
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Introduction

         

         The publication of these diaries has been a long, often agonising journey – much of the agonising going on inside my mind, which, as readers of previous volumes will know, is prone to creating trouble for itself. When that journey began well over a decade ago, in addition to my partner Fiona, the people I leaned on to help me with my agonising were publisher Gail Rebuck and her husband, Philip Gould, my brilliant agent Ed Victor, my former Daily Mirror boss turned diaries editor Richard Stott, and my co-transcriber and head researcher Mark Bennett. It is incredible, and incredibly sad, that the four men in that list have all since passed away, evidence not just of how long this journey has been, but also of the lottery of this wonderful thing called life, from which, during the period of this volume, Robin Cook, Mo Mowlam and Tony Banks were among those taken all too young.

         Of my four diary colleagues, only Ed, who died earlier this year aged seventy-seven, got even close to a full life, and ‘oh boy’, as he might have put it, did he live life to the full. He was, as he promised he would be, working to the end, in the hospital bed where he breathed his last. He was so much more than an agent, and became a true friend, despite – perhaps because of – my becoming what he delighted in describing as ‘my most complicated client’. Richard was taken by pancreatic cancer aged sixty-three, a full decade ago now, and was on his deathbed at home when I was finally able to take him one of the first copies of The Blair Years, the extracts of my diaries from 1994 to 2003, published in June 2007, the same month he died. He – his enthusiasm, professionalism, judgement and friendship – was a fundamental part of the success that book became, not least the editing processes that have continued since, including his idea of what we called the ‘running feet’, the few words at the bottom of each page saying what the page is about. Richard loved his running feet, almost as much as he hated, as you shall read, the fact that I chose to sanitise that first book to protect Gordon Brown. With both Tony Blair and Gordon now former Prime Ministers, the full story can be told. I am just sad that Richard is not here to see it, and Labour out of power as it is told.

         Philip Gould was my closest friend in politics, and five years after his death from cancer of the oesophagus aged just sixty-one, there is not a day I don’t think of him, not least because we see so much of Gail and their two daughters, Georgia and Grace. He would be so proud that Georgia is now Camden Council leader aged thirty-one – and utterly stunned by much else that is happening in British and world politics, from Corbyn to May (neither of whom are even mentioned in the entries of this volume), Brexit to Trump (ditto, though the dread word ‘referendum’ – of the EU constitution – appears often enough).

         Mark Bennett’s death was the biggest shock of all, because it was so unexpected and, unlike the others, there was no preceding illness that we knew of. He just dropped dead aged forty-four, in February 2014. ‘Researcher’ does not even begin to describe his importance to me and to these diaries, and I want to start this, the eighth book based on my diaries, and the sixth full volume, by dedicating it

         In Memory of Philip, Ed, Richard and Mark.

         As to why there was so much agonising, it was not just a question of my troubled, sometimes catastrophising mind. It was my friend and colleague Ben Wegg-Prosser who, on publication of Volume 5, Outside, Inside, last year, was on good mickey-taking form at one of the periodic gatherings of the original Team TB ’97: ‘So now we have the diaries about the diaries … how long before we get the diaries about the diaries about the diaries?’ Not long, Ben, not long. But the truth is, there were important personal and political judgements attached to the questions of whether, what, when and how to publish what I knew would become a significant part of the already enormous literary analysis of the Blair–Brown eras. As the running foot on page 523 puts it:

         February ’07: TB worries AC diaries ‘posthumous suicide’ for both of them

         Though to be fair to him, he was a great support when push came to shove, and figures as varied as Cherie, Peter Mandelson, Jonathan Powell and assorted spooks, diplomats and civil servants were arguing strongly against some or all publication.

         On the personal front, there was the question of just how far to go in setting out the mental health issues which, post my departure from Downing Street, perhaps with more time to think, seemed to crowd in more persistently than ever. The gaps between the depressions seemed to get shorter. It meant the hope Fiona and I both shared, that our lives would improve when I was out of No. 10, and my head out of the ‘vice’ in which I often felt competing demands of life, work and politics put it, took a long time to be fulfilled. I decided, as you shall see, and against TB’s advice, for full disclosure, both about the continuing difficulties at home and about my attempts to get professional help to resolve my own issues, which were in large part causing those difficulties.

         Journalist and broadcaster Steve Richards – a man of fine judgement on many things – said he found Volume 5 ‘even more interesting’ than the previous four, not only because there was a little more distance from, and thus perspective on, the political events I was recording, but also, he said, because there were some interesting new characters closer to centre stage. He cited as an example my highly political, often searingly critical, GP, Tom Bostock, to whom visits to get a prescription could become full-on rows about Iraq or NHS reform. When I was interviewed by Steve about the book for The Week in Westminster on BBC Radio 4, I was able to tell him that Volume 6 gets even better, with the introduction of a totally new medical character, my psychiatrist David Sturgeon. ‘That must be quite a gig, being Alastair Campbell’s psychiatrist,’ someone wrote in The Guardian when it first emerged I was seeing one. Well, DS (not to be confused with Downing Street, though that DS might be the reason I ended up needing the other one) is the man who got that gig. He too became part of my agonising advice squad, not least as first Tony Blair then Gordon Brown sought to get me back into Downing Street, both with very different reasons for doing so. He also, surely, is the person who inadvertently set me on the road down a very different path, when out of the blue, out on my bike one day, into my head popped the idea for a novel, All in the Mind, about the relationship between a psychiatrist and his patients. I never expected or planned to be a novelist, but that first one was anonymously dedicated to David and another psychiatrist, and I am now on my fourth novel, out next year, which is exclusively dedicated to Ed Victor – because it arose from a collaboration that was his idea. I am grateful to David Sturgeon also for the support he gives in the work I now do as an ambassador for Time to Change, trying to change attitudes to mental health and mental illness. My own mental health has been hugely helped by him, his advice and his medication, and also by my own openness and the feeling of being part of a campaign going in the right direction.

         There are other new characters that hopefully Steve Richards will appreciate. Did I ever imagine I would be negotiating fairground rides with Cheryl Cole and Karren Brady, or being stabbed by Trinny for a Comic Relief version of The Apprentice? No. And did I expect to get drawn into the ‘celebrity culture’ against which I otherwise spend my time raging? No, but charity – and trying to adapt to a new life – can have strange consequences, and at least I managed to help get Piers Morgan fired – again. Less happily, ‘Yates of the Yard’ enters TB’s life, when the combination of an SNP MP, Angus MacNeil, and a Labour treasurer, Jack Dromey, provoke what became one of the most difficult and unpleasant crises of TB’s time – the police probe into ‘cash for honours’ (sic).

         Many of the new characters come from sport. Indeed, readers of the first parts of this book might wonder if they shouldn’t have found it in the rugby section, rather than politics, as I leave the aftermath of our 2005 election win and head for New Zealand with the British and Irish Lions. Both on and off the field, it was not the greatest success, but I was privileged to see people like Jonny Wilkinson working up close, I learned a lot, and I enjoyed it, even if being debagged and having my BlackBerry stolen by the players – while it had a note about TB–GB transition plans on it – was one of the more panicky moments of my life. I have stayed in touch with many of the players and coaches, and at times, as when I felt like a marriage counsellor, I wished TB and GB had taken me up on adopting some of the team-bonding techniques I learned from the world of rugby. The Lions having been back to New Zealand more successfully this year, it was frankly bizarre the extent to which I was still part of the media focus of that tour twelve years ago, not least because of the controversy over the infamous ‘spear tackle’ on our captain Brian O’Driscoll in the opening moments of the first Test. So though I was grateful to Clive Woodward for asking me to do it, that tour was what made me realise a ‘normal comms job’ was something I no longer could, should or wanted to do.

         This book starts the day after Tony has been returned to office following a third successive – unprecedented for a Labour leader – election win, a clear majority, beyond the dreams of David Cameron, Theresa May and Jeremy Corbyn; and yet, as the very first of the running feet puts it, it was a time ‘when a win feels more like a defeat’. Problems between TB and GB, largely settled during the campaign, emerged almost immediately. We are only three pages in when the TB–GBs get their first running foot:

         May ’05: GB furious over reshuffle 

         As we know from Mrs May’s botched election earlier this year, expectations are so important in politics. She ‘won’, in that she survived as PM, but she lost much of her authority. Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn lost, yet found his position strengthened. Tony Blair won, again, but because the majority fell from three figures to two – what would May or Corbyn give for a majority of 66 – Labour MPs were out calling for his head, and some continued to do so until he was gone – see last page. Funny old game, Saint … and interesting that among those most appalled at the way TB was treated were friends from sport, Clive Woodward, Brendan Foster and Alex Ferguson all calling to register their shock and even disgust at how a winner was being treated like a loser. Compare and contrast, also, TB’s speech after the election, about having listened and learned, with Theresa May’s after her plans for a landslide had melted, which gave every indication that nothing much had changed.

         Of course, for all the new characters – oh, and I should apologise in advance for the length of my entries on Diego Maradona, but meeting and playing football with him was one of the highlights of my entire life, and the footnote on page 339, about the fact that I mention it to someone every day, is true – there is one very old story that runs through this volume as through all others, and that is what alas has become known as the TB–GBs.

         Here is where the agonising a decade ago was at its height, and why both Richard and Ed, who had read every word of my diaries from 1994 to 2003, were shocked that I would even consider protecting GB, let alone going back, as I did in the period of the previous volume, to help rebuild TB–GB relations sufficient to get them through a winning campaign focused on the economy. This détente came at the price of a TB commitment to leave some way through his third term, and support from both of us in GB taking over. Richard felt if I just published the whole lot back in 2006, it could have put paid to GB’s chances. Maybe, maybe not. Then again, Richard admitted that he was looking at the material from the standpoint of a journalist who, though Labour like me, did not share my, Philip’s and Mark’s obsessive desire for Labour not the Tories to be in power. So, for all GB’s faults, and for the many moments I, and more importantly TB, felt he might be a disaster as PM, there were many other moments when it was clear he remained a formidable figure, head and shoulders above most others home and abroad, and we shared a hope that once he was freed of the TB shadow, he would emerge to be as good a PM as he had been a Chancellor over a decade of growth, prosperity and record investment in public services.

         Even now – and this volume records some pretty negative views of GB, with plenty of evidence to justify them – I am able to see a lot that is positive in him. That explains why even after all that is recorded here, up to and including some brutal tactics that both TB and Jonathan Powell at various points compare with the Mafia way of doing things – Dromey and Tom Watson spring to mind – I went back to try to help in the 2010 campaign (Volume 7, out next year, Ben) and though GB didn’t win, he did at least manage to stop the Tories winning a majority. And though GB was definitely among those who felt I should not have kept, let alone published, my diaries, he always knew that I did and I would, and I feel privileged to have had many of the times and conversations I had with him, including after the point when he knew I intended one day to publish it all.

