the period, ‘He’s very good. I want to keep him.’


‘Too late,’ replied Butler. ‘He’s going to Australia.’ To his surprise, Blair appeared to have no recollection of their earlier discussion. The official resisted offering a solution. ‘He’s left with Jonathan Powell and the problem,’ he noted after an argument but then  appointed John Holmes who Blair later befriended.


On the eve of Butler’s retirement, one final task for the loyal civil servant was to guide Blair in the selection of his successor. At Blair’s request, he hosted a dinner at his home for the prime minister, Peter Mandelson and the Lord Chancellor Derry Irvine, who had admitted the young Blair to his chambers to practise at the bar and ever since had been a trusted adviser. Aware of his own inexperience, Blair relied on Mandelson’s and Irvine’s judgements to make the critical appointment. Butler was asked by Blair to debate with Irvine whether the combined post of Cabinet secretary and head of the civil service should be split. In the end, Blair was convinced by Butler’s argument that they should remain together.


A few days later, Blair asked his closest confidants to select what Mandelson would call ‘a reforming Cabinet secretary’. Their choice was Richard Wilson, the permanent secretary at the Home Office. With little thought, Blair directed that the Old Radleian be presented to the press as a moderniser. Powell scoffed. Wilson, he said, was a classic Establishment appointment. ‘Very odd-looking,’ agreed Campbell disparagingly. ‘With huge great ears and a face that didn’t quite map together. He didn’t seem naturally on our wavelength.’


The selection of Wilson revealed Blair’s indifference to the machinery of government. Whoever had been appointed would be excluded from his den, especially by Powell. In Butler’s words, the Cabinet had been quickly reduced to ‘a weekly meeting of political friends’.


Musing later with an official, Blair offered his understanding about the future: ‘Our job is to have the vision. Your job is to carry it out.’


‘It’s not as simple as that,’ replied the official. ‘There’s the money too.’


‘That’s Gordon’s job. I don’t get on with him. We’re like an unhappy marriage. But he’s the details man, and I’m the front man.’


The conversation trailed off.


Blair’s candour revealed both his strengths and his weaknesses. ‘You could take Jonathan away from me,’ he added, ‘but not Alastair.’


Blair acknowledged that he relied on his scriptwriter more than on anyone else. Politicians, it is said, should be judged by their choice of their closest associates.
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Unlike Frank Dobson, David Blunkett arrived at his department with a detailed plan. Over the previous two years, the new secretary of state for education had spent many hours with Blair discussing the fate of working-class children. Just after the first Cabinet meeting, Blair invited Blunkett to Downing Street. He arrived with Michael Bichard, the permanent secretary of what Blunkett dismissed as a dysfunctional department focused on administration rather than education.


Blunkett had already clashed with Robin Butler about his senior aides. ‘If you rock the boat too much,’ Blair warned Blunkett, ‘they’ll get you.’


Until Bichard’s appointment in 1995, only one of Blunkett’s officials had taught in a school. ‘Education was the Tories’ biggest failure,’ Blair told Bichard, ‘and education is Labour’s number-one priority.’ To emphasise his commitment, days after the election he stood on the ground floor of the department’s eighth-floor atrium, looking up at hundreds of officials crammed onto balconies. ‘Building a modern society depends on education,’ he exhorted his audience with passion. ‘My job depends on what you’re doing.’ The wild applause was encouraging.


Blunkett was never quite sure what Blair’s ‘modernisation’ meant. He assumed that it involved ridding Britain of the old politics, empowering people to embrace ‘citizenship’ and join the knowledge economy. The fuzziness was intentional. Blairites had banned the word ‘ideology’. In its place, Blunkett acknowledged, ‘Tony didn’t have one set of values to drive across the board.’ Unlike the old socialists, Blair offered a concoction of intentions rather than a set of principles. Within the first weeks, the absence of a firm ideological base was causing confusion for John Prescott at transport and Harriet Harman at welfare. Both politicians, limited by their intellect and lack of new policies to inspire their departments to produce realistic improvements, were struggling. Jack Cunningham at agriculture was also adrift. He disliked his civil servants, and the sentiment was returned towards a wayward minister ostentatiously enjoying the perks of his office. Education was the exception. Blunkett arrived with a clear route map agreed with Blair and based on a fundamental change from old Labour.


The transformation had begun in the early 1990s, during dinner parties among Blair’s friends in Hackney and Islington. As with so many young parents across Britain, their conversation would return to a familiar topic: the disappointing standard of local state schools. The Blairs knew that using private education could be a fatal handicap for an ambitious Labour politician. Nevertheless, they refused to entrust their children to failing schools. They heaped the blame for their dilemma on Thatcher’s indifference to state resources. John Major had been little better. Since 1995, the education budget had been cut to its lowest level since the mid-1950s and the department was relegated to middle-ranking ministers. The Conservatives, Blair believed, were deliberately undermining state schools in order to champion private education. While only 7 per cent of Britain’s children were privately educated, 20 per cent of university entrants came from private schools, and half of all Oxbridge students were from public schools.


Blair was a beneficiary of that privilege. Fettes, his Scottish private school, and St John’s College in Oxford had provided enviable advantages. By improving state schools, he wanted to remove the social inequalities suffered by children from poor backgrounds. Such children, he argued, deserved the same opportunities as those born to the wealthiest. Realising his ambition, he believed, depended on confronting an educational establishment filled not with Tories but with left-wing academics – Marxist schoolteachers and ideological trade unionists.


The Left’s anger had been particularly roused in 1994 by Chris Woodhead, the head of Ofsted, the regulator established by the Tories to inspect schools and report on their performance. On the basis of his staff’s reports, Woodhead, a leading evangelist for the depoliticisation of education, had denounced 30 per cent of teachers as unsatisfactory. In a headline-capturing declaration, he demanded that no fewer than ‘15,000 incompetent teachers’ should be instantly dismissed, especially the champions of ‘progressive education’. Blair sympathised with the sentiment, although he did not appreciate the history behind the headlines.


After the publication of a report in 1967 by Bridget Plowden, an amateur educationalist, describing primary schooling, Britain’s education system had become an ideological battleground. Masked by a scattering of platitudes about improving schools, Plowden recommended the destruction of traditional education. Children, she wrote, should no longer sit in rows of desks but instead gather in groups around tables to encourage self-learning. She also recommended that the eleven-plus examination, a three-part test (English, maths and intelligence) taken in one day that irrevocably determined a child’s educational fate – either to blossom in a grammar school or be consigned to failure in a secondary modern school – should be abandoned. Grammar schools should be replaced by non-selective comprehensives that mixed children of all standards. With cross-party support, successive Labour and Conservative governments implemented her recommendations.


