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        It started one September when Gordon Brown’s government dropped the economic ball with the mother of financial crashes. And that was for starters. Never before did so many MPs resign and have tax payers got such entertainment value out of their elected representatives in the worst year in British politics of the Millenium! In Annus Horribilis, the Times political sketch writer Ann Treneman savours this unique Parliamentary year, capturing the Hogarthian display of playground spats, bickering and serious people who really cant resist the opportunity of making a fool of themselves - duck pond and all.

        Ann Treneman is the parliamentary sketchwriter for the Times newspaper. She has been a journalist for over 30 years, has won awards for her sketches and her feature writing. She lives in London and Derbyshire.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

			LABOUR

			Gordon Brown: Brooding, intellectual Prime Minister. Prone to car-crash politics. Said to be “psychologically flawed”. Worst traits: temper (he throws phones), dithering. Nicknames: Stalin, Mr Bean, Macavity (he’s not there), Great Clunking Fist.

			Alistair Darling: Dull, droning Scot. A survivor who has been just about everything. Now Chancellor who has stood up to Gordon on more than one occasion. Best trait: eyebrows (birds are nesting in them). Nickname: too dull to have one.

			Peter Mandelson: The man twice forced to resign under Tony Blair was reborn in autumn 2008 as Gordon Brown’s confidante, becoming Baron Mandelson of Foy and Hartlepool. Wields mega-power. Thin-skinned. Best trait: fabulously silky manner. Nicknames: Prince of Darkness, Machiavelli, the Real Deputy Prime Minister.

			Jacqui Smith: The first female Home Secretary (rtd). Ex- schoolteacher and former Chief Whip more famous for her expenses and her cleavage than any actual policies. Best trait: nothing comes to mind. Nickname: “Bathplug”.

			Harriet Harman: Dogmatic feminist elected as Labour’s deputy leader. Hated by many, adored by the Volupts, an all- female group of MPs. Best trait: never briefs against others, rare in politics. Nickname: Hattie the Harpie, Harriet Harperson.

			Hazel Blears: Communities Secretary (rtd): Fiery redhead who crashed in May after badly timed resignation involving a badge that said: “Rocking the boat”. Best slogan: Nuts about Hazel. Nicknames: Chirpy Chirpy Cheep-Cheep, Duracell Bunny.

			John McFall: Dour dry-witted Scot, head of the Treasury Select Committee, determined to make his name as the man who called the Masters of the Universe to account. It didn’t quite turn out that way but he did his best.

			TORIES

			David Cameron: The real heir to Blair. Etonian. Keen cyclist who has recast the Tory party as the caring sharing New Conservatives. Seen as shallow, also brutal. Best trait: ability to look clean. Nicknames: Dave, Mr Sunshine, Little Lord Fauntleroy.

			George Osborne. Quick-witted Shadow Chancellor with a scorpion-like streak of political malevolence. Hated by Labour and Lib-Dems alike. Wallpaper heir. Best trait: mischievous. Nickname: Boy George, Georgie Porgie.

			OTHERS

			Nick Clegg: Smoothie leader of the Lib-Dems. Looks too much like Dave. Good political strategist but no one remembers anything he has ever said except that he’s slept with 30 women. Nickname: Clegg-Over.

			Vince Cable: the only Lib-Dem who matters. The trusted voice of sanity in the credit crunch. Best trait: ability to concoct pithy phrase. Nickname: In-Vince-Able.

			Michael Martin: Chippy Glaswegian Speaker (rtd). Former sheet-metal worker. Elected as Speaker for now unfathomable reasons in 2000. Nickname: Gorbals Mick.

			Joanna Lumley: Beloved British actress, best known for roles in New Avengers and Absolutely Fabulous. Fierce campaigner for Gurkha rights — her father served with them — who took on the government. Best trait: sultry voice. Nickname: La Lumley.

		

	
		
			
INTRODUCTION

			Why Things Could Only Get Worse

			It was the fag-end of a tumultuously turbulent political year when Gordon Brown called his final press conference at Downing Street in late July, just before heading off for what is hilariously called his summer “break” but which is, of course, really just working from Scotland. At the time he was choking on the political heat and dust of Afghanistan and helicopters, the latest fiasco in a long year of political discontent. By the way, when I say long, I don’t mean it (well, this IS politics). In politics, a year is just 11 months long, from September through July as August simply doesn’t exist in any kind of real way.

			I’m not sure what to call the events of the previous “year”, for highlights will not do and “lowlights” is entirely too tame. It was a time of new nadirs, a roller-coaster that kept plunging, spirals of despair that, at times, went viral. Here, in no particular order, is an incomplete list of the year’s “thrills”. The Recession. MPs expenses. Duck houses. Swine flu. Gurkhas. Fred ‘the Shred’ Goodwin’s pension. Hazel Blears’s properties. Budgetary black holes. Mandy’s Royal Mail plan. Jacqui Smith’s bathplug. The Speaker’s resignation. Etcetera.

			Given these circumstances, the question put to Gordon Brown was almost gentle. “Prime Minister,” asked James Lyons, the man from the Mirror, “you have talked about the tough year that you’ve had and that the country’s had with the recession, swine flu, expenses scandal and everything else. One might almost say an annus horribilis. Are you optimistic that the next 12 months ahead are going to better for you and for the country?”