         David Cameron and George Osborne are two more who move from bit players to central characters in the period covered here. My favourite text message of the period was from Tory MP Andrew Mitchell, who was running the leadership campaign of David Davis. Davis was something of an old pal of mine from my Mirror days, and TB had expected him to win, but he flopped at the Tory conference where Cameron shone. ‘Are we completely fucked?’ asked Mitchell on behalf of his boss. They were. Yet how strange is politics that today Cameron is history, on the back of the folly of his EU referendum, while Davis is the man entrusted by May with the near impossible task of making sense of the decision the British people took last June?

         And how are these for running feet that resonate today?

         44    June ’05: Dutch following French in rejecting constitution

         45    June ’05: EU constitution in trouble

         52    June ’05: GB threatens veto if others come after UK rebate

         63    June ’05: Juncker warns ‘whole EU in crisis’

         69    June ’05: TB trying to open debate on EU renewal

         Most timeless of all, however…

         169  December ’05: Europe still a problem for Tories

         Long may it continue, hopefully to the day that the madness of Brexit is rejected.

         Just as David Cameron underestimated his Leave opponents in last June’s referendum, so Theresa May underestimated her Labour opponent in the general election that her hubris provoked her to call. We always obsessed about our opponents. Cameron, however, became another source of disagreement between TB and GB as they tried to work out how to handle him, and came to different conclusions. I had forgotten – this is why it is good to keep a diary – some of my encounters with the new Tory leadership team. They worked out pretty quickly that an ‘heir to Blair’ strategy would be rejected by GB, and so they took it for themselves. GB, from the off, despite Philip and I, among others, pleading with him not to, defined himself as much against TB as against DC, and did so, I fear, out of personal antipathy to TB, rather than for reasons of cold, hard-headed strategy. It is sad. I am indebted once more to Richard – see the running foot on page 286 – for his description of the TB–GBs as ‘Shakespearean’. Tragedy, not comedy. See also the running foot on page 198:

         January ’06: ‘Is there any page of diary without TB–GB?’ – Mark Bennett … Mmm, not many.

         Or, earlier, page 111:

         August ’05: Fiona and Gail Rebuck fed up of TB–GB talk

         I do understand their feelings, but hope that, for some readers at least, trying to understand this complex and politically hugely significant relationship is worth another long read. Also, Mark Bennett’s point notwithstanding, there is of course a lot more to these times than the TB–GB story, though even I was shocked to be reminded that GB once told me he was thinking of going to the backbenches. Iraq continues to be a problem, though Saddam’s execution brings that particular chapter to an end, even if the issue more generally will never close so far as the analysis of TB’s legacy is concerned. Northern Ireland continues to have its ups and downs. The ups and downs of political life more generally could hardly have been more graphically set out than the winning of the Olympic bid for London 2012, followed by the horror of the July 7 bombings.

         Through it all, despite our own considerable ups and downs, Fiona has stuck by me, endured my agonising and my wildly swinging moods, and for that, and for the love of our three children, Rory, Calum and Grace, I am more grateful than anything. There is a point in the book where TB and I discuss the damage politics does to relationships, and our shared sadness that Fiona so fell out with Cherie, and became so angry with him over Iraq and some of his domestic reform policies, that she would not even go to farewell events as he departed No. 10. He said he hoped that when things were less raw, she would look back more happily at our times together. I am pleased to say she does and, looking at UK politics now, also understands even better just how special and winning a leader TB was.

         Finally, I want to thank Bill Hagerty, who stepped in to replace our mutual friend Richard – indeed, Bill delivered a brilliant eulogy at Richard’s funeral – as editor of this and future volumes. Richard was a hard act to follow, but Bill has followed in style; and of the Biteback team, I would like to thank Iain Dale, Olivia Beattie, James Stephens, Isabelle Ralphs, Ashley Biles and Namkwan Cho.

         I hope you enjoy reading what all of us, the dead and the living, have produced.
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The Diaries


         

         

         

         Friday 6 May 2005

         It was kind of crazy, to think that if this had been the majority back in 1997, we would have been reasonably OK with it, but because ’97 and ’01 were so big, 66 felt closer to disappointment than triumph. I didn’t get much sleep, and when I went downstairs the day started with a bad row when the reporter on the radio said TB had seen his majority severely reduced and Fiona [Millar, AC partner] just snapped, ‘Good.’ I said, ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ She said she thought one of the reasons he had started to do more and more stuff that a lot of Labour people didn’t like was because he thought the big majorities meant he could do what he wanted. Unbelievable, I said. We work our bollocks off and now you’re saying it would be better if we didn’t succeed in what we were trying to do, and it’s time you stopped seeing everything in such a negative light. The first ‘I’m not saying that’ row of the third term.

         I felt really, really tired today, cellular tired, and I slept on and off. TB called a couple of times, mainly to go over his words, but also for a bit of a whinge about the way victory was being presented as defeat. His speech was fine and in the end it went OK, essentially saying a win was a win but he understood the country wanted us back with a reduced majority, and that meant listening to some of the reasons why some people deserted us. He had listened and learned. He had heard what people were saying about asylum and immigration, and lack of respect in communities. And of course he knew Iraq had been a hugely divisive issue.

         I thought he was being a bit optimistic when he said he thought people would now want to ‘move on’. I crashed out most of the day, all a bit weird in that in the previous elections I had gone flat-out and then gone straight on after the event with a non-stop new full-on mode, but this time I was able to chill, give or take a few calls about the reshuffle. The big four stayed where they were – JP [John Prescott] still DPM, GB [Gordon Brown] still Chancellor, Jack Straw still Foreign Secretary, Charles Clarke Home Secretary, so with nothing much changing at the top, it was not terribly dramatic, but it still kept the media blathering all day with all the comings and goings. There was a lot of coverage of DB [David Blunkett, former Home Secretary] coming back, to Work and Pensions, and with pensions reform and incapacity benefit changes he was going to have a busy time of it. Good to see David M[iliband] in there for the first time, doing local government, along with Des Browne [Chief Secretary to the Treasury] and John Hutton [minister for the Cabinet Office].

         Saturday 7 May

         Fiona took Rory [son] to Cambridge to have a look around and see if he fancied the university so I was mainly looking after Grace [daughter] and talking to Calum [son] about this and that. Both TB and GB were calling me a fair bit, but I was kind of wanting to get away from it all now. I felt caught between them in a way I didn’t really want to be. It was fine during the campaign because I had hands on levers, and a focus, but now it was not like that. I was not really in charge and so they looked to me to do things I could not deliver in the same way. It was about government now, and I wasn’t going back. GB said he was pissed off at the way the reshuffle was done. I said he will maybe find out one day just how awful it is to do them, and they are not science. They are about people and difficult. He was back to his ‘The problem is…’ mode. He said he hadn’t realised Blunkett was coming back to that job. Out and about with Calum, then we went out for dinner. I took part in the No. 10 conference call because I was doing TV in the morning. Loads of ‘Blair must go’ stuff, which was ludicrous.

         Sunday 8 May

         Up to do Breakfast with Frost and [Adam] Boulton on Sky and deal with the nonsense in the Sundays, re ‘TB must go, say MPs’. It was incredible, that he deliver a third win and the third biggest Labour majority outside the landslides, and these people were saying either that he go, or that New Labour is dead. I was willing to accept that the vote is a rejection of the Iraq policy by some, but not a rejection of New Labour. At TB’s behest I tried to get a briefing sorted with Ed Balls [GB advisor, newly elected Labour MP for Normanton] to get them on to the same page again, but GB repeated to Balls what he said to me yesterday – that he had not been aware re Blunkett’s new job, not properly consulted on the reshuffle and it was back to the old days. I had been up for it up to 5 May but was feeling very fed up that I was still having to negotiate between the two of them to get lines agreed and put out. In the end TB had to be entitled to pick his own government, but GB was signalling that he considered him weakened by the vote and he was being told by his own people that in so far as we won, it was because GB came back in for the campaign.

         I was beginning to feel resentful that I was still having to do this stuff, try to get them to work together and be in the same place publicly. It was hard not to feel sorry for TB, who had after all won the bloody election again, but equally I was now keen to move on. I felt I defended him well on TV and reminded people that self-indulgence cost us dear in the past, and we should not go back to it, particularly not now. Part of the problem was that our people had got used to winning and so they felt they could mess around now, like winning was the natural order of things. It wasn’t, and losing would very quickly become the habit again if too many people carried on like all these MPs whining and moaning in the Sundays and on the airwaves.

         I did a series of calls with TB, Ed B, David Hill [director of communications] to try to get it all sorted. TB called later and said he wanted a briefing that he was going to fight for the reforms, that it was ridiculous he was being portrayed as a villain, and he was going to be absolutely gung-ho about reform at the PLP. He said he was fed up with GB, that he only ever thought of himself. They had had a fairly difficult conversation this morning, when TB had said to GB that he would be best served by helping with the reform programme. Their interests actually coincided, if only he could see that. If he didn’t support the basic thrust of the reforms, then when TB went it would be said New Labour went with him, and that would be a mistake for GB. GB was reverting to type. He said he was not going to sign up to briefings that were untrue… He said to me, ‘I know you don’t want to get involved, but you have to stop this Adonis appointment, it will be a total disaster.’ TB was determined to get Andrew [Adonis, director, No. 10 Policy Unit] in at education, convinced he needed his drive and radicalism. I told GB he was overstating things, and that Andrew had a good brain and it was daft to make such a big deal of this. The public just will not understand if the infighting returns on the back of an election win.

         Clive [Woodward, rugby coach] called, said he really wanted us to make big news, especially in New Zealand, about the fact that Jonny Wilkinson [rugby player] was fit and coming with us [on the British and Irish Lions tour] to NZ. He wanted to use it to send a message to Graham Henry [All Blacks coach]. Jonny had described Clive as the best coach he ever worked with. I called Louisa [Cheetham, Lions’ press officer] and we got out good words all round though the main focus was still the climax of the football season.

         Monday 9 May

         The Sundays having been full of it, the Mondays just carried on where they left off. You really would think the winners had lost, and the losers had won. In The Times, Phil Webster [political editor] did a good piece on the line I had used in the telly interviews yesterday about TB fighting back hard at the PLP and making clear there would be no backing down on reform. But the combination of a reshuffle that was a bit messy plus the direct calls on him to go were making things pretty tough for him at the moment. I was getting angrier and angrier at the notion you could be kicked in the slats for winning.