Within ten years, educationalists had become divided over the consequences of Plowden’s changes. For left-wing academics, schools were ideal locations for engineering the removal of class distinctions. In the Left’s ideology, all children start as equals, regardless of genetics or social background. If parental choice, testing and selection were prevented, middle-class children would beneficially influence those in the classroom whose home life was blighted by crime, drug addiction and deprivation. The Left had also welcomed Harold Wilson’s decision to centralise teacher training in universities. Like-minded academics could persuade their student teachers to use education for social engineering. Self-learning became the mantra; teachers would no longer be required to guide the learning process. ‘Phonics’ was abolished as a way to teach reading, and traditional basic textbooks were discarded. Instead, children discovered how to read by themselves using books sanitised of unwelcome stereotypes.


By the 1990s, Blair understood the consequences. Amid a notable decline in educational standards, the closure of grammar schools and indiscipline in classrooms, over 30 per cent of children were leaving school illiterate or innumerate. Yet, while aspiring parents became disillusioned with comprehensives, Labour’s support for non-selective schools remained solid.


The dilemma for Blair was whether poor education was the fault of schools and their teachers or whether those on the left of his party were correct to blame poverty and a child’s social background. The ideological battle between the left-wing educational establishment and the Tories centred on whether poverty could be overcome by a school’s culture. Did elitism, excellence and discipline – based on choice and selection in state schools – give deprived children the chance of a good education? Or, as argued by the Left, did choice and selection prevent the majority of disadvantaged children receiving a good education so that a few could benefit at grammar schools?


In 1994, Blair had hesitated about engaging in that battle. Labour’s educational establishment, he knew, denied outright that any schools were failing. ‘There’s no such thing as a bad teacher,’ they proclaimed in unison. They opposed selection at any stage in the educational process and wanted to limit parent power because in both cases the middle class would be favoured. They wanted the middle class to use the ailing schools that the Blairs were resisting for their own children in Islington. Such prejudice excused the Left from questioning why literacy and numeracy were successfully taught in private schools. Blair spoke publicly about the importance of discipline in the classroom but rarely mentioned the curriculum. Amid Tory ridicule that Labour lacked any education policy, he needed to resolve his dilemma between what he wanted and what he believed, and in particular whether he would challenge Labour’s opposition to Thatcher’s 1988 Education Reform Act.


The Tories had become alarmed by the capture of education since the 1960s by the ‘progressives’, especially in the Institute for Education in London and in the Department for Education in Westminster. The Left’s pursuit of equality, in their opinion, was harming children. The abandonment of traditional teaching methods had effectively consigned the 30 per cent of teenagers who were innumerate or illiterate to lifelong failure. In Thatcher’s opinion, as the demand for manual labour declined, those children would become permanently unemployed.


The 1988 Act imposed on schools a national curriculum with a ‘basic syllabus’ of the ‘Three Rs’ plus testing. The important innovation was the publication of schools’ results in league tables. Their performance would be monitored by Ofsted, a new regulator. With that information, parents were empowered to choose the best schools. Those with poor academic results that failed to attract children would be forced to improve or close.


Six years later, improvement was patchy, with the Tories blaming the educational establishment for sabotaging their policies. To overcome that obstruction, in 1996 they introduced compulsory literacy and numeracy hours for all primary schools. Blair’s predicament was that Labour’s educationalists condemned the innovation, and much more besides. Rather than join the Tories in pulling aside the lack of disclosure that protected inadequate teachers and struggling schools, Labour was committed to denying parents any information about a school’s performance, abolishing Ofsted and ending all choice. ‘Ghettoisation’, as the Left described parental selection, would be replaced by an entirely comprehensive system.


Blair disagreed with that ideology, and after his election as party leader he signalled his sympathy towards the aspiring middle classes by removing Ann Taylor as shadow education minister for being too favourable to teachers. Taylor’s replacement by Blunkett would be hailed as a milestone.


Blair next declared war on the educational establishment. ‘We should build on what’s good from the Tories,’ he declared. Britain’s children, he said in a dramatic speech in 1995, were being betrayed by the system. Labour, he added, would keep the Tories’ tests, league tables and streaming, and even enhance Ofsted’s powers. Oxbridge’s prejudice in favour of excellence would not be challenged.


Blunkett was encouraged by Blair to intensify the assault at the annual conference of the National Union of Teachers in 1995. ‘There is a culture of complacency and lack of ambition in some schools,’ the new shadow minister told the outraged delegates. Comprehensive schools were failing the majority of children. Many teachers, he believed, were lazy, poorly trained and had low expectations. ‘We have a crap teaching profession,’ he would later say, referring to the anarchy in some schools.


There were, however, important aspects of the 1988 Act that Blair opposed. To escape the control of the local education authorities (LEAs), the Tories had given some of the money from their budgets directly to schools. This could then be used by the 1,198 grant-maintained schools to fund extra classes – for example, in music – or to amend their curriculum.


Five years later, Tony and Cherie Blair enrolled their eldest children at the Oratory, a grant-maintained Catholic school in Fulham. There was uproar. Both Left and Right accused Blair of hypocrisy, with the former infuriated by their leader’s endorsement of the divisions created by the Conservatives. To persuade the Left that Labour was ideologically different to the Conservatives, Blair promised to end the privileges of the grant-maintained schools and to terminate the assisted-places scheme that paid for 38,000 poor children to attend private schools. That decision revealed his confusion. He refused to close the last 164 grammar schools and protected the new city technology colleges (CTCs), despite their dependence on selection and private finance. He also adopted the Tories’ plan for 200 specialist schools that selected 10 per cent of their intake.


Compounding the confusion, Blunkett solemnly promised his party conference: ‘Read my lips. No selection by examination or interview.’ To further pacify the Left, he agreed that disruptive pupils would not be expelled. Inclusivity would rule and ‘special needs’ schools would be closed.


By cherry-picking and promising the Left half of a golden age, Blair hoped to create a coalition to reform education. ‘Some things the Conservatives got right,’ he inserted into Labour’s 1997 manifesto. ‘We will not change them.’ The manifesto partly focused on class sizes and laptops, and to assuage the Left’s passion for uniformity it omitted mentioning the standard of teaching in classrooms. Blair himself said nothing about Harriet Harman, the shadow minister for welfare, sending her children to selective schools.