			As he heard the words “annus horribilis”, the PM’s eyes widened and his mouth formed into an instant little rosebud, an almost camp moue of surprise. As an expert on Gordon Brown facial expressions, I knew this was a genuine one. Clearly the idea that this had been his worst ever year in politics was an entirely new concept for our PM. I watched his amazement in amazement. It is bad enough to have lived through such a year — but to not know you have lived through what you have lived through shows a lack of awareness which, in itself, was another new low.

			The PM now put forward an alternative view, a sort of Not The Annus Horribilis Year in Review. It had been, he allowed, a “difficult” year. “We’ve had to make tough decisions and we’ve had to make tough choices.” The PM loves the word “tough”. It is up there as one of his all time comfort phrases which include “this recession is global”. He added: “We have taken the toughest possible decisions on banking, we have taken the toughest possible decisions on regulation, we’ve brought the G20 together in London so that we can deal with the economic crisis.” He had also taken action on MPs expenses. “So tough decisions have been made.”

			Tough. Tough. Tough. Actually I don’t think much of it was particularly tough (Fred the Shred’s pension is still safe, I believe) but, as ever with Gordo, it’s too exhausting to get bogged down in what is true and what is not. For me, it is terrifying enough to know that this is how he thinks. I get the feeling that he may say this to himself in mirror every morning. Indeed, I often imagine the PM having breakfast with Sarah (looking fragrant, as always, even as she Twitters). “Sarah, we must make tough decisions on breakfast. No more poached eggs!” Sarah, glowing, nods appreciatively (Twitter: “We’re cracking down on poached eggs at No 10! Stay tuned!”)

			Back at the press conference, Gordon was still niggling away at the idea that this had been his annus horribilis. “This has not been the most difficult year for me,” he mused. “It has been a difficult year.” A difficult year? Does this mean Christmas is just a bit commercial or Moscow a trifle nippy in the winter? I tried to imagine what he could mean. I suppose he could be referring obliquely to his own personally traumatic years. Or perhaps he really believes there have been more difficult years politically. Perhaps the long years of opposition or, even, that fabled Granita pact with Tony Blair of May 1994. It all seemed quite fantastical, really, but then Gordon-land and Oz have much in common.

			Gordo, warming to his theme, said: “And it is a difficult year that I think you can see that we are coming through by Building Britain’s Future, taking the decisions for the long term.” At the words “Building Britain’s Future”, I felt the desire to ring the political equivalent of NHS Direct. If our future depends on the ideas in this document, Gordo’s cobbled together “strategic plan” for saving the nation from his own rule, things are even worse than I thought. Gordo, who isn’t called Stalin for nothing, was enthusiastic: “The idea that this government is not putting forward policies for the long term is completely wrong. Look at what we have done on social care, look what we have done on low-carbon technology, look at our schools White Paper, look at our action on youth employment, look at our initiative on nuclear disarmament for the rest of the world. In all these areas, we are taking action.”

			Social care? Low carbon technology? Surely these are words of madness. If you only skimmed them — and I don’t blame you — then it bears re-skimming, if only to marvel at the scale of denial. It makes you realise that things are, actually, worse than you thought. Indeed, if it wasn’t all so real, it would be hilarious. This is denial that is almost up there with Saddam’s media illusionist, Comical Ali who, while standing on a hotel roof, declared, as Iraqi troops fled for cover behind him: “Baghdad is safe. Don’t believe those liars.”

			So Britain is safe. We are Building Britain’s Future. Later in the press conference (if you don’t think a year is a long time in politics, just try living through one press conference), for no apparent reason, he returned to his alternative view of the year. Here is Gordo, unplugged: “I was asked was it the toughest year I’ve faced, I don’t think so. I’ve faced tougher years, but equally, at the same time, have we made the right decisions? Have we made decisions based on our belief about what is right for the country?” He stopped for a nano-second before concluding that, actually, yes, he HAD made the right decisions. “If you look back on all the things that we’ve done: we’ve made decisions on nuclear; we’ve made decisions on planning; we’ve made decisions on climate change; we’ve made decisions on expanding the education leaving age to 18; we’ve made decisions to change the nature of regulation for the banks; we’ve made decisions to rescue the banks by recap- italising them, not simply by providing liquidity; we’ve made decisions at the G20 to go for growth in the world economy; and we’ve made decisions in the last few weeks in Building Britain’s Future to take seriously the new industries and the new skills that we need.”

			As he spoke, the economy was in deep trouble, Afghanistan in flames, unemployment rising, politicians close to meltdown but, hey ho!, details, details. And yet STILL he would not stop, continuing at length about his wonderful agenda. OK. I hear your pain and I’m going to stop quoting Gordo now but there is method in my madness. For I do this to illustrate how the PM had made his annus horribilis much more horribilis than it needed to be because of his political personality. By that I mean his endless self-justification, his lists, his false comparisons, his dogmatism, his almost visceral need to be right at all times. Indeed, I’m surprised, he didn’t announce that, actually, 2009 hadn’t been nearly as bad as 1349 (The Black Death), 1536 (Henry VIII at his worst) and 1812 (when the PM was murdered). Nor has it helped that he is pitted against Tory leader David Cameron, who may seem as shallow as a puddle but, especially when it came to MPs’ expenses, proved to be strategically brilliant if brutal.