         It was interesting how many of my friends in sport seemed to be really offended by it – Clive, Alex [Ferguson, Manchester United manager] and Brendan [Foster, former athlete, now businessman and commentator] all called at various stages during the day and said it was unbelievable this was happening. Brendan was absolutely raging. He said it is like you win an Olympic final by one second, but because you won the last one by two seconds, and the one before that by three, this one doesn’t really count. CW said it was the first rule of teamship – play as a team and stick together. No slagging off. ‘He must be absolutely gutted at this,’ he said. ‘I know I would be. In fact I can’t think of any circumstances where I have seen this kind of thing before.’

         What worried TB was the sense of his authority constantly being weakened. Pat McFadden [former special advisor, newly elected Labour MP for Wolverhampton South East] was doing a good job on the media pushing the pro-TB line, but there were so many voices on the other side causing trouble, on and off the record. A lot was also now focusing on Andrew Adonis, who was becoming a bit of a symbol of the divisions between Blairites and the rest. I know from discussions at home that he can be a real touch-paper personality, especially on education, but TB was adamant that if we were serious about reform, Andrew had the right approach on schools, he had guts and he would be a good education minister. He had mentioned it to Ruth Kelly [Education Secretary] that he might do it. She – or her spad – had told GB or Balls. So it was set up in the press as GB won’t let it happen. The feeling was GB was at it again though that wasn’t coming through the papers much. I had said to TB that I thought AA was too neuralgic for some and that particularly right now it might turn out to be a mistake, in that it would fire up even more antis to him staying as leader. I sent him a note saying fine if he is convinced he can’t do the reform programme without him, but asking that he really think through whether it might turn out to be bad for both of them.

         When we spoke later, I said the fact he would have to make him [as a non-MP] a peer overnight didn’t help either. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he said. He felt now that he had no option. One, he said, it was the right thing to do. Two, these fuckers were basically saying, ‘You may have won the election, but we are going to stop you doing the things you said you would, like reform public services. Well, bollocks to that.’ Bruce [Grocott, Labour peer, formerly TB’s parliamentary private secretary] was apoplectic about it. He called me just as I was getting back from a run. ‘He cannot put Andrew into education,’ he said. ‘The comrades just won’t wear it.’ Well, they’re going to have to, I said. His mind is made up. Alex called again. ‘What the fuck is happening?’ he said. ‘I cannot believe the way he is getting treated. Do these MPs think people voted for them, rather than for Tony and the party as a whole?’ He said the same thing as Clive said, that TB had every right to be furious. He just had to hold his head up and keep going.

         I spent a lot of the day working on the stuff Clive had asked me to do when I joined the Lions for the next awayday session. Humphrey Walters [leadership consultant, friend of Woodward] sent through a note on his impressions of the players and he felt a lot of them were really quite shy and not forthcoming. Ben Wilson [press officer] thought they would be intimidated by me. Clive said he wanted me to give them a very basic education in the media, how it works, why it matters, how it can help them, how it can harm them. I did a piece basically trying to set out what we meant by communications. Maybe it will go over their heads but I don’t think so. I was starting to worry about being away for so long on the trip to NZ especially as my return to the political fray these past few months had set things back with Fiona a bit. But also because Grace was pulling hard at the heartstrings and it was going to be less driven and demanding than what I had been doing. I sat down and spent a while writing a few handwritten thank-you letters for the campaign.

         Tuesday 10 May

         As well as the Adonis appointment, some of the antis saw Shaun Woodward getting a ministerial job, Beverley Hughes making a comeback, and Paul Drayson going into the Lords to do defence. But TB was clear that he needed good people in the right places and he could not be hemmed in by the nonsense people were trying to peddle out of the result last week. I did a bit of work on the speech I was due to be doing at RBS, then into town to get some new running shoes. In the papers, one or two voices were beginning to come out for TB a bit more. His mood was pretty low at the moment and I can’t say I blame him. I met up with Parna [Basu, AC’s assistant during the campaign] to thank her for her work and she said we ought to find a way of keeping me involved even if only part-time. She was really worried about the TB–GB thing just sliding right back. [TB political advisor] Sally Morgan’s departure was announced so I did a bit of ringing round the hacks to talk her up.

         The TB situation settled down a bit. I called him and said at the PLP tomorrow he should say the best route to opposition is to start behaving like we used to when we were in it. He felt things had swung back his way a bit in the last twenty-four hours, in part just out of most people’s basic sense of decency. But GB was a little bit back to his old games, for example, when TB said he would like to run through the junior jobs in the reshuffle with him, GB said, ‘No, no, it’s your reshuffle not mine.’ TB said that would be fine but then they go out and brief he has been monstrously excluded from all the key decisions. ‘I tried to tell him, tried to involve him, promoted some of his people, like Yvette [Cooper, to housing minister] but it was obvious he had decided the line he wanted to run was that he was being excluded, that we had brought him in for the campaign because without him I am a liability, but now I’m back in No. 10, he is back out in the cold. It is monstrous.’

         I was doing an interview for The Times tomorrow and we talked over a few lines for that. He said I needed to be more scalpel than fist, e.g., yes to saying RC [Robin Cook] had said Clause Four review would destroy the party* but no to saying some of our ministers were shit. Pat was doing well on media and he loved the fact Alex F called me to say who was this Pat McFadden he heard on the radio because he’s excellent. TB said most of the new MPs were fine. Some said Iraq had been a problem, others that it was immigration that had really damaged us. He sounded a lot chirpier today than yesterday and felt he could see a way through. Michael Howard [Conservative leader] announced his shadow Cabinet. George Osborne [Tory MP for Tatton] shadow Chancellor at thirty-three. Howard having already announced he would be stepping down, TB felt fairly sure David Davis [shadow Home Secretary] would be next leader. He thought he was OK but limited. Someone sent me a big piece from a German paper on how TB had betrayed GB by not going after two terms, saying he would pay a heavy price. 

         Wednesday 11 May

         I had a bad throat and was also feeling a bit depressed. I did a bit of work upstairs, then my interview with Robert Crampton for The Times. Sara Latham [communications consultant] popped round. What with Parna maybe doing Katie Kay’s job as diary secretary in No. 10 and John Woodcock [Labour official] asking me re whether he should work for John Hutton, I seemed to be taking on a bit of a careers advice role. Sally called me after the PLP, said it had been tough but TB held his own. She said there was a lot of anger in there, mainly the usual suspects but not just them. Also there was a lot of anger among loyalists at the rebels and the mood was a bit nasty. She said GB had just sat there looking a bit sullen and morose. It was going to be rough for a while. Her own departure had not got massive coverage and she seemed quite pleased about that.

         Crampton really pushed me on GB, clearly thought I was closer to him politically than I was to TB, keen to know whether I could ever work for him, how the deal to get him back in the campaign was put together etc. etc. But it was fine I think and hopefully a clear top line hitting back against those calling for TB’s resignation, with maybe a GB subsidiary line. Jayne Woodward [Clive’s wife] called very excited because the Palace had confirmed that Prince William was coming out for the last two Tests in NZ. Everyone was all of a twitter about it but it was not exactly rugby rebranded. Grace was getting very upset about me going and I was getting anxious about it at home generally. Even though I was coming home in the middle of the Tour, because I had a couple of things I couldn’t move, it was a long time to be away after a busy period doing the election, especially as the main reason for quitting in the first place was to be able to have more freedom and more time with them.

         And I wasn’t yet totally sure the rugby thing was me, or that it would work out professionally. Clive was adamant I was the right man for the job, but a lot would depend on whether the media felt the same way. It did not need to be as adversarial as politics but if they decided to make it so, there would not be that much I could do about it. The workload on it was picking up a bit and I was looking forward to working with the players and the coaches. I had a bit of a logistical nightmare both getting down to Wales to do the session with the Lions next week and doing the RBS speech in London, but Humphrey [Walters] came to the rescue as his son is a helicopter pilot, and volunteered to take me.

         Thursday 12 May

         TB did a press conference focused on the respect and anti-social behaviour agenda. The topline seemed to be that he was backing a ban on hoodies, which was a classic, and not very good, example of the bigger and more important picture being shrouded by something more trivial. It was another odd day in which I felt half in and half out of things. They sent over his speech to me a couple of times and I fed in a few thoughts but not with great enthusiasm. Also Fiona was having a few people round from our local Labour Party branch and they were all to a greater or lesser extent in grungy mode so I was fucked off with that. I was getting a lot of conflicting advice and pressure. Tim Allan [AC’s former deputy, now owner of his own PR firm] and Philip [Gould, pollster and strategist] – maybe put up to it by TB – were both on at me saying I really needed to go back in some form, that I had been central to holding them together during the campaign, and there was a real danger if I left them to it. Ed Balls was saying much the same thing, that I had managed to get them working together and there were not that many people that both of them respected and would work with.

         I had only really been able to get through the last few weeks by having the election day as a cut-off point and it just hadn’t happened, I was still trapped in there to a far bigger extent than I wanted. TB kept saying he was resigned to me not going back in, but he still knew how to press the buttons, and he did. It wasn’t helping with Fiona. She said she had decided that the only way to avoid being hurt was to let me do what I wanted to do, and if she seemed indifferent to whatever decisions I took, that was my lookout. It meant I didn’t really have anyone to talk to about it properly. Philip I suppose, but he had his own vested interest for wanting me more not less involved. I went to bed early, feeling like shit.

         Friday 13 May

         I left early for Putney and an all-morning meeting with Louisa Cheetham, Ben Wilson and Marcus Jansa [Lions media team]. Alex called halfway through, the papers full of Malcolm Glazer [US business family trying to gain control of Manchester United] being almost there with the takeover. He said he was going to sit tight and not declare any hand. If he got the boot he would get a big pay-off and there would be plenty of clubs would want him. If they wanted him to stay he was strengthened. So he wasn’t planning to get publicly embroiled, even if the fans started to press on it. I was sure that was the right approach. He said the worst thing at the moment was that his players were not delivering.

         The Lions meeting was OK, loads to do but they seemed on top of it. Louisa C was good and hard-working, though I think a bit surprised that I was interested in doing this. It seemed a bit weird that it was now so close. We had an OK day-by-day plan. It was nothing like as adrenalin-charged as planning an election or big diplomatic visits but hopefully it would get there. We were due to leave on my birthday, which apparently was the same as Jonny Wilkinson’s [25 May]. I was getting really worried about Grace, who seemed properly upset about the whole thing, and I was worried too that the campaign seemed to have set me and Fiona back, and this might make it worse.