Blair’s ideological confusion was disguised by adopting ideas suggested by Michael Barber, a key ally of Blunkett. Barber, a former official in the National Union of Teachers, somersaulted in 1995 and attacked what he called ‘the dark side of the moon’ among his former allies. Teachers, he said, echoing Blair, should cease tolerating failure in poor communities. They should abandon their conviction that only money could change education, and they should be accountable. But there was an awkward outcome to his conversion.


Unlike the Tories, Barber believed that all children share the same abilities and, regardless of their social background, can, with the right education, be successful. In the policies that he and Blunkett presented to Blair, they stressed that every child would benefit from an ‘accessible and personalised’ education. By default, they denigrated special technical colleges that trained plumbers, carpenters and electricians.


Barber tempted Blair with an additional hymn. Education, he said, should be driven by measurement. Targets would change the culture of schools. As an instinctive dogmatist, Blair was persuaded that improvement could be achieved by setting what they variously called strategies, standards, benchmarks, performance indicators and measurements by examinations. He also echoed another of Barber’s gospels: ‘It’s standards, not structures.’ By that, Blair and Barber meant that Labour would focus on what happened in the classroom. To their critics, that was tokenism. To avoid a conflict within the party, they both refused to challenge the local education authorities. The LEAs’ officials controlled the teachers in the classroom. Nothing could change without removing their doctrinaire influence.


Blair now directed his speeches at his left-wing critics. ‘To those who say where is Labour’s passion for social justice,’ he proclaimed, ‘I say education is social justice. Education is liberty. Education is opportunity.’ As so often, he also urged ‘modernisation’. On one theme he remained consistent: the changes in schools would be imposed from Whitehall. Control over education was to be centralised. London would micro-manage all the LEAs. To effect that change, he empowered Blunkett, Bichard and Barber to execute a radical plan across the Department for Education. Presentation was Blair’s driver of change. To convince the electorate of action, he expected regular announcements of Green Papers, White Papers, legislation and the creation of new schools.


Blunkett was his ideal ally, spreading New Labour’s message immediately after election day. In a frenzy of diktats, he announced a succession of White Papers, including ‘Excellence in Schools’, ‘Excellence in the Cities’, ‘Pupil Learning Credits’ and ‘Education Action Zones’ (EAZs). He also proclaimed the creation of more specialist schools (1,000 to be opened by 2002), more faith schools, a Leadership Incentive Grant and a programme of Leading Edge Partnerships. With every publication, the most important task was to guarantee coverage by the media. Then, forgetting what Blair had said before the election, he promised to devolve power to local people and give schools more freedom from the LEAs and the national curriculum, as well as the right to receive extra money from business.


Ever since the original criticism of teachers and comprehensive schools, Blair and Blunkett had hardened their dislike of the Left’s ideology that all children are born with the same ability, while excellence is merely destructive elitism. To neutralise the Left, Blair engaged in a battle of slogans about equality. He spoke about children benefiting from ‘equality of outcome’ and ‘equality of opportunity’. His weapons were targets and tests.


On 13 May 1997, English teachers were told by Blunkett to achieve ‘a dramatic improvement’ by raising standards for eleven-year-olds. By 2002, they were ordered, 80 per cent of this age group should be able to reach level four or the average mark of the Standard Assessment Test (SAT) examinations. Under the Tories in 1996, only 57 per cent of children had reached that level. Secondary schools were told that children at sixteen would be expected to achieve five ‘good’ A*–C passes at GCSE, well above what was achieved during the Tory era. To enforce the changes, Barber established a standards and effectiveness unit to name and shame failing schools. Blunkett said he would resign if the targets were not met. Tory pragmatism had been replaced by Stalinist five-year plans.


Blair approved the ruthlessness. Schools that failed the Ofsted test were given two years to improve or would be closed. Eighteen were ‘named and shamed’ during the first flood of announcements, initiatives and laws. They were to be reopened under the ‘Fresh Start’ programme, another initiative to transform run-down schools with new staff, refurbished buildings and a revised curriculum to match the children’s needs. In parallel, Blunkett announced the construction of new schools and the recruitment of 35,000 teachers. Pertinently, there was no mention of retraining or dismissing any of the existing 400,000 teachers, or of reforming the curriculum. For both Blair and Blunkett, confronting the teachers amounted to no more than boycotting their annual conference and giving head teachers the power to reward performance with special payments. Nearly every teacher in England, it later emerged, was rewarded with a payment.


Blair still worried about his pet concern. ‘Why are the schools in my constituency so awful?’ he asked Chris Woodhead during their first meeting soon after the election, with Blunkett in attendance. The director of Ofsted was the media star whom Blair could neither ignore nor dismiss.


‘Give me 2,000 inspectors and I can solve a lot,’ Woodhead replied. ‘Schools need to be held to account.’ Inspection, he continued, would reveal faults in a school, but his task force was not permitted to tell teachers how to improve. Something more prescriptive was required. ‘Ofsted should be used in a constructive way, but the improvements must be forced upon schools by the department.’


‘Yes,’ said Blair, appearing to agree.


‘Teacher training’, explained Woodhead, ‘is the heart of the problem. We must change it.’


‘Yes, yes, yes,’ said Blair. ‘Let’s do that.’


‘Bad teachers and inadequate head teachers unable to control anarchy in classrooms are to blame. Bad discipline leads to academic decline.’


Blair nodded. ‘What’s the cure?’ he asked.


‘It’s bottom up,’ explained Woodhead. ‘Dismiss every bad teacher and head teacher. We’ve got to tackle the problem in each school, root out the enemy in every classroom. And then we’ll get rid of the malign influence of the LEAs. The LEAs are failing schools.’


‘You can’t inspect your way to success,’ interrupted Blunkett.


The exchange revealed an irreconcilable disagreement between Woodhead and Barber, Blunkett and Bichard. Woodhead, like the Tories, focused on the quality of every teacher and advocated that schools should be set free from the dead-hand control of local authority officials. Blair’s team disagreed.


Woodhead was puzzled. Did Blair not understand that his proposed improvements required a drastic change to the organisation and management of the educational system? ‘They want change and think they know how to do it,’ he thought, ‘but they have no real understanding how change happens.’ He did not conceal his irritation. Blair, he considered, was ‘being taken in by Blunkett’s and Barber’s whacky initiatives’.


At the meeting, Blair simply applauded Blunkett’s fanfare. In his desire for faster change, the details evoked little interest. In the days that followed, he never summoned experts to consider the quality of Labour’s literacy and numeracy strategy. Many applauded his ‘quick grasp of detail’; they did not realise that his gift for headlines ignored the problem.