			Looking back, the most remarkable thing about politics in 2009 is how it kept getting worse. In September 2008, Alistair Darling was treated like a pariah by Downing Street when he dared to suggest that this could be the worst recession in 60 years. It wasn’t long before that was seen as rose-tinted optimism. By February, Schools Secretary Ed Balls, Gordon’s mini-me, was saying the recession was the worst for “probably more than 100 years”. Other things that kept hitting new extremes included the national debt, Labour’s popularity, the May election results (the worst ever for Labour). And I haven’t even got to MPs expenses with their moats and mortgages.

			It’s strange because I had remembered the whole year as being ghastly for the PM. But then I started to sift through my sketches from last September for this book. It was interesting how when put together these daily snapshots — which are often written in a tearing hurry and published the next day in The Times — provide a picture which is much more than the sum of its parts. The thing you get in sketches that you don’t get anywhere else is the detail. So think of this book as a funny peculiar kind of historical collage. For it was only after all the sketches of key events were chosen, edited and topped with mini-introductions, that I began to see the true (pear) shape of the year.

			Actually, Gordon had a pretty good autumn. OK, so for the world, it was an economic disaster but Labour’s poll ratings did rise, as recorded by Populus, to within four points of the Tories in early December. It was like a reverse halo effect: the disastrous global economy made Gordo look good. I mean that figuratively for, of course, he looked terrible, which was part of his appeal at the time. Dave seemed, if possible, even shallower. The Lib-Dems ... well, who cares, really, except for Vince Cable who, at times, seemed the only one making sense in a caddywampus world.

			But the Autumn of Discontent led to a winter of even deeper discontent and a spring and summer of total meltdown. The events just kept coming. It felt like we were all trying to find the bottom of one of those bottomless lakes: just when you thought it couldn’t get any worse, it did and then, the next day, it got worse again. The stories were incredible. From a sketch-writing point of view, I wasn’t sure

			that anyone could improve on the Home Secretary, Jacqui Smith, with her claim for her 88p bathplug and £10 porn films for her husband. But then there was the moat and the duck houses and Little Hazie Blears and her various homes and, well, the madness just went on

			The strangest moment? It had to be in April with Gordon Brown gurning and swaying on YouTube as he explained his latest wizard wheeze to pay MPs extra for coming to work. He looked quite close to bonkers. Or there was the day that the Absolutely Fabulous actress Joanna Lumley appeared to be running the country. Still, to cheer us up, there was the fabulous apparition that is Baron Mandelson of Foy and Hartlepool. Who would have dreamt, at the beginning of the year, that Peter M could be so reinvented. Or Alan Sugar! Some insist that day that Sirallun joined the team (giving birth to a million “You’re hired!” headlines) was the true new nadir. It is easy to see this year as an entry in a freak show which, like a Diane Arbus photograph, endlessly fascinates even as it repels. But what matters, in politics, is not so much what happens but how leaders react. For a time, the recession worked for Gordon but, as things worsened in the country and as various details, like Sir Fred’s obscenely generous pension arrangements became public, the boasting from Number 10 began to grate. Looking back, and especially reading the detailed quotes from these sketches, you can see how Gordon sowed the seeds of his own destruction. And how, in the depths of winter, David Cameron began to turn it round, heating up the debate on debt, nationalisation, honesty and leadership. He used Gordon’s words against him and, like errant landmines, they began to explode. It truly takes some kind of reverse political genius to lay a field of landmines for yourself, as our PM did.

			Then there was the eX-factor. The issue of MPs’ expenses had been bubbling away like one of those stinking sulphurous mud pools for years but, after the Commons lost a High Court battle to disclose the expenses, it was finally coming to a head. Various stories emerged in the spring and in early May the Daily Telegraph began what would be a month of revelations. What did Gordon do? Not much really. As the nation fumed, Gordo dithered. But David Cameron launched himself at the issue like an Exocet missile, forcing his front benchers to pay money back. He himself paid back the £680 he’d claimed to trim his wisteria, grovelling all the way. He talked tough and, crucially, acted tough. Shallow Dave had, it seemed, hidden depths.

			Truth be told, Gordo, obsessed with the global economy, probably saw all of this as a bit of a parochial sideshow. He misjudged this and much else including Gurkhas, 42-days detention, Afghanistan, the Royal Mail and later, during the summer break, the explosive issue of Libya. Then, as the new political year dawned, he stepped on another of his own landmines, his endless insistence earlier in the year that the choice for voters would be “Labour investments versus Tory cuts”. But even now, with the footprints still fresh in the fabled sands of time, it can be seen how Gordon could have turned it round: less hubris, more honesty, an apology or two, less time in the bunker, much much less dithering, more eX- factor action, more openness and a few laughs too. But, of course, he didn’t turn it round. Dave did.

			So pay no attention to Gordon Brown and his protesta- tions that, actually, 2009 wasn’t really so bad. Read these sketches and remember, remember, it WAS that bad. Indeed, worse. There is no denying it. For the lesson of 2008-2009 is that just when you think that things can’t get any worse, they do. Labour once sang that things can only get better. Actually, we now know the truth: this was the year when things could only get worse — and they did. Politics really will never be the same again.