         I got a message saying TB wondered if I could pop in so I headed there on the way home from Putney. He was out on the terrace going through a few boxes. It was warm and sunny, and the birds were singing away. He was wearing a beige suit which reminded me of the first time I ever met him, years ago, but at least this one vaguely fitted. I walked out and he looked surprised and pleased to see me. ‘I didn’t know if you’d be able to make it. Nobody seemed to know where you were.’ We talked a bit about sport, and I passed on what some of the sports people had been saying. That’s because they get the whole team thing, he said, and also it must seem a bit odd to reasonable people that I deliver a win in pretty tough circumstances and I have my own side turn against me. But he said he had recovered his equilibrium after a bit of a wobble and he was settled in his own mind – he knew what he wanted to do, particularly on public services. If he was knocked off his perch in the process, fine. But he knew what he wanted to do. Likewise if the party suddenly wanted him out and GB in, he would live with it. He was settled. He would rather do what he thought was right and get kicked out for it than play a compromise-consensus game on policies he didn’t really believe in.

         He said GB had slightly gone back to type. He was in no doubt at all now that he had gone out of his way to avoid TB telling him what he had been planning in the reshuffle so that he could then say he had not been consulted. TB said he tried to tell him three times. Also on some of the policy stuff, TB asked him why health was doing better here than in Scotland or Wales and he had some complex argument that was nothing to do with reform. He asked me what I was going to do workwise. I said I didn’t know. I didn’t feel I could come back but didn’t know what else to do in terms of any full-time job. Part of me felt I didn’t want one, that I needed a bit more freedom to diversify and be my own boss on things. He said, ‘You were fucking awesome during the campaign. No other word for it. You totally gripped it and everyone knows it.’ He said even GB said so, though not without sideswiping everyone else. TB said GB had said, ‘There’s only one person in your team of any talent at all.’ He repeated that he thought that though GB had always retained a little fear about me, he had seen again during the campaign that I was willing to help him if he played ball, and he seemed to have got something out of that. His hunch was GB would want me around in some way.

         He said he is almost certainly the best option to take over as PM, but God knows how he would deal with the pressure and all the personal attacks that come with the territory. We went over some of the things we’d been through and how GB might have reacted differently. I was there for an hour, maybe a bit more, and it was a nice, reflective chat. He seemed a lot more relaxed now. He said at one point in the run-up, he had been worried I wasn’t engaging but suddenly I kicked in and after that it was all fine. Then he said if I ever wanted any job I just had to ask. He didn’t think I should come back to a press job – he wanted Tim [Allan] to help out with comms if he could get him – but he felt I could do a big job in the party, remotivating and rebuilding. He felt the party had a basic instinct I was a good thing and I could rebuild. And he felt GB would approve.

         He sort of felt GB was going to be OK. But he had put forward a paper for the next couple of years and GB told him it wasn’t good enough – ‘like I was a pupil and he was the pupil master’. So TB said, ‘Why don’t you come up with some ideas?’ and GB said, ‘That’s not my job!’ At least he was laughing about it but it was tough. He told a very funny story of how Nigel Griffiths [deputy leader of the Commons], who he was intending to put out, kept a job. Nigel had said to him he intended to go to the PLP and say these attacks on TB were monstrous and had to stop. Then he said, ‘Now I’ve kept one job do I have another?’ TB said I was thinking of sacking you but now I’m not so sure. He made him deputy to Geoff Hoon [Commons leader]. He felt the second part of the reshuffle, in which he had imposed his will a bit more, and also the press conference, had put him in a stronger position.

         Saturday 14 May

         The Times interview came out OK, though maybe I was a bit hard on Dobbo [former minister Frank Dobson] and Robin [Cook, former minister] but there was lots of positive feedback from our people. I went for a walk with Fiona to resume a discussion from last night and it was all quite emotional by the end. She just felt she couldn’t cope with having to address it all again and again, and that our problems always flared up when I was immersed in that political hothouse atmosphere, with everyone putting me under pressures which necessarily took me away and played to my strengths and weaknesses at the same time. But she was the one left to pick up everything else, and she honestly thought it was going to stop but it never really did. I took Calum to play tennis with Philip [Gould], who was still saying we did well and I should not be down about the result. We could easily have lost, he said. TB was in big trouble at certain points and we held it up. Rory had a race and I went to see him. He ran well but came second and was a bit disappointed.

         Sunday 15 May

         Out to see the Goulds and I was in a better mood. I was worried about these waves of tiredness I was getting. It was great talking to Georgia [Gould, PG’s daughter] about politics – she was so enthusiastic about the party and the future. I read Lindsay’s book, Living on the Seabed [Lindsay Nicholson, widow of AC’s best friend John Merritt, had written a memoir having lost both John and their daughter Ellie to leukaemia], which was really powerful, and had me in tears at more than one point. I emailed her to say I felt it showed an extraordinary honesty and self-awareness and that it would help people understand grief better. It was kind of odd to think I was going on a rugby tour to New Zealand quite soon. Philip thought it was a good thing to be doing, but I could tell Gail, who is so not a sports fan, thought it was really odd.

         The Independent on Sunday diary ran a story based on someone in the RFU saying I knew nothing about rugby and was just doing it to promote myself. Little did they know I was half regretting going because I was going to miss the family, and I was feeling a bit guilty and worried about leaving the political scene. F and I were like a stuck record re TB. I spoke to him about it when we talked later and he felt that though she might have issues with some of the policy stuff, it was probably as much about me as about him. There might be something in that, though I think there was a bit of his wishful thinking too. He still had a lot of fondness for Fiona, and knew that she had had to put up with a lot as a result of me working for him, but he said he thought when finally we were all free of it, she would be glad I had done it.

         Monday 16 May

         Tessa [Jowell, Culture, Media and Sports Secretary] came round for a chat about the 2012 Olympics bid. She was fairly confident but felt they still had a lot to do. I felt they needed a change of gear and a new narrative to take them through the last stages. In a way, the ability of London to deliver it had to be a given, and instead get more focus on the fact that the whole world is here already. Also, there was mileage to be gained from what appeared to be a complacency and an arrogance in the French feeling that it was in the bag. The trouble of course with these big sporting venue races is that you could never really know whether people were not saying different things to different teams about who they intended to support. I was working on transcribing the ’98 diary, through the Good Friday Agreement, and so much of the detail I had totally forgotten. There were parts of it that I had completely blanked as the days rolled into one another. But I felt really emotional when I got to the bit where it all came together. It was probably the best day of the lot, certainly one of them.

         I had a nice lunch with Rory, so enjoying his company at the moment, partly because, of the immediate family, I think he was the one who most enjoyed and appreciated the stuff I did workwise, and we had a good chat re things before he went back to school. TB called asking for lines for his Queen’s Speech debate tomorrow. He said he was really happy re the policy programme, and felt in some ways it was the best QS yet. I said you say that every year. He said, ‘Maybe I have to think that but I do feel we are in the right place. I just feel now we have the three wins under our belt and I just have to go for it. If they kick me out, they kick me out. But there is no point being here if you don’t do what you think you should.’ I said it was important not to portray the whole thing as such a radical departure, because a lot of the changes did flow from the previous two terms.

         He was very keen to press the education reform buttons, though, along with welfare, crime and the respect agenda, and I worked a bit on sharpening the lines he was planning to use. I had a worry he would push the choice theme too hard, partly as two fingers to the MPs trying to cause trouble. There was a lot of other stuff in there too, though, like the ID cards, smoking ban, preparing for the Olympics if we win the bid, knife crime, corporate manslaughter, charities, religious hatred etc. It was actually not a bad Queen’s Speech, pretty ambitious.

         Tuesday 17 May

         Grace was really upset last night and I felt pretty wretched leaving, even though I would be back tomorrow briefly. Essentially I was now gone and with Calum really having to gear up for GCSEs, it was a bad time to be going. Also I had no idea whether I was going to enjoy it or whether I could make much of a difference. Ben [Wilson] picked me up at 8 and we headed off to the Vale of Glamorgan hotel. It was a little bit first day at school, people getting to know each other. We had to collect suits – mine didn’t fit – then mountains of Adidas gear. Even the non-players were kitted out, so my massive bag contained loads of rugby shirts, shorts, socks, boots, tracksuits, the lot, all embossed with ‘AC’. Clive did what he thought was going to be a little briefing, an informal chat, but it turned out to be a lot bigger than that, and he complained to Louisa that he had felt unprepared. So although I had mentioned the story about Prince William going out for the Tests, he felt he was on the defensive a bit too much. It wasn’t that bad but he beat himself up about it pretty badly. He called me as I was going to bed and said he really felt it was the one part of the day that hadn’t gone well for him. He was blaming Louisa but I felt I had to take some of the responsibility.

         The rest of the day was taken up with admin meetings, lunch and dinner in the leisure room, and the first proper session, all dressed in red top and blue track bottoms. Bill Beaumont [Lions manager, former England captain] did yet another welcome, CW did a good spiel, his basic theme that winning was about inches not miles, they were going to the most rugby-obsessed nation in the world, with some of the greatest players, but one thing he was sure of was this would be the best-prepared tour ever, and above all if we get things right off the field we get them right on it. The players, in the main, sat still and silent, just listening. The English guys who were with him when they won the World Cup obviously knew him well, but for the others they were seeing him in this kind of action for the first time and it was interesting to watch their reaction. Hard to gauge but I felt they sensed something quite impressive. Ben may have been right that some of them found it a bit intimidating – or maybe just odd – that I was there, especially having just done the election.

         The Irish were definitely the most relaxed and welcoming, I would say. Shane Horgan and Denis Hickie [Irish players] were totally fascinated about our politics, and just straight into picking my brains, asking about the election and then back a bit, to Northern Ireland, and lots about Iraq. Some of them were saying congratulations on the election. I sensed that Mike Ford [defence coach] was very pro-us, definitely pro-TB. I had lunch with Brian O’Driscoll and Ronan O’Gara [Irish players] and Ronan was joking about how he would hang around [Manchester United footballer] Roy Keane’s door for his autograph when United checked in for the Cup Final. I think the hotel people were pretty excited too, having the Lions team and the United team, in Wales for the FA Cup Final, at the same time.