That autumn, Blunkett ordered primary schools to devote one hour every day to English and another to maths. The hours were hailed as New Labour triumphs. In reality, they had been first announced in 1995. However, the Tory programme was different from Michael Barber’s. The Tories had told teachers what to teach; Blair ordered schools how. The detailed maths curriculum instructed teachers on how to use every minute in an ‘interactive style’ for ‘whole class teaching’. The best and the worst pupils would be taught together.


Blair personally endorsed that directive despite two evident flaws: ‘whole class teaching’ forced the best pupils to progress at the rate of the worst; and, as Professor Margaret Brown of King’s College, London, one of Britain’s foremost experts on maths education, noted, ‘interactive teaching’ disregarded how children understood maths. Student teachers, warned Brown, were not learning how to teach maths.


In the rush of those early months, all these contradictions were easily overlooked. However, because education was so important, Blair appointed a special education adviser in Downing Street. His choice was Andrew Adonis, an Oxford graduate whose political activism first as a Liberal Democrat and then as a Labour councillor convinced him of the credibility of the Conservatives’ education policies. ‘If you want to reform education,’ Adonis told Blair, ‘you should make me the minister, not keep me in No. 10.’


A civil servant who overheard this conversation cautioned Blair, ‘Like so many bright things in No. 10, Adonis is full of ideas but without experience.’ Blair nodded. Whether he understood the criticism about a frenetic realist was hard to discern.


New Labour values continued to be wrapped in impenetrable jargon. Typically, Anthony Giddens, the architect of the Third Way, said, ‘The crisis of democracy comes from it not being democratic enough.’ Giddens’s way with language would be dissected by a group of permanent secretaries gathered at a seminar held by him at the British Academy on Pall Mall, during a fierce debate about the validity of the Third Way. At the end, the civil servants were divided about Giddens but still uniformly loyal to the government’s ambitions, symbolised by Blair’s vow to be ‘whiter than white’. After witnessing Tory sleaze, Blair’s pledge counted among Whitehall’s senior mandarins. The smokescreen of slogans served New Labour well, until unexpected revelations eclipsed his triumphalism.

















FIVE


Broken Vows, Part 1







Long before the election, Tony Blair had come to rely on Geoffrey Robinson. The former Jaguar executive, who lived in a suite at Grosvenor House on Park Lane, was an unashamed millionaire who since his election as an MP in 1976 had attached himself to Gordon Brown as an adviser on finance and industry. Both Brown and Blair had accepted hospitality in Robinson’s five homes around Europe and were grateful for his financial help in maintaining their parliamentary offices while in opposition. Neither suspected the murky source of his fortune nor knew that he had deposited millions of pounds in a secret offshore account.


To reward his help, Blair had agreed to Brown’s demand that Robinson be appointed paymaster general, a sinecure to be used as the chancellor required. Presented by Brown as a key member of the Treasury team, Robinson assumed he had the authority to roam across Whitehall as a problem-solver. His methods were unconventional. In telephone conversations he demanded loyalty and reminded officials, ‘We’re here for a long time, so why don’t you get on with me and do it our way.’ One Treasury official muttered, ‘It’s a sad day. We’ve never previously allowed spivs to set foot inside this building.’


Like others in Brown’s entourage (known as the ‘Hotel Group’ for enjoying the hospitality at Grosvenor House), Blair seized on Robinson’s invitation to spend part of his 1997 summer holiday at the millionaire’s neoclassical villa in Tuscany. He and his wife Cherie would then move on to a French chateau owned by a High Court judge. They did not conceal from their friends a fondness for life as guests of the super-rich. The only requirement for a prime minister was to be certain that his host was honest. If Blair had made any enquiries, he would have discovered that Robinson failed his own test set in 1994 about those people who ‘just by hiding money in the right places can avoid paying tax altogether’. There were other skeletons in Robinson’s career that were about to rattle Blair’s ‘pure’ image.


Blair returned to London at the end of August 1997 in some despair. His holiday at Robinson’s Italian estate had been interrupted by an ugly spat caused by him leaving Peter Mandelson in charge of the government. Mandelson’s lofty self-portrayal as acting prime minister attracted newspaper headlines such as ‘Who’s in Charge?’ and accusations that the minister was hysterically rude. John Prescott had aggravated the problem on camera by holding a jar containing a crab next to his smirking face and addressing it as ‘Peter’. ‘Peter has let his ego run out of control,’ noted Alastair Campbell somewhat gleefully about a ‘disastrous’ summer, and temporarily stopped talking to Mandelson.


Blair walked into 10 Downing Street fretting that after his first hundred days he was at a loss what to do. The mood has changed, he told Brian Bender. The quality of his ministers, he complained, was dire. The bad ones, his officials had already noticed, were ignored. The only ones Blair could unhesitatingly rely upon were Brown and Mandelson. They at least understood how to sell New Labour. ‘No. 10’s bright new young things have brought huge enthusiasm,’ thought Bender.


Three days later, Princess Diana’s midnight death in Paris provided Blair with an unexpected opportunity to cure his frustration. Those hearing the news as they awoke in Britain and across much of the world on 31 August were deeply shocked by the senseless death of a beautiful icon. Many were traumatised by the pictures of the crashed car, the vigil outside the Paris hospital where Diana’s death was confirmed and the anticipated reaction after her two young boys were told the news.


During the morning, the nation’s emotions intensified. Britons needed a leader who could express the country’s grief. Neither the Queen nor Prince Charles was prepared to speak. Blair was the natural alternative. After consulting Campbell, he composed his eulogy on a piece of paper and stood in front of the church in Trimdon, in his Sedgefield constituency. ‘She was the people’s princess and that’s how she will stay, how she will remain in our hearts and in our memories for ever.’ An outstanding performer delivering the perfect words with the appropriate gestures, Blair proved his genius as a communicator to mourners across the globe.


The Queen, by contrast, was criticised for failing to respond to the country’s mood by remaining in Balmoral to console the two boys rather than returning to London to lead the nation’s mourning. The symbol of her alleged insensitivity was the refusal to break protocol and raise Buckingham Palace’s flag to half-mast. Amid open and growing criticism of the monarch, Blair would claim the credit for persuading the Queen to return to London five days later, inspect the vast floral tribute outside Buckingham Palace and address the nation on TV. The public’s anger dissipated, but the reason for it was not forgotten.