			Ann Treneman
London 
28 September 2009

		

	
		
			
THE AUTUMN OF DISCONTENT

			The political year dawned with Gordon Brown on the rocks after a fractious summer of criticism from rebellious MPs. Any talk of a coup collapsed, though, as the full horror of the economic crisis became apparent (Lehman Brothers would fall on 15 September). Gordon galloped to the rescue and, for a few fleeting weeks, he did, actually, seem to be saving the world. Peter Mandelson, now wearing ermine, couldn’t keep the smile off his face. But it couldn’t last…

		

	
		
			3 September

			A teeny tiny relaunch

			Gordon Brown returned to Downing Street with his premiership in the doldrums and the latest Populus poll showing Labour 16 points behind the Tories. His Chancellor was in the doghouse over his candid remarks on the recession. In the circumstances, there was only one thing to do — relaunch!

			The Great Gordo Relaunch had been heavily hyped and though I wasn’t expecting fireworks (this was a relaunch, not a miracle), I was certainly expecting something. But, as the day unfolded, it became clear that the relaunch, like Hurricane Gustav, was going to have to be reclassified. By afternoon, it had almost disappeared completely, not so much a relaunch as a de-launch. 

			The actual day’s events were a closely guarded secret as I discovered when I rang No 10 at 8.30 am. “Where’s the relaunch?” I asked. Silence. A voice said there would be a statement from Hazel Blears’s department. And? “The Prime Minister will be visiting a first time buyer’s flat.” Great! Can I come? “No. It’s a small flat.”

			Yes, it was (for I had a spy there), but that was entirely fitting for, as we now know, it was an even smaller relaunch. Indeed it was so tiny that I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that it had been organised by elves.

			It all began with a “ping!” at 9.30 am when an absurdly brief Treasury e-mail arrived announcing the stamp duty holiday. It consisted of 73 words. This may be the shortest Treasury announcement ever. Where was the Chancellor? Had Gordo imprisoned him for saying the unsayable (i.e. the recession is going to be the worst in 60 years)? Perhaps Mr Darling has been handcuffed and was having to type with a pencil clamped between his teeth or, more likely, his eyebrows: certainly that would explain the brevity.

			The Treasury would only say that Alistair Darling was in his office and had no plans to leave it. How ominous was that? Later he appeared on TV (hands not visible), words coming out of his mouth that he clearly did not want to say. As I type there are fears that the Chancellor remains under office arrest.

			The TV image swung from Darling in a tiny corner of his office to Gordo in a tiny flat. The Prime Minister, dressed for a funeral in a dark suit, was opening and closing his mouth like a fish (no “live” words allowed at a Gordo de-launch). He was mouthing at a tousled-haired man, presumably the flat-owner, who looked thoroughly alarmed. The head of Hazel Blears (itself a terrifying object) kept popping in and out of shot.

			How very modern to relaunch in a Ikea flat-pack kitchen without sound after imprisoning your Chancellor. My spy tells me that Mr Tousled had only a half hour’s notice that the PM was joining him for a bowl of cereal (until then, he’d thought it was his MP). The poor guy had just moved in and hadn’t even unpacked. The visit lasted all of 15 minutes, just long enough for Gordon to say some real words (“live!”) on camera in front of the man’s kitchen cabinets. This was Gordon as Everyman. 

			Outside, plucky little Hazel rabbited away as the rain bucketed down. Can it get any worse? Expect another relaunch any day now.

			10 September

			Darling impersonates a dead phone

			The TUC conference marks the official start of the political year: this year it was the Chancellor’s turn to appear before the brothers and sisters who were not amused.

			Alistair Darling has always been dull. Indeed, I had not thought it possible for him to get duller. I was wrong, for Mr Darling came before us at the TUC in Brighton as the Human Drone. His mouth moved and the words coming out of it were English but, taken together, they meant nothing. Instead, they merged into one long tone, not unlike the sound of a telephone when it goes dead.

			It was quite a feat and, if he loses his job as Chancellor, he may want to become a fairground attraction. The noise (it was hardly a speech) went on for 30 minutes. The comrades of the TUC, who had spent the day calling for the renationalisation of everything in Britain that isn’t nailed down, treated him with politeness bordering on contempt. They sat, sullen, resentful, eyes down. As Mr Darling reached the “climax” of his speech a man on stage opened his mouth in the biggest yawn I have seen outside a zoo.

			I would give you highlights but there weren’t any. He did not say one thing that everybody doesn’t know already. Times are tough. The credit crunch is nothing to do with this Government. “Times are tough,” he said. “Together we will get through it.”

			Will we? I wasn’t even sure I was going to get through the next half hour, much less the recession. Over the summer, Mr Darling gave an interview in front of a peaty fire in his Hebridean croft in which he seemed in danger of coming across as a rather candid human being. Clearly that phase is over. There was no trace of warmth or humour yesterday, nor any feeling that we were being told the truth about the economy. One lit match had more heat than his entire performance.

			Everything about him was damped down, subdued. Even his eyebrows, which normally can be depended on to provide some light entertainment, had been tranquillised. It’s amazing how he can say the words “I have said I am listening” in exactly the same way as he would say “I have said I am listening to the weather forecast” Reassuring? I don’t think so.

			The question-and-answer session provided the only passion of the entire non event. The comrades hissed and jeered when he said private sector pay had gone up more than in the public sector. They mocked him over his lack of energy windfall tax. Mr Darling, in his only moment of emotion, doggedly defended his policy of loft lagging. “It’s easy to knock it but actually it can cut people’s fuel bills,” he insisted.