         I was talking to United about maybe doing some pictures together, taking e.g. Keane with one of the Irish players, Darren Fletcher [Manchester United and Scotland footballer] with one of the Scots, Ryan Giggs [United and Wales] with a Welsh player, and maybe Rio Ferdinand [United and England player] with an English player. Iain Balshaw [England rugby player] had had to pull out through injury, and Mark Cueto [England player] was called up to replace him, and we got him to do some media. Nice guy, another United fan.

         TB called later, said the Queen’s Speech had gone pretty well. He had banged home the ‘quintessentially New Labour’ line. Most people seemed to be going on a mix of the respect agenda – ‘The decent majority reclaiming the streets’ – and the education and health reforms. He thought Howard’s heart wasn’t really in it.

         Wednesday 18 May

         I had breakfast with Richard Smith, the tour lawyer, Graeme Rowntree [England player], Michael Owen [Welsh player] and Bill Beaumont. Clive was pissed off last night at the lack of newspaper cuttings so I got Ben W to sort, which he did via media monitoring. At my first HOD [heads of department] meeting he got Louisa C to go over the day, then Otis [Dave Reddin, fitness coach] re what he needed for training, including wanting to fine players if they didn’t take the right supplements. Clive said just warn them they could lose the series for us. But don’t fine. We talked over press and he said he thought yesterday was really badly organised. I said the output was not bad. The important thing was only to do something like that when he had something proper to say. We agreed he, Owen and Ian McGeechan [coach] for the press conference before the Argentina match. I spent bits of the morning doing his words.

         I was a bit surprised at the way he announced the team. I guess they just had to get used to it, but there were a lot of disappointed players given only fifteen could start. We had such a big squad and I could sense the frustration when he read out the names. He said those not picked for this pre-Tour game in Cardiff had to think of being in the first side in NZ. Those who were injured – there were five of them on the list at the moment – had to think the same. His approach was to tell everyone together and they just had to deal with disappointment. When I asked him later if he always did it like that, he said basically yes. You might have a special situation where you really needed to manage someone especially carefully, or when you worried that leaving someone out would affect the whole team mentally, not just the player, but they were in a tough environment and they knew there was no easy way. We took CW, BB, Michael Owen and Ian McGeechan up to the barn for the presser, which went OK.

         Louisa was clearly a bit upset at yesterday. I told her not to worry, and later told Clive we all fucked up, not just her, and she was a bit down. He said, ‘What, very, very down?’ No, just very. He seemed to think that was OK, because yesterday had not been good enough. He smiled, but said he would have a word. Jonny Wilkinson came over to do his share of interviews and we had a really nice chat while CW was doing Sky. He was really friendly but incredibly intense. I asked when he would be doing columns. He wasn’t sure, said he didn’t like doing them around a match because he was so focused. The day after a match he just liked to be in his room. I asked if he liked doing the media. He said he understood he had to deal with it but he didn’t like all the attention on him at the expense of the other players, e.g. he had played less than the others but was getting the most attention. It was wrong. He said he felt very self-conscious when the other players were there and yet the focus was on him. He hated that bit. He then did his round of interviews, then a gaggle where he was swarmed. The other players had maybe one or two people talking to them.

         Mick Cleary [Daily Telegraph] and Peter Jackson [Daily Mail] were badgering me about the the fact I would be doing a column for The Times. I defended myself, but I could see they had a point. I said I would try my best to make sure I did not use stuff that really I should be giving to all of them too. Shane Horgan and Denis Hickie wanted another chat about the election. They were a good double act; one would ask the question, the other would pile in during my answer. They were both bright though. Gavin Henson [Wales player, partner of singer Charlotte Church] seemed very much a loner and I wondered how he would cope without proper support if the media really went for him. The atmosphere among the hacks was better than yesterday. Did a note to CW re the press events and how we had to raise through the gears once we were there. I had to get back to London for the dinner I was speaking at.

         Thursday 19 May

         I had a tearful farewell with Fiona and the kids, with Grace really upset, and telling me she hadn’t slept at all and she just didn’t want me to go. So I felt pretty low heading out to Battersea to wait for Mark Walters and his helicopter. The weather was bad and so I had to hang around for almost two hours, during which I went through the big red folder with all the Lions info in it and also worked up a plan on how to deal with the various bids I was getting. It was pretty clear the New Zealanders were going to be interested in my role and Clive wanted me to use the profile to stir it a bit when we got there. The flight down was fine and we landed in Wales just after 2. The United squad had arrived for the FA Cup Final at the Millennium Stadium against Arsenal on Saturday and the first person I bumped into was Roy Keane, who was in cracking form, recalling the Eamonn Dunphy [broadcaster, former footballer] show we had done together in 2003, and not seeming terribly sad about its demise. As far as the Glazer takeover was concerned, he said the players just got on with it, there was no point worrying.

         I saw Alex, who said he had one or two injury worries and looked and sounded a bit nervous about the whole thing. I fixed the Man U photocall for tomorrow, taking one player from each of the four nations from both teams. Then out to training, travelled with Ian McGeechan, who took me through the notes he had prepared, a new move called Overlord, which he reckoned they could launch six or more times during a match. There was a real passion about it as he explained it. He said he had kept all his notes from every training session he had ever done. I said that is auction treasure trove territory. The game was changing so fast, really advancing from the amateur years. He had little maps of where the players were meant to be at any point in a given move. Tony Biscombe [video analyst] took me through all the technology used to follow every player on the field of play, and the kind of data they could gather, and how they used it. All of the coaches, at the session and over dinner in Cardiff, were saying the level of players was higher than what they were used to. Eddie O’Sullivan [Irish coach] said he had some great players in the Ireland team but then after the top guys there were a few who were a level below. Here they were all quality.

         It was interesting to watch Wilkinson, who was very different on the pitch to off it, full of confidence, incredibly commanding, giving out instructions, constantly engaging with the players and the coaches. Then the minute he came off, it was like he wanted to melt into the crowd. Fascinating guy. Nice day, maybe 200 people turned up just to watch. I was still grappling with how to establish the best use of my time. We had an informal management meeting at which CW said the only feedback from Brian O’Driscoll was the feeling of some of the players that they didn’t know whether they were allowed to enjoy themselves. I raised the issue of photos at training and said we should try to engineer better pictures if we could, and get the press out of their hair earlier. Some days we may not want any pictures at all.

         All aboard the bus and out for dinner, travelled up front with Clive, who was asking what I would do in the future. He suggested I set up a consultancy just to be on the end of the phone to various big-name clients, e.g. he said Andy Robinson [English coach] was complaining about his operation. Clive was always very intense whereas Gareth Jenkins [Welsh coach] and Eddie O’Sullivan started to let their hair down a bit. Gareth was really funny, very good with words and mega Labour. Eddie said his ambition was to take the next Lions tour and this was the blueprint. If we won, it would be deemed a success. If we lost by one point, everyone would say taking such a big party had been a mistake. TB called after getting back to Chequers [Prime Minister’s country retreat] after his trip to the Royal Free [Hospital in north London] to get an injection for his slipped disc. To be fair to him, it was amazing he had lasted as long as he did, especially during the campaign. Earlier Grace gave me a little folder of pictures to take with me, and told me I couldn’t look at them till later, and when I did it was major heartstring stuff.

         Friday 20 May

         At HOD, we went over whether to do the new picture approach straight away or let it bed down with the players first. The only real media issue was Neil Back [Leicester and England player] and whether he should appeal over the four-week ban he had been given for a punch in the Leicester–Wasps Cup Final. CW and Richard Smith saw him and agreed, though he was reluctant, to let it go. The truth is it was a bad punch, and Joe Worsley had needed thirteen stitches, but they felt there was a lot of politics in it and that the sentence was disproportionate, especially as it meant missing international matches too. I drafted a statement for CW and Neil, which they agreed and which we got out quickly. Clive was keen to emphasise that even if the old farts did not recognise Back’s qualities, we did. BB told me there had been some real objections at the RFU to my invitation to the France match at Twickenham. CW was scathing of the RFU, and of the sport’s general culture, and said there were still too many hangovers from the amateur era.

         Gareth Jenkins filled me in on salaries. Young players starting out with Llanelli maybe 15k, average players maybe 30. The top could get up to 80. English players better off. Internationals depended on win bonuses. Very few made plans for after. Some of the guys playing in France could be on 100, 150k. Some of the top players in England closer to 200 but rare. So the Man U players were in a different league. I had a late breakfast with Alex and Carlos [Queiroz, Ferguson’s assistant], joined by Albert [Morgan, kitman] and later some of the players wandered in. AF said he was fairly relaxed about Glazer, as did Keane later, who said people find it hard to believe but the players just don’t get involved. AF was looking and sounding a bit nervous about the Final and was desperate to win. He wasn’t a big rugby fan, didn’t seem particularly interested in what they were up to. He asked how TB was coping with all the shit thrown at him since winning. Later we had our Man U–Lions photocall – Brian O’Driscoll with Keane, Rio with Lawrence Dallaglio [England], Fletcher and Chris Cusiter [Scottish rugby international], Owen and Giggs. The Man U guys were really friendly and Roy and BOD had a good old natter. As they went out, Roy yelled out ‘Come on, Ireland’ at all the English players.

         He was telling everyone why he hated Arsenal. He and I had a chat after about Burnley, and he said he was definitely going to look to go into management. He reckoned he had another year as a player and then he was going for his other badges. He knew he would have to start low down, that just because he worked with Brian Clough [Keane’s manager when he played at Nottingham Forest] and Ferguson meant nothing. Giggs was very friendly too, said he was really pleased to see TB up in Manchester. Good pictures. CW had a problem after training, with Simon Taylor [Scotland player] and Mal O’Kelly [Ireland player] both picking up injuries. He thought it was because everyone, including the coaches, was trying too hard to impress. Taylor looked pretty fed up at dinner, and clearly sensed he was in trouble. Clive got in all the coaches, medics and fitness guys and bollocked them, said this was not necessary and counterproductive. He said the players were so competitive they had gone wild in the conditioning sessions, and were over-tired and so picking up injuries.

         The other thing I had to do was my first so-called masterclass on the media. I went through my spiel on comms, then gave them some case studies to do. How would they have handled Robin Cook’s affair exposé; the time NATO bombed the Chinese Embassy;† then a couple of sports ones, which they did better. Eddie O’Sullivan was pretty quick. Steve Thompson [England player] was at a forwards’ table who didn’t really get into it but they were having a laugh by the end. CW said, as did Jayne, in their nice OTT way, that it was brilliant. He said, you had JW and BOD hanging on every word and when you said you would help with ghosted columns, there was a huge sigh of relief. JW got into the discussions after a while and could get very animated. The Irish, though, were the ones who really got into it, plus some of the Welsh too. I enjoyed it and I think most of them did.