For Blair, the public criticism of the Queen validated his agenda to modernise the country. As he claimed credit for rescuing the monarchy from embarrassment, the rousing phrases tripped off his tongue: Britain as ‘the beacon to the world’; ‘Britain as the best’: ‘The glory of the British people’; and ‘We must be able to build from this a more compassionate Britain.’ His words offered no answers to the problems his country faced, but they did sprinkle stardust on their speaker. The media was briefed about the ‘deep involvement’ of Blair and Campbell in the funeral arrangements. The prime minister himself would deliver the reading on faith, hope and love from 1 Corinthians in Westminster Abbey. Blair was in his element and, according to Campbell, was praised by the Spencer family. ‘Tony Blair has this week taken on the mantle of Disraeli and Baldwin’, wrote Peter Riddell glowingly in The Times, ‘as a bridge between the people and the Palace.’


The royal family was less grateful. Its relations with Blair had been ‘frosty’ from the outset and did not improve after he emerged from the prime minister’s traditional annual September weekend at Balmoral to explain that the monarchy intended to ‘change and modernise’. The Queen was entitled to expect sound advice from her prime minister, but Blair failed to accept that it should remain secret and not be read by the royal family in the media, as briefed by Campbell.


‘Modernisation’ was the theme of his speeches during that month, both in attacking the trade unions and in enthusing the party at its annual conference. ‘Our destiny’, he said, was to modernise Britain and Europe. The conference was ecstatic, while the polls showed he enjoyed a 93 per cent approval rating.


Three months after this unexpected success, the frisson of joy within Downing Street had evaporated. Rivalries, jealousies and personal insecurities were plaguing Blair’s household. At the centre of the bickering was Cherie. Insecure about her unphotogenic appearance, she was sensitive to media criticism about her clothes and later about a pendant she wore to ward off evil spirits. Contrary to newspaper profiles, she was not the outstanding lawyer they proclaimed and was not pursuing a glittering career at the Bar; on the other hand, she was instinctively political and keen to participate in her husband’s government. But, if her ambitions were realised, she knew the consequences would be fatal, so she festered with mounting resentment over her exclusion by Blair’s entourage from the discussions about the affairs of state constantly echoing around her own home.


There were other problems. Money was a serious concern. Having agreed with Gordon Brown that the Blairs would use the larger flat in 11 Downing Street while the chancellor occupied the flat at No. 10, she had complained to Robin Butler about the shabby state of the accommodation. The carpet was worn, the kitchen old, her daughter’s mattress needed replacing and the stale smell of Ken Clarke’s cigars stuck to every fabric. ‘I won’t sleep in Ken Clarke’s bed,’ her husband told everyone, and spent his first night as prime minister in the brass bed brought from his home in Islington, which was soon after replaced by a new bed costing £3,500 that had been bought by Cherie’s close friend and lifestyle adviser Carole Caplin. ‘And his lavatory is cracked!’ Cherie complained to Robin Butler, adding that she needed a new dustbin. In any other country, a leader’s request for household replacements would have been granted automatically, but Cherie’s haughty tone insulted Butler. Tact towards Downing Street officials, he noted, was alien to her. Unlike most of her predecessors, her prickly attitude towards the staff began the moment she entered Downing Street and dumped her bags at the entrance door, expecting someone to carry them upstairs. Her imperious manner sparked wry reminiscences about her raid on the No. 10 flat in the hours just before Brown arrived in Downing Street, ordering a sofa and a TV set to be pushed across the corridor into No. 11.


The Blairs had already irritated officials over the time and money wasted even in advance of their arrival. Just before the election, Robin Butler had spent hours with them poring over the floor plans of the Downing Street accommodation. Dissatisfied, the Blairs decided to remain in Islington. The police and the security agencies built guard huts around the house and ordered bombproof glass for their home, only for Cherie, with little grace, to change her mind. The pattern would become familiar.


Unflattering stories appeared in newspapers about her accompanying Blair to a summit abroad with a hairdresser and beautician. Irritated by the betrayal, Cherie fumed when the civil service asked for repayment of the costs. She also discovered the disadvantage of publicity. Each newspaper account describing her fixation with money would also mention her drunken, adulterous father, Tony Booth, a well-known, prickly actor who had abandoned his family when she was a child. Instead of remaining in the shadows like her predecessors, Cherie offered herself as a target. To avoid further embarrassment, Blair vetoed the new kitchen and offered to pay for the whole refurbishment.


Arguments about money were compounded by the simultaneous dispute between Cherie and Blair about Anji Hunter, Blair’s girlfriend during his teenage years, who had been an intimate assistant since 1994. Cherie strenuously opposed Blair bringing Hunter into Downing Street. She had discovered an old collection of affectionate notes between him and his former flame in a cardboard box, and this sparked an irrational jealousy against the good-looking, well-turned-out blonde who, unlike herself, possessed ‘more than one dress’.


In a succession of attacks, including one ferocious outburst in front of Hunter, at the end of which the prime minister’s wife stormed out of Blair’s office, Cherie demanded that the assistant be fired. Blair pleaded that a prime minister was entitled to employ people he trusted. His misery was aggravated by Fiona Millar, Campbell’s partner, who worked as Cherie’s personal assistant. Millar had promised to ‘keep Cherie biography-free’ by rejecting media requests to interview the prime minister’s wife. In the current dispute, she was angry that Campbell supported Blair.


After a succession of exhausting arguments, Blair persuaded Cherie that Hunter be allowed to stay. Michael Levy, the party’s fund-raiser, was asked to broker a suitable job description for her with the civil service. (The irony lost on Blair was that Levy was worried about his own position: he hoped he would receive a peerage, but Mandelson was agitating against it.) Levy duly delivered the title ‘special assistant for presentation and planning’.


To assuage her humiliation, Cherie sent Hunter a note outlining the restrictive terms of her employment: ‘In so far as your job brings you into contact with me, that will be kept to a minimum … I trust this is clear.’ In the aftermath of Blair’s premiership, Cherie admitted to Levy that she had let her husband down.


Other personalities were causing aggravation. The failing marriage of Robin Cook had become spectacularly public when a newspaper exposed his adulterous relationship with his assistant; at welfare, Harriet Harman was proving to be a persistent irritant who ‘fussed and fretted’, in Blair’s words, while failing to deliver a scheme for welfare reform; and Charlie Whelan, Brown’s aggressive publicist, was ceaselessly machinating against Blair on his master’s behalf. Mandelson had attracted endless criticism, not least for his manipulation of the media after leaking that Chris Patten was the subject of a security investigation thanks to his book of reminiscences describing his governorship of Hong Kong, a ruse aimed at diverting attention away from Cook’s problems. The spin rebounded. ‘Peter Mandelson seems to be suffering from midsummer madness verging on megalomania,’ sniped Francis Maude, the Tory frontbencher. The Camelot-like atmosphere of the first few weeks in power had truly evaporated.