			The applause from the Brothers Grim was parsimonious. Now I know what the sound of one and a half hands clapping sounds like. Mr Darling had been greeted by six seconds, max, of light finger tapping. During the speech there was no applause at all, which must be some kind of first. It ended with another six seconds of finger-tapping. Indeed, the only really heartfelt applause was when A. Darling, Human Drone, left the stage.

			12 September

			The future’s bright, the future’s lagging

			Downing Street would prefer, if possible, for the Prime Minister never to appear in public live in front of journalists. But, since nothing else had worked so far ...

			To Downing Street, then, for Gordon Brown autumn relaunch number three. Or is it four? It’s hard to keep track. When the going gets tough, the tough get relaunching. Until yesterday Gordon Brown had been doing it exclusively for the TV cameras. Now he came before us in the flesh and, well, I can tell you that there is a lot less flesh now.

			The PM looks as if he has lost about a stone, and it shows in his face in particular. The cheeks look almost gaunt. The jaw, always thrusting, now juts. The neck has gone a bit wattle-y, and his Minotaur head seems even larger because his shoulders are not quite as broad. He needs a new suit. Perhaps he is waiting to see if, deprived of his daily Pilates forced upon him by his wife over the summer, the weight will go back on. For the PM, the credit crunch could be the credit munch.

			This was the energy relaunch. It took place in a room with 16 light bulbs, all blazing. I guess it is hard to economise when you’ve got chandeliers. So how many politicians does it take to change a light-bulb policy? Answer: three. There was Gordo (well, 90 per cent of him), John “Mad Eyes” Hutton and Hilary “Harry Potter” Benn. As a trio, they looked quite alarming.

			Gordon’s lectern bore the motto “save energy, save energy”. And, also, of course, save capital letters. This is very much a lower-case relaunch. Gordon has been thinking all summer about how to counter the vertiginous rise in our utility bills. He feels our pain (he told us yet again) and now he has the answer. 

			We can lower our own bills. Yes, it’s so simple! The PM has discovered that Britain is lagging behind on loft lagging. So Gordo has fixed it so the poor will get free loft lagging and the rest of us will get a discount. Isn’t it great to be able to lower our own bills by spending more money? I can only imagine what is coming next: perhaps a national drive to get us all to buy draught excluders shaped like sausage dogs.

			Gordon’s other big relaunch idea is direct debits. He wants to “actively promote” the use of direct debits. It was all about lasting change. “Our objective is nothing less than a sea-change in energy efficiency and consumption.” As he said this, I noticed the empty room behind him was also fully lit.

			I don’t know if it’s the effect of all those Pilates classes or what (drugs?) but the PM was very calm and collected. He remains completely convinced of his own superior decision making. “I made the right decision last autumn,” he announced about his decision not to call an election.

			Oh, and he was right on the economy, nuclear power, planning reform, climate change and so on. But, he was asked, do you ever have a dark night of the soul and think, “Actually, I’m the problem”?

			This brought muted giggles from the hacks and one of Gordo’s terrifyingly white smiles (I actually saw a lightbulb glinting off one of his front teeth).

			“Go around the world!” he cried. “Talk to any president in any country and talk about how government is having to deal with what is a completely unique situation. Our job is to take people through this!”

			When it was over, Gordon strode out of the room. He didn’t, however, turn out the lights.

			16 September

			In-Vince-ible Vince

			Lehman Brothers was crashing and burning as the Lib-Dems met for their conference in Bournemouth. This only allowed Vince to shine even more.

			Vince Cable — rock star! Well, the closest the Lib Dems will ever get to one. Honestly that is how it felt in Bournemouth yesterday as we waited in the hall for the In-Vince-ible Tour to begin. Then, finally, the lights lowered and the lectern began to glow a rancid shade of mustard.

			“Now settle down and shush,” chided Lynne Featherstone, an MP and one of the tour’s adoring fans known as the Vincettes. “For a soothsayer cometh.”

			The crowd went: “Ahhh” and Lynn lowered her voice even further: “For he spake of a debt bubble that would burst and it came to pass.” Cue laughter.

			“And he spake of having to nationalise Northern Rock and it came to pass. And he likened the Prime Minister to Mr Bean and it came to pass.” At the words “Mr Bean” the crowd went wild, clapping, laughing, cheering.

			Vince (he is ditching the last name for, like Bono, it is no longer necessary) bounded on stage to tumultuous adoration.

			What a difference a year makes. The economist nerd who loved to give speeches backed by giant organograms has ditched the audiovisual aids and the nutty professor look. His suit was dun (not beige) and smart, the tie silk, the hair smooth. He was a storyteller, not a speaker, and he was word-perfect. Nick Clegg watched with goggle eyes the man many wish had his job.

			Vince was almost glowing. He may yearn to be on Strictly Come Dancing but, actually, he has the X-factor. He is that rare thing: a politician who knows what he is talking about. For years he warned us of the dangers of debt and so has earned the right to say: “Those of us who warned of the dangers were initially treated as eccentric, then as scaremongers and prophets of doom. But we were right.”

			As he spoke (spake?), markets crashed and banks wobbled. Last year when the Lib Dems met, Northern Rock was collapsing. This year it is Lehman Brothers. “Some people say this is the curse of the Lib Dems,” he noted drily.

			There was a short, sharp attack on Gordon Brown. “Custom dictates that I should make some jokes at his expense,” he said to giggles. “But I have already done enough of that. (“No,” cried the man behind me.) I am not a sadist. I have no wish to kick a twitching corpse.” This got a big clap: the Lib Dems love a good corpse joke.