         Afterwards CW said he was convinced I should set myself up as a sports consultancy. He had mentioned me to Rupert Lowe [Southampton FC chairman] and said he wanted me to go down there. What was interesting in the Q&A was how little some of them knew – e.g. on Robin Cook, only one of the five groups remembered the story. One or two asked whether NATO was the UN. But they were a pretty good bunch and the feedback was good. JW said he found it really interesting, that he had never really looked at it from the other side. I went to collect Rory from Cardiff then back for a drink with CW, Jayne and one or two others in the bar. CW had three or four pints of Guinness. He and Jayne were at me again re doing more sports stuff in the future. He said he was definitely going to Southampton and he knew there was a lot of opposition in football. Re Dave Aldred [kicking coach], he said he was not necessarily a great team man but he was a superb one-on-one coach, the best there was at what he did. Rory enjoyed the night but shame he hadn’t been there earlier with the Man U lot before they went to bed. Nice chat with Micky Phelan [Manchester United coach, former Burnley player] re his time at BFC. Also a good laugh with Paddy Crerand and Lou Macari [former United players], who were there commentating for MUTV [club channel]. Crerand was about as Labour as they come. 

         The issue of the UK rebate‡ looked like it was back on the table again, which would just add to TB’s problems with the EU rotating presidency coming up.

         Saturday 21 May

         I couldn’t sleep so went out for a run at half-five over the hotel golf course. At the HOD meeting, the team doctor, James Robson, said Simon Taylor’s best-case scenario was three weeks out; worst-case was off the tour. O’Kelly was not so bad. He and Otis were a bit fed up because O’Kelly had done a training routine outside the one agreed with him. Humphrey Walters was there to watch and raised the subject of Gavin Henson. There was a feeling he was not engaging at all, and that some of the players would not put up with it for ever. CW wanted to come to my masterclass at 9 rather than sending Humphrey because he was going to take a close look at him with the others. I did my spiel, and felt today’s group was much more engaged, and also maybe saw more than the guys yesterday what they might be able to get out of a better understanding of this stuff. I did two groups the same as yesterday – RC marriage and also a training ground punch-up. But I also did Euan [Blair, TB’s son] being found drunk in Trafalgar Square, and a Sun undercover team setting up a player to admit match fixing. Lawrence Dallaglio, target of the tabloids over drugs, laughed halfway through and said, ‘Do you want me to carry on from here?’§ It was a great ice breaker.

         Josh Lewsey [England player] was very bright, and spiky, got to the point very quickly. Hickie seemed really bright too. Dallaglio and Richard Hill [England player] engaged a fair bit. One or two probably thought it was a waste of time, but the feedback from most was really good, and some realised it could help with their own media and, in some cases, their own futures. Matt Dawson [England player] said straight out he wanted advice on his own future media career. The section on the match-fixing scenario led to a really interesting discussion on morality and the limits of individual conduct. CW came in with a pretty heavy line, said that if they got set up doing something really stupid because they were so pissed they couldn’t keep control, he would probably put them on the first plane home. Shane Byrne [Ireland player] came up to me afterwards and said quietly, ‘Does that mean we can’t have a drink?’ I felt today went better than yesterday and that most of them now thought there probably was a purpose to me being there. I told Ronan O’Gara I would help with his Irish Times column. By the end even Dave Aldred – who had wanted to take his kickers out of the masterclass – thought it was worthwhile and was engaging.

         I had a brief chat with Alex and Rory in the foyer. He was on good form and the players seemed pretty psyched up by it all. He had a real intensity about winning this one. I did a Sky interview with Brian O’Driscoll on the Cup Final, and the mood was good. CW, me and four others had to go to the FA lunch. Nice enough do. On the way, CW sent me a text message he had received from the Garforth Town guy he had mentioned he was going to take to Southampton [Simon Clifford, owner and manager]. He said that he was a huge fan of mine, saw me as a winner who would not let Labour come second. Previously Labour had let the media roll over them. We had turned them and then controlled them. I said I didn’t always feel like that. The first person I saw at the lunch at the stadium was Nancy [Dell’Olio, Italian lawyer who came to prominence in Britain as the girlfriend of former England football manager Sven-Göran Eriksson]. She was very flirty and funny, happy we had won again, wanting to meet up, asking me what I was doing with all these big rugby men. She was pressing me not to leave politics. ‘Toneee neeeeds you, dahling,’ then her big sexy laugh.

         David Davies [FA executive] was there with Susan [wife], and felt I would enjoy the Lions but end up feeling it was all second best. ‘Your problem is that everything is going to be second best.’ The Iraqi Ambassador was there and was with an Iraqi who came over to say Iraq owed its future to TB and history would judge him kindly. Tom Pendry [Labour peer] was sitting next to Richard Smith, who later told me Tom gave him the usual angry stuff that I was to blame for him being the only member of the shadow team in 1997 not to go into government, as sports minister. He said TB had dropped him a note because he had spoken out against those calling for his resignation, but could not resist adding, ‘They at least had the chance.’

         The match was pretty pulsating, really exciting at times, and the result unjust because United should have walked it, but Arsenal won on penalties. In so far as the Lions players were supporting anyone, I’d say most were backing United. Alex looked very hacked off at the end. Rory said he had rarely seen him so intense pre-match as when we saw him this morning. He had so wanted this one and even though he normally got over these defeats quickly, he looked absolutely gutted. There was also an amazing little spat with Arsene Wenger [Arsenal manager] and Gary Neville [Manchester United player] when Neville was trying to get drinks to players. Wenger was trying to stop him and water got flung around. I saw Cathy [Ferguson, AF’s wife] afterwards, philosophical as ever, who said, ‘Someone has to win, so someone has to lose.’ TB called, said he had seen me in my nice blazer with CW. He wanted me to tell Alex that they totally deserved to win. He sounded on good form, felt he could see a plan for a way forward and wanted to talk to me about it on my return. ‘I’ve been thinking how you can stay involved without being submerged,’ he said, which sounded a bit ominous.

         I had a good chat with Brian and Gary O’Driscoll [BOD’s cousin, one of the Lions tour doctors] re the match, the election, the media. Matt Dawson signed up to doing a column for an NZ paper, which could be great fun. Dinner with Lewis Moody [England], Wilkinson, Chris Cusiter, Dave Campbell [chef], Gordon D’Arcy [Ireland]. JW had quite an interesting analysis of the game. They knew less about football than I thought they would, like not knowing who some of the players were. But all felt – apart from the Arsenal supporters – that it was totally unfair and wrong. But sometimes sport is like that. Some were doing computer games, watching match videos on laptops, table tennis, reading the papers. I did a press release re the new Lions anthem with Louisa, then drink in the bar and bed. Felt better about things today. CW said the players loved the media masterclass. I felt they were buying into it a bit. Martin Corry [England] seemed a pretty good bloke, I thought.

         Sunday 22 May

         The papers were full of FA Cuppery, but also the Lions stuff was growing. The chat with The Indy came out OK, but the issue of my Times column was picking up a bit with some of the hacks, the idea that there had to be a conflict between being a communications advisor, there in part to help the press, and also a writer and commentator. Clive was completely relaxed, felt it was just one more useful vehicle for the Lions, but I could see they were going to keep having a go. Also the Mail on Sunday had a vile Patrick Collins piece on CW being mad to get me and Prince William involved. The MoS were also on to the Olympics theme, saying Prince William had snubbed the 2012 bid by deciding to go to NZ. I said to Clive that was the angle I was worried about. If we were to lose narrowly on the Olympics bid, then there were bound to be people saying if William had gone it might have made a difference, blahdiblah. But I don’t doubt they had thought that all through before deciding he was definitely going to NZ, and of course he was signalling the interest by coming to the Argentina match before we left. I felt it might work out fine, but there was a risk from their perspective they were heading for a lose–lose situation which could also impinge on us once the pressure really rose.

         I called Paddy Harverson [Prince Charles’ press secretary] and asked whether he thought William going to Singapore for the Olympics meeting was reopenable, even if just a flying visit. He thought not. Prince Charles himself had decided it was too charged and high-profile, and NZ was a better option. I said the worst-case scenario was that we narrowly lost the bid, lack of high-level presence got blamed, and meanwhile back with us there was a circus around the royals on the tour, and it started to affect performance. I spoke also to Jamie Lowther-Pinkerton, the ex-SAS guy who was now William’s private secretary. He said Singapore was no-go, and was not going to be reopened, but we agreed he, Louisa and I should meet up at the Millennium Stadium tomorrow – with William due to come, even though nobody knew about it till today – and go over the range of options. There was going to be the risk that William would be presented, whether we liked it or not, almost like he was part of the squad, so it was important we agreed both on the messaging and also when and how he would get publicly involved, e.g. at training sessions, visits and so forth.

         I think re the Lions we were broadly on the same page, but I was fairly frank with him about the Olympics. I did feel they were making a mistake re the bid, especially as London’s key theme was youth and the future. Paddy H said he had really tried but been overruled. Mike Lee [Olympics bid advisor] and Tessa [Jowell] were also both pressing me to try to press them to change. Tessa said she remained confident we could win the bid, but it was very close and everything we could do just to get one more person over, we should do it. She said TB was going to be key, and asked if I could press for him to have as much Olympics time carved into his diary as possible. But she felt William would be a real positive for some of the votes they were targeting.

         On the royals and the tour, I did Clive and Louisa a note saying we had to start to work out clarity about it all. One of the problems was it was all being done a little bit ad hoc through Jayne. After reading the papers, I did a quick Times column on the United–Arsenal match. HOD was fairly low key. James Robson said Taylor’s injury had healed up a lot, and things were not as bad as they seemed yesterday. Maybe ten days. We went over community stuff, and also the need for pictures to go with the story about the new Lions anthem, ‘The Power of Four’, so Ben was organising the Lions choir to come down. Louisa, Ben and I set off for the Millennium Stadium. The roof was on. The kickers arrived first and both JW and ROG were pretty impressive to watch. How many thousands and thousands of times had they done this, and yet they took it as seriously as though it were the first time. Dave Aldred had also loosened up a lot with me, and we were discussing good picture ideas. They liked the Wilko pictures and TV got some good stuff when the players were practising their movements in lines. It all looked very technical and very impressive.