In the aftermath of Princess Diana’s funeral, Gordon Brown, jealous about his colleague’s easy return to the spotlight, told Blair that he rejected the suggestion that the government should announce its intention to be admitted to the European Monetary Union (EMU). Brown knew how to poke a sensitive spot. Those who had discussed membership of the euro with Blair were surprised by his poor grasp of the technical consequences. In his desire to lead Europe, he had pledged to join the currency union, subject to a referendum. Briefed by Campbell, the Financial Times had for weeks reported that Britain was ‘moving towards’ becoming part of the EU’s inner group. Then, in mid-October, Blair gave Philip Webster of The Times an interview expressing his intention to join the euro in the near future. He expected Brown to continue his pre-election support, although both were uncertain whether the government could win the referendum. In the interview, Blair accepted that Britain would not join in the first phase in 1999, but thereafter the options were open. Webster, a reliable journalist, then spoke to Charlie Whelan. On Brown’s behalf, and without consulting the Cabinet, Whelan gave a contradictory briefing, with the result that The Times led with the headline ‘Brown Rules Out Single Currency for the Lifetime of This Parliament’.


‘I cannot believe what Gordon has done,’ exclaimed Blair in disbelief. ‘He has damaged our credibility in a way that could take ages to restore. And all over something where there is in fact no division.’ For the first time, he sensed the depth of Brown’s fury that he was not prime minister. But the chancellor was impregnable: there was no question of getting rid of him.


Ever since Blair decided in 1994 that he would ignore his informal understanding made during the 1980s that the older man could have the first run for the leadership, Brown had promoted his own supposed superior intellect to expose Blair’s vulnerabilities, especially his inferior understanding of politics. Every effort by Blair to placate his chancellor and lead the government as equal partners was misinterpreted by Brown as an attempt to deny him his rightful elevation. Somehow he believed that he could have won the 1994 leadership election, whereas his support was limited to just 9 per cent of Labour MPs. Brown’s fury at Blair’s ‘betrayal’ was well concealed by Blair’s entourage until after the election. They had laughed off the chancellor’s petulant reaction to Blair’s plan for a high-profile party for pop stars, actors and London’s ‘luvvies’ in 10 Downing Street, when the Treasury had rapidly arranged a rival party for other celebrities to be held next door the day before. But the rivalry over the euro was of a different order, a major issue on which prime minister and chancellor should be seen to be thinking as one. Blair, said Peter Riddell, quoting an insider, is ‘well aware what a disaster it’s been … They have exposed damaging flaws in the way that the government is run.’ ‘Theirs is not a relationship,’ said Andrew Turnbull, the Treasury permanent secretary, ‘it’s a pathology.’


To clear the air, Blair asked Brown to see him in his office. Unless we stay as a team, he warned, ‘we’re dead. You’ll ruin the government.’ Brown was undaunted. If he had been prime minister, he too would have favoured membership. For two weeks, Blair struggled to understand Brown’s obstruction, until he had no alternative but to acknowledge defeat and issue a statement: ‘We do not propose to enter a single currency this parliament.’ The public, still wholly supportive of the government and unaware of Brown’s animosity, was bemused. The ruffled atmosphere settled until, on 8 November, a bombshell exploded.


David Hill, a Labour loyalist and one of Blair’s spokesmen, was asked by a journalist if Bernie Ecclestone, the chief executive of Formula One, had made a large donation to the party. ‘Good God, I’ve no idea,’ replied Hill. A few hours later, Hill emphatically denied the suggestion. The following day, the Sunday Telegraph reported that Ecclestone’s unquantified donation had persuaded the Labour government to exempt Formula One from a European directive that banned tobacco companies from sponsoring the sport. The paper described the donation as a crude bribe because Formula One’s lucrative sponsorship deals with these companies – especially Philip Morris, the producer of Marlboro cigarettes – were threatened by Labour’s manifesto commitment to end financial relations between all sports and tobacco companies.


Inside Downing Street there was panic. For a prime minister who had deliberately used the vocabulary of trust to highlight Tory sleaze during the election and who had promised that he would be ‘whiter than white’, the allegation of corruption was shattering. Labour’s ‘moral crusade’, Blair had said, embraced compassion, integrity, community and honesty. Now, television news programmes illustrated their reports of ‘corruption’ by broadcasting pictures of Ecclestone walking up Downing Street. Viewers would assume it was the historic moment when Formula One had paid cash for access, but the images had been recorded earlier in the week at a charity event. How Blair now regretted the ‘sleaze’ soundbite. ‘The consequences were disastrous,’ he admitted. ‘I couldn’t see us doing some of the things the Tories had done.’


Unknown to the public, Ecclestone had indeed donated £1 million to the Labour Party, and was discussing a further contribution of £3 million. Although he was a Tory voter and contributor to the Conservative Party, he and his representatives had met Blair and paid the sweetener. On the Monday morning after the exposure, Brown appeared on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme. Asked about the donation, he lied, denying any knowledge of Ecclestone’s gift.


Events were moving beyond the government’s control. ‘This was the kind of issue’, Campbell noted in his diary, ‘that [Blair] hated most of all, though in truth there was nothing wrong about the way the decision was reached.’ Blair, he continued, had ‘nothing to hide’ because ‘the policy on banning was made after the donation was received, which blows the idea [Ecclestone] bought a change.’ The £1 million, wrote Campbell mistakenly, had been brought in by Michael Levy, Blair’s friend and successful fund-raiser.


A false version of events was being swiftly embedded. In reality, the financial relationship had been initiated by Jonathan Powell, who himself would disingenuously write, ‘Our sin in this case was one of naivety.’ Combined with those inaccuracies was Blair’s own, written thirteen years later: ‘To be fair to [Ecclestone], he made no link whatsoever between the gift and the policy … not even implicitly.’ That was also untrue. Blair had been explicitly told by an emissary of the businessman that £1 million would be donated on condition that Formula One was exempted from the ban. The agreement was made because Blair and Ecclestone had forged a good relationship by then.


The two men had first met at the British Grand Prix in Silverstone in 1996. Blair’s visit had been organised by Powell after Ecclestone had featured in the Sunday Times Rich List as Britain’s highest-paid businessman. Powell telephoned David Ward, a former Labour Party official employed in Formula One. ‘Do you know how we can contact Ecclestone?’ he asked, and wondered whether Ecclestone might become a Labour donor. ‘Blair has already been invited to visit Silverstone in July,’ replied Ward, ‘and we can arrange for him to meet Bernie.’