			His attack on David Cameron and the Tories, whom he likened to one of those phoney American religious cults, was far more vicious. The Tories, he predicted, will wreak miracles. “Mr Osborne, like Mr Cameron, a graduate of Oxford’s Bullingdon Theological College, will perform the miracles of the loaves and fishes on the public finances. The sick will be healed without additional health funding.”

			The Tories were now promising the “ultimate miracle”: fairness. “There are, no doubt, people who believe that North Korea is a democracy,” said Vince, “or that pigs can fly.” But even those people were finding the Tory fairness pledge implausible.

			When the In-Vince-ible Tour was over, there was an instant standing ovation. Then the star walked out, rock-star style, with little Nicky Clegg, looking rather like a groupie, scampering along behind him.

			17 September

			No one picks O-pick

			My favourite day at the Lib-Dems is the one where nothing “important” is happening (some unkind people say this is every day, actually.) Keep in mind, as you read this, that outside, in the real world, everything was collapsing. But in Bournemouth…

			Nick Clegg was scheduled to meet a bunch of vegetables yesterday and, well, I felt I had to be there. But, as I tried to leave the Bournemouth conference centre to see the great kitchen encounter I ran into a strange man on a strange machine.

			“Hello!” cried Lembit Opik (for it is the name of one of his favourite magazines), his goofy grin splitting across his long, thin face high above us, his body gyrating gently, his feet standing on a giant wheeled object.

			“Are you OK?” I asked, for it is another magazine that he loves and, indeed, he has appeared on its cover with his Cheeky Girl fiancée Gabriela, whose big hit was Touch My Bum. Then I remembered that she had dumped him over the summer, which would explain why he is now desperately seeking publicity by hanging around on a weird machine that was related to a lawnmower.

			“It’s my Segway personal transporter,” he cried, absolutely thrilled to be the centre of attention for three photographers. Lembit then explained, his voice a little too loud, that the Segway was illegal in Britain and he was campaigning to change that. “I am breaking the law just being here,” he said. “But I don’t care.” He then went into what appeared to be a comedy routine. “I told the police it’s Segways or Strangeways for me,” he cried, allowing himself a little whoop at his own brilliance. “It’s prison bars if I can’t be behind handle-bars!”

			Oh dear. We tried to escape but Lembit jumped off the machine, plastered with stickers saying “Ipik Opik” because he is running for Lib Dem president, and got another MP to try it out. “This is exactly the kind of out-of-the-box thinking that Nick Clegg wants us to do!” cried Lembit as we edged away, eager to make our date with the leader and his vegetables.

			The idea was for Mr Clegg to join catering students at Bournemouth and Poole College. He may have had visions of making a soufflé but, as it turned out, it was vegetable-chopping day. The chef, a wonderfully bluff man called Dave Boland, had laid out onions, leeks, swede, celery and turnips on a gleaming tray next to a very large, very sharp knife.

			Nick arrived wearing a white lab coat that made him look not like a chef but like an actor pretending to be a doctor in an afternoon soap opera. He surveyed the tray, his gaze lingering over the knife (Lib Dems know all about stabs in the back).

			“Don’t I relish this!” he cried. 

			No one laughed.

			“That’s a joke,” he said.

			He eyed the vegetables again. “I’d like to chop the easiest thing.” Chef selected a stalk of celery. “You’ve given me the hardest vegetable!” squealed Nick. Chef proffered a giant tear- inducing onion. Nick backed away and began, gingerly, to chop the celery. My, I thought, watching him concentrate ultra hard on the thin green stalk, if he makes such a fuss about chopping vegetables how is he ever going to cut £20 billion out of the national budget?

			We returned to the hall to find that, incredibly, Lembit was still there, slap bang in the middle of our path, chortling away on top of his illegal transporter. Now he was having his picture taken by random Lib Dems on their mobile phones. Out of the box?

			How about out of this world?

			23 September

			Labouring a point in Manchester

			The Labour Party met in Manchester with the kind of forced jollity that is necessary after a summer of splits and rebellions. For David Miliband, the leading contender for the big job, it all started to go wrong when he was photographed holding up a banana. Then he followed that up by slipping on one with this speech.

			There was a turning point in David Miliband’s speech, for him and for us. Davy was standing at the lectern, telling us how we’d saved swaths of Africa, when suddenly he turned to his right until his head was looking behind himself. Davy can do this easily for, like an owl, he has a swivel neck.

			“Gordon!” he cried, looking at the figure slumped behind the long top table that sits to the side of the screaming pink stage. Gordon looked up at Dave and must have wished that he had never made this irritatingly perky man his Foreign Secretary. Dave trilled: “It is no exaggeration to say you have transformed the political debate about international development!”

			Ouch. Now that’s patronising. For once Gordon’s rictus grin seemed appropriate. It’s a bit like praising King Kong for all he’s done for animal rights. The audience, crammed into the hall to hear the heir apparent, burst into applause. David looked extremely pleased, not with Gordon but with himself.

			It wasn’t the speech of a lifetime or even a lunchtime but it was better than last year when David had told us: “The world can be a scary place.” Yes, it can be, David, and yesterday it got just a bit scarier for Gordon Brown. For it’s official now: David Miliband wants to be PM. His speech yesterday wasn’t so much a naked bid for power as a clothed one but I’m sure Gordo saw right through it.