         The staff at the stadium complained the kickers had come too early and JW and ROG had to leave to go to the Cardiff Blues pitch nearby. CW was livid when he heard and when he arrived, complete with baseball cap again, he looked pretty steamed up. ‘Welcome to British sport,’ he said. ‘The greatest sportsman we have is not allowed to practise because he arrives too early. What kind of message does that send?’ The rest of the players came, four did a picture with the Lions choir. We watched for a bit, then set off back to the hotel. Run, cycle, then dinner with Martin Corry and Bill B. I liked Corry. I asked him why he was writing a column for the most evil paper in the world. We had a good laugh about what he might say in it – ‘Dear Daily Mail … AC is now in charge of my column, and here is today’s. Had breakfast. It was nice. Trained. It was good. We have a match soon. I hope we win. Clive is fab and Alastair is fab. Having a lovely time, wish you were here.’ He said the problem with these ghosted columns was that they were bland. I said we had to unbland them.

         We had a good chat about what it was like being away so much when you had kids. A lot of these guys had young kids and spent a fair amount of time away from them, and I sensed for some of them it was easily the worst part of their life. He was also asking what Cherie [Blair] was like. He said he had talked to her a bit when they went to No. 10 after England won the World Cup, and he felt she was a bit nervy and not quite sure what it was all about. I said I felt sorry for her, the way she got treated by the media in a way Tory wives of PMs tended not to be. We had the anthem ready and we got BOD, then CW and Ben Kay [England] to hear it. Pretty good reaction really. I wasn’t totally convinced about it myself, but with the four countries coming together you couldn’t do a national anthem, so this was a good second best.

         Monday 23 May

         I didn’t sleep well. The papers were OK, with some terrific pictures from the JW kicking session. Also, as Ben W said, the best pictures were the players just laughing while they trained and warmed up, and there were plenty of them. The Mail was the only paper to do the anthem big, but again with a dig at me, and at Prince William. We were becoming the two symbols of CW’s alleged OTT-ness. The Guardian did a fairly straight piece on my role on the news page. Ben did an instant summary for HOD, which had better news on injuries. Louisa went through the day and again CW emphasised the importance of the community side of things, something he hammered home to the players later. I persuaded Clive it would be odd if he did not do the media after the match, but he still wanted Ian McGeechan to take the lead. I drafted words for Ian and for Bill’s dinner speech, then worked on transcribing 1998 diary – our first major visit to Middle East. Parna sent through some stuff for the trip and said she was anxious about her new job lined up with TB and was still up for doing a job for me.

         After a swim, I joined some of the players at lunch. It was interesting to see the different moods and approaches. JW said he always, always got nervous, no matter what the match. Corry said wouldn’t it be great if we could bring the kick-off forward. JW said no, because once he knew it was an evening match, that was how he prepared. He said he tended to lie down for most of the afternoon, try to sleep, then wake up in a panic. He asked if politicians got nervous and I told them a few stories, like Bill Clinton before a press conference during the Lewinsky scandal when he seemed to have three phases – sort the detail in his mind, then have a joking-around couple of minutes, then withdraw; similar with TB e.g. at PMQs, conference, before a big meeting, but generally we used nerves to try to enhance performance, much as he did. They loved the story of TB having worn the same pair of shoes for every PMQs. Jonny said he would be terrified of something like a TV debate. Isn’t it scary to kick a penalty that the match depends on with thousands in the stadium and millions on TV? He said the practice helped you push it out of your mind, and all you had was you, the ball and the posts.

         I said it was not dissimilar for the politicians when they were under real pressure, in a parliamentary or a TV thing. They had to learn to focus on what they had to focus on. Steve Thompson was much friendlier than before, talking about football fans. I think they had sussed, if they didn’t already know, that I was much more a football man than rugby, and that in England especially, there was still a sense that rugby saw itself as being a middle-class sport and looked down on football, and even more on Rugby League. But at the United–Arsenal match, a lot of them had been struck by the noise the United fans made, and an atmosphere that was a lot better than they tended to get at rugby. I asked him his neck size. 22. After lunch, we had the first of the community visits, which both Clive and Bill wanted to get noticed. Ben had one group of players, which he took to the barn, LC and I had the other – BOD and Paul O’Connell from the Irish boys, Matt Stevens, Dawson, Lewsey from England, Gordon Bulloch the Scot, Gethin Jenkins and Martyn Williams for Wales, one or two others – to a charity launch of Schoolchildren for Children.

         I had a good chat with Matt Stevens [English player] on the way about his course in politics, and he was thinking of doing a dissertation on affirmative action. I liked him, and he seemed to have a good feel for politics and how it worked. Ditto Josh Lewsey, who was very bright but maybe more cynical. He kept asking me what I would do next with my life. He was definitely one of those of the more surprised end of the market about me being there. He said later, as did O’Connell, that a few weeks ago I was pushing around some of the most powerful people in the world. Now I was telling five-year-old kids to run around with players. They were both friendly, though. Josh said a man of your magnitude must have a lot of things on the go, and of course you have a lot of dirt on people!

         Louisa and I headed for the stadium, I did an interview about the anthem, then we hung around waiting for the players. They arrived off the bus, most with earphones in, in total silence. Michael Owen was pretty stunned that Clive had asked him to be captain against the Pumas. We got him and Ian [McGeechan] out for quick interviews. J. J. Williams [former Welsh rugby international] came over for a chat, first about his son [an athlete] but then he was the latest to warn me that nothing prepares you for the intensity of rugby in NZ. ‘If you think football is big here, wait till you see how they treat rugby out there,’ he said. ‘It is a religion.’ I was really impressed at the operation in the dressing room. In so many ways, I was seeing the kind of attention to detail that more in politics should get a handle on. It was also such a big logistical operation to get all the different things they needed, for the warm-up, for the medical treatment, diet, supplements. Then there were personal nameplates and badges on every spot so they all knew immediately where they were meant to go. Two shirts for each of them, so that they could start each half clean and fresh. Also so they had one to keep and one to swap with an opponent.

         It was quite exciting now to see the whole thing swing into action. Stacks of kit being moved in. The physios working away. Players going through their own routines as well as the stuff they had to do together. And seeing the different personalities come out, some quiet and methodical, some a bit more charged and pumped up. I went out for a feel of the stadium and chatted with Miles Harrison and Stuart Barnes [Sky TV commentators], who again seemed fairly friendly, though Barnes’ commentary was a bit negative. Les Cusworth, part of the Argentina coaching set-up, was pretty clear it would be a walkover. Ditto Eddie O’Sullivan. The kick-off was delayed fifteen minutes for traffic. Ben called about a story that Jim Smith [football coach] had said he was not being retained at Southampton to make way for CW next year. Had to put together a line on that. Anthem went OK, but could have done with a male voice rather than the lovely Katherine Jenkins [singer].

         The match was all a bit a weird. The Pumas scored a try in the fourth minute, Federico Todeschini’s kicking was superb, and though the Lions kept looking like they were going to start to stamp their authority, they never did. The big plus was JW played well and bravely, and kicked well. But there were a lot of mistakes made and they never really gelled. Half-time came, they were 19–16 down, and we thought there would be such a bollocking that they would be re-fired up but it didn’t really happen. It took a JW kick to draw the match in the last minute. Not exactly the start we wanted. Everyone said Ian’s team talk had been absolutely inspirational – that people bought the shirt for the badge but you guys made the badge. Make history. Be part of it etc. CW said he knew Ian had a reputation for his talks but this was superb. However, they all seemed pretty disappointed with the performance. CW was so proud of his attention to detail, and had been hoping for a decent start, not least for the mood. But it all looked a bit ragged as we came off having drawn to a sub-standard Pumas side.

         We got together with Clive before his interviews and agreed he had to emphasise it was a tough and proper start and lots to build on. Nobody should underestimate how hard it was for four countries to come together and gel. We got Michael Owen and Jonny out for interviews. Michael was too downbeat, JW got the balance right. They took so long to change we started the presser with just Ian and Clive. The press were not as aggressive as I thought they would be. Ian looked a bit down. Prince William came down to the dressing room with a couple of mates and his private secretary, Jamie LP. CW took them through and everyone would have loved a picture of the scene that followed – Michael Owen standing there bollock naked shaking his hand and William blushing like mad.

         I had a preliminary chat with Jamie LP re NZ. They were definitely alive to some of the sensitivities. JW and Owen presser OK, again mood not that negative. Back told me some of the players were surprised coaches said kick for touch a few minutes before the end. CW said it was the right thing to happen, get their feet on the ground, but a few of them had let themselves down. There was no angst though. He told me Jason Robinson [England player] was staying home for a week with his pregnant wife and that would become a media thing. Then the official dinner. I was next to Donncha O’Callaghan [Ireland player], who is a very good laugh and was gently taking the mick out of the speeches, translating what they said to what they meant, so that ‘good sportsmanlike match’ became ‘you dirty bastards’, ‘thanks to the referee’ was ‘you useless one-eyed messer’, and so on. On the coach back I was chatting to Mark Cueto about United. Will Greenwood [England player] was asking re the press. Tony Biscombe asked me to do a clip for the in-house film on how I was not going to be associated with defeat. Pretty good mood considering.

         Tuesday 24 May

         The papers were not as bad as I thought they would be, with only the Mail really going for them – and for the anthem, which both CW and Jayne wanted to get rid of, and Louisa and I had to argue against. There was lots of ‘Wilko saves the day’. I drafted CW words for the presser, then waited for William’s advisors to arrive – Paddy Harverson, Jamie Lowther-Pinkerton and Patrick Harrison [press secretary]. We went up to the team room and planned out the visit. They clearly wanted him totally immersed in the tour but by the end I think we had the balance right, with a mix of public and private, and also some days he was away from us. We agreed kicking practice with JW was probably the best photo, and we should maybe think about community stuff too. I was surprised they wanted to make the rugby the main focus, with the other stuff added on, rather than the other way round.

         JLP kept emphasising William was quite nervous and did not want to be a burden. Also I’m not sure they had taken kindly to the line from Matt Dawson yesterday, saying William was the team pet or some such. They did say they had had a very good laugh afterwards at his handshaking Michael Owen while bollock naked. William had said it was a first. We had lunch with them which became a much more general chat, the election, current stuff. Then all off to the local castle for official photos. Good mood. I argued politics with Will Greenwood, who said he voted Tory because he can’t stand GB, and he didn’t like the idea that TB was going to go and GB take over. He felt the Tories should have made far more of that. He seemed a bit shocked when I said we had actually deliberately brought GB in centre stage. The pictures were fairly painless. As the tallest member of the management/backroom, I was plonked right in the middle and felt a bit of a fraud but they seemed to be OK.