On the day, Ecclestone welcomed Blair into his motorhome. The two leaders bonded instantly. The following day, Powell telephoned Ward. Would Ecclestone consider donating to the Labour Party? ‘Nowadays’, continued Powell, ‘we don’t consider anything less than £1 million.’


‘Are you serious?’ asked Ward incredulously.


Both knew New Labour had set a tariff for peerages and access – a sliding scale depending on wealth and importance to the party – but this amount for a simple donation was unprecedented. Ecclestone nevertheless agreed to consider the proposition. A meeting was arranged with Blair in the House of Commons. After a twenty-minute conversation, Ecclestone was taken by Michael Levy to another office.


‘We would be grateful’, said Levy, ‘if you could make a significant contribution, something around £1 million.’


Ecclestone listened, said nothing and after five minutes took his leave. ‘He’s amateurish,’ he told Ward.


In early January 1997, Levy telephoned Max Mosley, Ecclestone’s trusted partner in the transformation of Formula One from a sport for enthusiasts into a global business, to ask again for £1 million. By then Philip Morris was agitating against the European ban on tobacco companies sponsoring sport. ‘£1 million’, Mosley told Ecclestone, ‘will give us access and help us on tobacco.’ His words fell on fertile ground.


Ecclestone was furious that, despite big donations to his party, John Major had failed to secure him the promised knighthood. In revenge for that snub and to please the tobacco companies, Ecclestone agreed to pay £1 million to Labour. Ward passed the news on to Powell with a caveat: ‘I will support Bernie Ecclestone’s contribution so long as I can talk to Tony and outline the sensitive issues around Formula One.’ Powell agreed.


Soon after, Ward was seated opposite the prime minister in Blair’s living room in Islington. Powell and Peter Mandelson, who had welcomed Ward into the house, remained outside. ‘You’re getting £1 million from Ecclestone,’ Ward told Blair, ‘but you must understand that the issue of tobacco sponsorship will arise in a European directive, and we believe that a better way to achieve the same outcome is by a voluntary global agreement. We just want a transition period.’ The problem, Ward added, was the officials in Brussels, who were stubbornly resisting such a period. ‘There is no need for controversy, but we will want your help,’ he concluded. At the end of twenty minutes, Blair said, ‘I understand.’ Back in Ecclestone’s Knightsbridge office, Ward was given a personal cheque by the billionaire, although both knew that Labour remained committed to banning tobacco sponsorship of all sports.


On 15 May, Frank Dobson announced in the House of Commons that the government intended to implement the ban. Tessa Jowell, his junior minister, repeated the same pledge in Brussels. Soon after, Levy invited Ward to his home in north London and set about reassuring him that the government was sticking to their agreement to change the law. Sitting in the garden, he asked, ‘Is Bernie thinking of giving more money to Labour? We wondered if he would commit himself to giving Labour £1 million every year for the life of the current parliament.’


‘There are problems,’ Ward replied.


‘We must arrange another meeting with Tony,’ Levy soothed.


Soon after, Levy spoke to Powell. ‘The prime minister needs to meet Bernie.’


‘OK,’ replied Powell.


The arrangements were made soon after. Blair’s agreement to meet Ecclestone in Downing Street, Ward reassured Mosley, was directly linked to their conversation in his Islington home before the election: another donation would protect the tobacco companies’ sponsorship of Formula One.


Seated in a circle in a small ground-floor room in Downing Street with Blair, Powell, Ward and Ecclestone, Mosley addressed the prime minister, as he would later say, ‘lawyer to lawyer’. Eloquent and precise, Mosley said, ‘We don’t oppose the end of tobacco advertising but we just want a gradual elimination so that alternative sponsors can be found.’


Blair nodded. If phased reduction was denied, Mosley explained, 50,000 British jobs as well as F1 Digital TV could easily be relocated outside the EU. Blair looked over at Ecclestone. The businessman wanted Blair to know that there was no contest between Dobson and himself. With a snap of his fingers Britain could lose its Grand Prix and the lucrative motor-sport industry. Those who ignored his warnings, Ecclestone implied, were always surprised that he did what he said.


‘Let’s keep in touch about this,’ said Blair after thirty-five minutes. The three visitors departed convinced that an understanding had been reached.


Shortly after, Mosley bumped into Mandelson at a reception in Lancaster House. ‘How’s it going?’ he asked.


‘The whole of Whitehall is reverberating to the sound of grinding gears,’ said Mandelson, implying that Formula One’s request was being granted.


The following Monday, Ward heard that Blair had given an order to ‘sort out the Formula One problem’. Powell explained that the government was seeking an exemption in Brussels from the directive. Shortly after, Tessa Jowell called Mosley. Blair, she said, had ordered that Formula One should be given special exemption until October 2006. Ecclestone’s money had forced Dobson to reverse the ban on tobacco sponsorship.


Although Levy would mischievously write, ‘To my knowledge [Blair] never altered any of his policies because of any of the big-money donations I brought in,’ he did criticise Blair for what followed.


Ecclestone’s success was leaked to a journalist and, the day after the Sunday newspaper’s report, Ward rushed to Downing Street to confront Powell and Campbell. He discovered ‘total chaos’. ‘They didn’t want to listen to me,’ he told Mosley, adding that Powell and Campbell, anxious to protect the prime minister, would cast Ecclestone as the villain and encourage Blair, if necessary, to lie. At Mosley’s suggestion, Ward telephoned Powell and urged that the government stay silent about the donation. The suggestion of a conspiracy to suppress the truth hardly appealed to Blair or his entourage. On the contrary, ignoring Ecclestone’s interests, Blair had already asked Derry Irvine, the Lord Chancellor, to limit the damage.


By then, Blair’s confidence in his former pupil master had been shaken by Irvine’s arrogance and misunderstanding of the media. The extravagant manner of Britain’s most senior lawyer would later be compared to Cardinal Wolsey’s behaviour, and in that vein Irvine blamed Blair for the disaster. ‘He could not believe how badly we had fucked it up,’ noted Campbell. Irvine advised that any confession of the truth was ‘utterly absurd’, and suggested that the government should create a smokescreen.


Acting on Irvine’s advice, Blair and Gordon Brown concocted a ruse. They ordered Tom Sawyer, the party’s general secretary, to write a letter to Patrick Neill, the commissioner for standards in public life, based on a lie. The letter referred to a new code of conduct for party funding. Sawyer mentioned that the Labour Party had accepted a donation from Ecclestone while in opposition, and that ‘Mr Ecclestone has since the election offered a further donation’. So far, wrote Sawyer inaccurately, the second offer had been refused out of fear of a potential conflict of interest because of the tobacco exemption. He asked Neill whether the party’s concern was justified. The letter was sent on 7 November. On the same day, David Hill, as he would later admit, continued using evasions and menaces to deflect journalists’ questions.