			Of course, that could be because Davy is so darned thin. And bendy. The man has a rubber face, that swivelling neck and incredibly long arms that seem to operate with an extension device. His eyebrows jump around like rabbits. The hand gestures are baroque: he has one that is like that “Here is the church, here is the steeple” hand game. Fascinatingly, his eyebrows at times co-ordinate with his hand gestures. It is easy to imagine him as being a cartoon first and a human second.

			The speech was supposed to be about foreign affairs but it was really all about David and how he hates fatalism. Yes, “fatalism” was his buzz word. I don’t wish to be fatalistic but fatalism may have been a fatal choice. It did not buzz so much as hum and, by the end, it was more an intermittent thrum, like a bee that has been trapped in a car too long and just occasion- ally breaks into an exhausted quasi-buzz.

			David says he’s not a fatalist because he has hope. “Now is not the time to turn back,” he insisted though, as a head swiveller, he is always doing exactly that. Then he found his inner cheerleader: “These Tories are beatable! Let’s say it! Let’s say it! Let’s say it!” The audience began to clap, possibly to make him stop his embarrassingly bad chanting. It didn’t work. “Let’s say it!” cried David. “These Tories are beatable. They are beatable, these Tories.”

			Oh dear. Now he told us he’s not a fatalist because he believes in fairness. “An age of massive change needs leadership from a party dedicated to change,” he said, as if Gordo didn’t even exist. “We know those things. We know those things.”

			Do we? If so, why do we have to repeat them? Then, after one last shout (“Let us prove the fatalists wrong!”) it was over and the hall arose for a 57-second standing ovation. Davy shook Gordon’s hand (why?) and they both stood there, both grinning away as if they were in some awful toothpaste advert.

			24 September

			The Power of Love

			Gordon had to give “the speech of a lifetime” but then his wife, the fragrant Sarah, took the stage and the entire hall went all mushy.

			It was Labour’s “Sarah” moment. I knew that something was different when the comrades suddenly burst into wild spontaneous applause. It couldn’t be for Gordon and, indeed, it was Sarah who stood before us — calm, tranquil, beautiful Sarah.

			The audience swooned. She said something gracious. The words drifted by on a cloud of scent. She told us how wonderful that other Brown, you know, the PM, was. “I am so proud that every day I see him motivated to work for the best interests of people all around the country,” she said softly, proudly, steadfastly, lovingly.

			We gawped. This was better than Mills & Boon and Barbara Cartland rolled into one. Sarah was standing by her man. Indeed she was standing up before us for him. Now she fixed her steady eyes on us, her hair swinging gently around her face. “My husband, your Prime Minister, the leader of the Labour Party ...” At this point she seemed to forget his name but then she remembered. “Gordon Brown!” He bounded in through the crowd as Your Love Keeps Lifting Me (Higher and Higher) blared out.

			They kissed on the lips, a bouncy one. The audience clapped the kiss. Their love kept on lifting them higher. It was almost a shampoo advert. Now came another kiss. They stood before the audience, adoring lovebirds and suddenly not afraid to show it. I suspect I was not alone in hoping that their love would stop taking them higher soon. And so it was, for now the lovely and adored Sarah sat down. This was greeted with rapturous applause. But Sarah had given the speech of a lifetime and deserved it.

			“You can see why I’m proud of Sarah,” said Gordon, with an almost goofy grin. “I’m very proud to be her husband.” They glowed for a bit and then Gordon got down to the heavy-duty business of saving the world and his premiership. The speech was 53 minutes long and had one real joke (it was about Harry Potter, he made the same one a few days ago).

			There was also a humorous aside: “I didn’t come into politics to be a celebrity,” he said, weird smile lurking, “or thinking I’d always be popular. Perhaps that’s just as well.” This led to a ripple of laughter and, inevitably, applause.

			The comrades wanted to clap. Indeed they wanted to stand. They began with a few partial standing ovations and then some crouching ones. But as the words flowed — and they really did flow most of the time — the comrades began popping up, like random pieces of toast. It was by far the most well-received speech he has ever made.

			The content was vintage Gordon. He wants this to be the “British century”. He’s creating the “Something for Something” Britain. He’s invented something called the “New Settlement”. I loved this for it reminded me of his “Progressive Consensus”. Do you remember that? Now that’s given way to the New Settlement. So what was it? The details were vague. It was about hard work. It was about fairness. And, oh yes, under the New Settlement the markets and the Government are the servants of the people. I stopped listening at that point. It seemed highly unlikely.

			The speech was so much better for the fact that Sarah was looking on lovingly. Gordon’s voice seemed softer. At times he almost choked up. Forget the New Settlement. This was the New Gordon, caring, giving, sharing, kissing. Then it was over and Sarah was again by his side, in her rightful place. Their love was lifting them higher, once again. The crowd went wild.

			25 September

			RIP Ruth Kelly

			Ruth Kelly’s resignation was briefed by Damian McBride (better known as McPoison, a man who was to become infamous in the coming year for his ghastly emails) at 3 am in the conference bar. We were beginning to suspect that Labour was, simply, out of control.

			So farewell, then, Ruth Kelly. Her resignation speech was, as perhaps befits a transport secretary, as pedestrian as can be. I was surprised that a lollipop lady was not required to bring her on to the stage. Ruth had slipped on to the top table in the big dark hall in Manchester at 10 am, a few minutes late. But, as her Cabinet career had ended with a bizarre 3 am confirmation from Downing Street that the resignation rumours were true, it did not seem all that unreasonable.