Wracked by fear, Blair was not sleeping. His fate depended upon the ability of his clique – especially Alastair Campbell – to manage the media. After the election, the PR man had introduced himself to government information officers as ‘a believer in strategic communications’. Few officials immediately understood that in the daily battle for favourable headlines they were to serve Blair’s interests and not the media’s. ‘We must not let the press think they can push us around,’ Campbell said. While working for Robert Maxwell, he and other Mirror journalists were routinely ordered to distort the news, a practice that Campbell imported into Downing Street. Frightening people was his strategy. His misfortune was that Hill’s denials about Ecclestone were denying him his accustomed influence over the media. Blair, he realised, ‘was taking a real hit. We had made a big mistake in not going upfront. We were looking shifty and shabby.’


Patrick Neill only contributed to Blair’s plight. Regardless of the truth, he replied to Sawyer the same day, the appearance of taking Ecclestone’s money had raised questions of honesty and offended the rules. Therefore, he recommended, not only should the second donation be refused, but Ecclestone’s first should be returned. In Downing Street, the panic intensified. No one had anticipated that interpretation. Campbell suggested limiting the damage by admitting some truth. Accordingly, Hill told journalists that Ecclestone had given the party ‘over £5,000’. At the same time, another Downing Street spokesman said that, during their meeting in No. 10, Ecclestone made ‘no request regarding policy’. That lie was quickly contradicted by Campbell. Ecclestone’s donation, he admitted, was made to change Labour’s policy.


‘Tony Blair has started talking,’ Ecclestone cursed. ‘It’s third-rate behaviour.’ Besieged by journalists, he was told that Blair had finally admitted receiving the donation. ‘Well, if Mr Blair said that, he wouldn’t lie, would he?’ Ecclestone replied.


‘How much did you give?’ he was asked.


‘£1 million,’ said Ecclestone.


His admission was explosive. Off message, Jack Straw publicly admitted that Blair had ‘been aware of the second offer from Mr Ecclestone when they met at Downing Street’. After implying that the additional £3 million had persuaded Blair to accommodate Ecclestone’s wishes, Straw then promptly headed for the bunker.


The ammunition against Blair was so strong that no one even referred to the manifesto’s pledge to ‘clean up public life’. To close down the horror, Campbell arranged Blair’s first post-election television interview. The prime minister’s words were carefully rehearsed. He resisted Irvine’s advice of total disclosure, refused to apologise and instead blamed Ecclestone. Even ‘before any journalist had been in touch’ with Downing Street, Blair told his audience, the Labour Party had notified Ecclestone that, despite his ‘firm commitment’ of paying another £1 million, ‘we couldn’t accept further donations’. Only then, said Blair, had the government asked Neill about the probity of the first donation, and as a result it would of course be repaid. To tilt the balance further in his favour, Blair added: ‘I think that most people who have dealt with me think I’m a pretty straight sort of guy – and I am.’


Despite his damnation in the Commons by William Hague for a ‘shabby tale of evasion’, the lies saved Blair but left Ecclestone’s reputation damaged. ‘I’ve been hung out to dry,’ he complained.


Blair was shaken by the crisis. In an unusual post-mortem, he privately admitted his dishonesty. To avoid chaos in the future, Cherie advised, he needed to organise ‘proper decision-making structures’ to resolve ‘the lack of clarity in his office’. The truth, she implied, was that Powell, Levy and Campbell had failed to protect her husband.


Derry Irvine was harsher. Blair’s mistake, said the lawyer, was to believe his own propaganda and trust that Campbell could spin an escape from anything. In his grandiose manner, Irvine had lectured his employer, whom he would call ‘the boy’, that solving the malpractice required legal, not journalistic, minds. That reprimand evoked from Campbell a rare confession: ‘I have been evasive too often … The problem had been a lack of precision and a lack of candour.’


In concluding the inquest, Brian Bender mentioned that Blair must hope that his team ‘would return to [the] rigour of [the] Wilson and Callaghan years’. Blair agreed, without realising that Wilson’s premiership had been damned for serial dishonesty, while Callaghan had developed a corrupt relationship with a banker who loaned the prime minister sufficient money to buy a farm in Sussex in exchange for a knighthood.


The self-flagellation included Mandelson giving a lecture entitled ‘Effective Communication in the Public Sector’ to civil servants in Whitehall. Referring to the Ecclestone scandal, Mandelson told his audience, without blushing, ‘Honesty is the first principle of good communications … and the purpose of communications is not to stall or to hide but to put in context and to explain.’ The cynics in the audience chortled. Mandelson had never previously spoken about Labour’s moral mission or ‘the right thing to do’. His writ had always been ‘This is how we win’, and he intended to continue in the same vein.


The tumult disrupted relations among Blair’s closest advisers, especially between Mandelson and Brown. Ever since he withdrew his bid to be party leader in 1994, Brown’s venom had been directed at Mandelson in particular. ‘Mendelsohn’, he said, emphasising the Germanic lineage, was ‘a menace’. Previously, the two had been close allies, but Mandelson’s support for Blair’s leadership bid had devastated Brown. The depressive Scot was incapable of maintaining civilised relations with anyone other than subservient ultra-loyalists. By October 1997, he was brazenly ignoring the most senior officials in Blair’s office. Even Powell was ignored for thirteen years.


Unflattering stories about Brown spread, especially after the EMU row, and the chancellor was convinced that Mandelson was the source. ‘Call the dogs off,’ he snapped at Blair. In response, Mandelson was reported to have cried during an emotional interview with a psychiatrist. Campbell, he complained, had become too grand, and in addition was undermining him, keeping him off television. Mandelson suspected that he himself was even disliked by Fiona Millar. He next remonstrated in Blair’s Downing Street den that he was fed up with being ‘treated like dirt’.


‘The attention-seeking was becoming absurd,’ sighed an insider who lamented Mandelson’s exaggeration of his status. Increasingly, Blair was buffeted by arguments among his team. There was even a dispute about who could claim the credit for the election victory.


Amid all the bitter emotions, Blair relied on each of those loyalists. Mandelson was his political genius, Brown his financial expert, Campbell his protector and Hunter his confidante. At the end of May, before departing for the ‘People’s Banquet’, a lunch he hosted with the Queen for 350 ‘ordinary people’ in Banqueting House, Blair told the four of them, ‘I could not survive without you.’ Yet each, in their different way, was making his survival more difficult.
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