			The comrades viewed her through bleary eyes. Ruth had been given the biggest graveyard slot of all graveyard slots at conference: the first speech on the last day. This was a time that delegates normally devote to nursing hangovers with a little light dozing before waking up to mumble their way through the Red Flag. Now Ruth had ruined it all by running up the white flag.

			Gordon joined her on the platform, giving her a fatherly shoulder hug (has he been on a kissing and hugging course?). Ruth smiled up at him, looking about eight. Her jacket, which went perfectly with the ghastly shocking pink background, was bought during her second personal makeover as a Cabinet minister. The makeover, unlike much else in her career, had been an astonishing success. She is the only Cabinet minister ever who has had a makeover and looked better afterwards.

			She began, as perhaps had no other resignation speech in the history of resignation speeches, with the words: “Conference, it is a pleasure to close this debate on sustainable communities.” No one clapped, not even her husband, watching from the front row, but Ruth is quite used to the sound of one hand clapping.

			“I hope you will forgive me for departing from my text,” she announced, although in the text I was reading as she said these words that is exactly what it said.

			She told Gordon before the summer that she had wanted to go in the next reshuffle to spend more time with her family (with four children, she is the woman who put the labour back into Labour). For some time the Tories have been taunting her with rumours of how unhappy she was. She always denied this, looking deeply unhappy as she did so.

			But yesterday she looked euphoric. I could almost see the bubble “I’m out of here!” over her head. If she was unhappy, she wasn’t going to tell us now. She even described Gordon as a “towering” figure on the world stage. Gordo, who is now on his way to New York where he personally will save the global economy, nodded, although I think he would have preferred the word “colossus”.

			She summed up her career in four sentences. Not everybody can do that. It is hard to imagine what the fifth would say — although, as a member of the shadowy Catholic movement Opus Dei, she was the closest we ever got to breaking the Da Vinci code.

			“I am leaving the stage today,” she announced and, after what can only be described as a zombiefied standing ovation, she did exactly that. It all seemed most inconsequential. It was the resignation of a Cabinet minister, the death of a political career, but it had all the emotion of a cardboard box. There wasn’t a wet eye in the house. As she slunk off the stage, I thought I heard her shout: “I’m free-e-e-e-e!”

			29 September

			The Great BoJo Show

			The news this weekend was dominated by desperate attempts to rescue Bradford & Bingley amid intense fear and panic about the global economy. But in Birmingham, where the Tories were meeting, the mood was a little bit different.

			Just before the great BoJo event in the conference hall in Birmingham, there was a kerfuffle in the crowd. The cameras swung round to film the audience and, following their lenses, I could see the object of their adoration. It was David Cameron, who had “slipped” into a seat to listen and was now watching himself being filmed, his preternaturally squeaky-clean face looking even more squeegeed than usual.

			Boris Johnson got the full celebrity treatment, including that most coveted of things, a pre-speech film tribute, in which we saw Dave watching Boris win on election night. So now, in the hall, we had Dave watching Dave watching Boris. And soon, when Boris arrived, we had Boris watching Dave watching Boris. Sometimes at the Tories you feel as though you are in a PR masterclass and not at a political convention at all. 

			Boris shambled on, his jacket flapping like a tarp that has lost its moorings in an autumn gale. His navy-blue tie didn’t match, his hair needed thatching. His appearance was met by an instant standing ovation — the four Tory boys in front of me jumped up to video him on their mobiles — and wolf whistles. Yes, wolf whistles. What is going on? I’m sure Dave, his smile now so fixed that I suspected Superglue, hated that.

			“That’s really an extremely fine reception,” mumbled Boris. “Much more generous, I must say, than in 2006, when I was physically pelted with pork pies.” Cue hysterical laughter. “Or last year, when my speaking style was criticised by no less an expert than Arnold Schwarzenegger.” By the time he said Arnold they were guffawing.

			The stand-up comic (also, of course, the most powerful Tory in the land) continued his schtick. “It was a low moment, my friends, to have my rhetorical skills denounced by a mono- syllabic Austrian cyborg.” Now they were howling. His next joke, about terminating Ken Livingstone, brought actual screams of laughter.

			How they love him! The buffoon has grown up but not entirely. This was his most accomplished speech, but he still takes risks when he speaks, although he no longer allows things to descend into pure anarchy, and the crowd loves him for it.

			He had already thanked Dave once (so now we had Dave watching Boris praising Dave) when suddenly he pounced. “I notice from reading the papers that it’s no time for triumphal- ism,” he noted drily, for this had been Dave’s mantra for the past few weeks. Now Boris peered into the crowd, already giggling, until he spotted his leader. “Dave!” he cried, his arm going up in mad salute. “Can I call you Dave?” he cried. “Yes I can!” Now he added: “I hope you will allow me to remind you in a strictly non-triumphalist way of some of the things we have done in City Hall.” Let the triumphalism begin! And so it did. Boris trotted out his achievements to date, flagged up more to come, attacked Labour, defended City bankers.

			At the end there was an instant standing ovation, but even as the wolves whistled Boris slipped out and Dave, watching Boris but Boris no longer watching Dave, slipped out, too. The Dave and Boris show was over, for now.
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