         Jason Robinson was there but was then going home to be with wife Amanda. CW had agreed he could stay with her an extra week, and we worked on a press notice for it, that he would be coming out on 7 June. I got a call from Amanda Docherty [communications director] at Arsenal, who had read my piece about Wenger and the water bottle and wanted me to know that Wenger’s anger was at the official, not Neville. Then the players had to do a load of pictures for sponsors. I was in charge of the Eden Park photo, jackets inside out, walk in the park, mean and moody. Henson, Dallaglio, Cusiter, O’Callaghan, Thompson and Geordan Murphy [Ireland player]. Donncha O’C was without doubt one of the funniest, and had worked out he had a rich vein of new laughs in taking the piss out of me. He was a bit like me in deciding to work out a line on someone and then keep banging on about it, and he had decided that the line was that I was ‘fucking loaded’, and Geordan said why would he care about being loaded when he ran the fucking country, and DOC said the country was but a vehicle for his wealth. Then when someone mentioned they had seen me arriving in a helicopter… away he went.

         Gavin Henson was coming out of himself a bit, but still fairly quiet. Lawrence D was very calm, a cool guy, and wanting to be nice to everyone. Steve Thompson was much nicer than advertised. Several of the hacks had warned me he would give me a hard time. The sponsorship stuff was comic at times. Ben sent me a text message saying, ‘I am a whore and you have ruined my life … I am having to tell Jonny Wilkinson to run up and down a golf fairway pretending a laptop is a rugby ball.’ Back on the bus and after a stint in the gym there was a barbecue, where Jayne bent my ear about the anthem. I said the key was to get a paper behind it, though I accepted that might be tricky.

         Lots of wives and girlfriends there, the Irish the best laugh. I worked on CW words, plus Q&A for players doing media, then ended up at the bar with Josh Lewsey and Shane Horgan for a good hour or so of political argument, JL coming at me from the right, SH from the left. Josh was very bright but needed to get his views centred a bit. SH was really clued up on UK politics, as was Hickie. Lawrence D suggested we had a debating society. I told Richard Hill that Rory was surprised he had four pints the other night. He said it was only two. But tonight quite a few of them were tanking it, and half a dozen went off into town at midnight. I was quite surprised by how many seemed to be off to hit the town, but they did all the stuff about being able to train it out etc.

         Wednesday 25 May

         I couldn’t sleep well, probably a bit of guilt about going away, more self-doubt about whether it was the right thing. Also, an odd thing to be doing on my birthday. I went to the gym early. JW was one of the first people I met in the foyer. It was his birthday, and it was mine. He said keep it quiet or else they will get up to something. I suspected they already were. I had breakfast with him, Mark Cueto, Dwayne Peel [Welsh player] and Charlie Hodgson [England player]. We were talking about how awful the press were. JW had quite a few examples of stuff that was completely untrue, like the time a paper said he paid a lap dancer, and there was absolutely nothing in it. I told them the story of the Mail saying Dad was dead when he wasn’t, but that unless it was stone wall like that it was like pulling teeth to get them to admit to errors. It was interesting how little the players seemed to mind if there were no papers there to read. There were none at breakfast. I asked JW if he liked doing the sponsors’ work, and showed him Ben’s text that he felt like a whore asking him to pretend a laptop was a rugby ball. JW laughed but then said he liked to do everything he did to the best of his ability, and sponsors put money in and they were entitled to something back. He seemed such a transparently nice bloke.

         They were all picking up on how ghastly the papers were about me and, for example, Martin Corry and Paul O’Connell, who had never really noticed it before, both asked, ‘How on earth do you put up with it?’ This morning the Today programme allowed Peter Oborne [journalist who wrote an unofficial biography of AC] to do an open letter to the people of NZ on what badness to expect from me. Heaven knows how they justified it as a Today programme item. Corry was asking if it wasn’t an abuse of their position. I worked on CW’s script for today and for NZ, along with BB and BOD. Jayne was still at me over the anthem. The players were mixed in their views on it. Some liked, some were indifferent, some hated. CW rehearsed the words for the press conference a couple of times. He was still a bit nervous doing it but I thought did fine. Then BOD did a bit, then the ludicrous scene where all the players came up and had to do all their requests. They had allowed this system to develop where essentially on a press day like this the media could talk to whoever they wanted. I talked to Lewis Moody, Geordan Murphy and others and agreed we ought to try to change it if we could.

         They didn’t seem to enjoy it, at least most of them didn’t, and it was frankly embarrassing that a small number were mobbed and others stood around looking – and more importantly feeling – like spare pricks. I said if they wanted to change things I was happy to do it and take the flak. The players who went out last night got back at 4 a.m., and Gordon D’Arcy said he couldn’t remember anything about it. Lawrence D said it was a good blow-out but they behaved. He was late for the press but did it fine. It was an odd scene, though, all these players hanging round like waiting for a date. Gavin Henson came up and we organised a little gaggle for him. I couldn’t decide whether he was arrogant, nervous or not very sharp. Maybe a bit of all three. Stephen Jones [Sunday Times] was shocked that he was late and that he said to me he was only staying for fifteen minutes. But he was just a bit gauche, I think, and though he had a bit of attitude, I thought he was OK. He thanked me for the gaggle idea so he didn’t have to do lots of one-on-ones.

         Lots of the players were now asking me about their columns, and I was happy to help. The system seemed to be working OK. Quick lunch with Eddie O’Sullivan, then packed and up for the final meeting. Nice warm words from BB, then CW did another little talk. He said again that we had to get everything right on the pitch by getting it right off the pitch. Lots of F words in there. Lots of let’s go and do it, up and at them, make history, be part of something great. LD laughing, no doubt because he had heard it all so many times, but some of the younger ones clearly hanging on every word. We organised a CW–BOD snap on the way out and then on to the coach that was taking us to Heathrow. I was next to Gavin Scott, the Scottish video analysis guy, who was editing a Bay of Plenty [Lions’ first opponents] match on his laptop. It was incredible what he was doing there, and really interesting to watch how quickly he put together the bits he thought the coaches and individual players would need to see. Gavin H and Shane Williams [Wales player] were playing PlayStation. LD got the driver to put on a Little Britain video and they started to call me Sebastian [a comic character devoted to a Prime Minister in the TV show]. Good craic, I guess, though I am not sure I want Sebastian to stick as a nickname.

         I was joshing again with Josh re politics. He was constantly banging on at me about hunting now. Later he slept on the floor. They all looked a bit tired and were clearly desperate to get going. I did a note on William’s visits and also was trying to fix The Sun re the anthem. But Hammonds, the Lions’ lawyers, had been on to The Sun for calling themselves the official paper. They could get behind us but not claim official support as it suggested a financial relationship. Rebekah Wade [Sun editor] asked me to do a stand-in for Richard Littlejohn’s column. I probably would have done it but by the time the flight got there the deadline would be gone. Talked lots to F and the kids through the day and was really going to miss them. Grace called a couple of times with different friends to sing happy birthday. Rory called for a really nice chat about the football, with Liverpool playing AC Milan in the Champions’ League final in Istanbul, and then about the rugby.

         We spent an hour or so in the first-class lounge and then off. I showed the Oborne piece to a few of them, and they were basically on my side. We took off just after 10. Really nice message from Fiona. The captain announced that Liverpool had fought back to win. Amazing comeback, 3–0 down, back to 3–3, and then they won on penalties as we were about to go airborne. It was funny how even the ones who didn’t really like football that much just loved the drama. Clive was totally fired up by it, said he would start the first presser by saying something about it, and how if they could do that when everyone wrote them off, then we could beat the mighty All Blacks. I got more signs on the flight of the extraordinary attention to detail, like the note the medics gave out on sleep, diet, vitamin C, zinc. The biggest players got the first-class seats, the rest in club. They also gave us a note on how to avoid jetlag, with a scientific explanation. I worked, read, listened to music to try to follow Otis’ advice not to sleep on the first leg.

         I reckon Wilkinson and I were the only ones in our bit who heeded the advice to try to stay awake on the first leg and we ended up having a two-hour chat at the bottom of the stairs. We got on to the subject of obsessiveness. He said the first time he felt sick before a game was when he was seven and it has never gone away. On a match day he will just lie on his bed thinking. After a match, internally he just focuses on his own game, things he should have done differently. We had an interesting chat about Mark, his brother, who went a different route – state sixth-form college, university – but who he thinks is an equal rugby talent in many ways. He said relationships can be hard because they have to live with his ups and downs, and his obsessiveness. We spoke at length re my breakdown and how it came about and he described a time when he felt he was close to that kind of thing because things were so on top of him. He said it passed. He never read about himself and didn’t watch rugby on TV. If he read a paper he would stop at the racing page in case there was anything about him in the sports pages. He didn’t have much time for the media but recognised they were part of his world.

         He was saying yes to some sponsorship deals etc. but would not do anything unethical or embarrassing. He asked a fair bit about politics and had roomed with Shane Horgan and they had talked politics and he found himself more interested. He hoped to play to thirty-four and didn’t know if he was more or less likely to have a longer career having been so injured so often. He had a very straightforward manner – ask a question, get a fairly long answer – and always very open about how he felt, e.g. how he would find it hard to handle playing badly, sometimes cry, not knowing what it was in him that drove him, anxieties about the future, a hatred of being drawn out from the crowd. He said he did A Question of Sport when he was nineteen and he felt humiliated and small and vowed never to do it again. I really liked talking to him, and admired his single-mindedness and his focus. There was also an extraordinary integrity that came through. He was clearly different to most of the others, not really into the banter in the same way, and often seeming very much in his own world, but they clearly respected him. Quite a few echoed the thing Brian O’Driscoll had said to me in Dublin, when I did him for The Times, that Jonny was special. Like Richard Hill, ‘There is Jonny and there is the rest.’

         We landed in Bangkok, where CW and I worked on the script, then chatted to some of the journalists. I slept most of the second leg, we had a brief stop in Sydney, then a three-hour flight to Auckland, again mainly working on scripts. Chatted to Lewsey about bloody hunting again – he was another one who was really funny when he got going – and BOD about how the media was changing public life. Josh was really into winding me up over the hunting ban, and how little we understood the countryside. We landed and after a fair old bit of faffing around organised OK pictures of the players arriving. A few dozen Lions fans there, good mood, lots of focus on JW and BOD, then on to the bus and to the Hilton. It was nice and bright, and we had lots of space set aside just for us. I had a nice room with a lovely view out over the sea. The pool wasn’t up to much, effectively a single lane, but I had a little swim before the team meeting. More jetlag advice. Another pep talk from BB, another from Clive. He also said he wanted to see real standards set in public and he didn’t want to see any of the players on mobiles in public spaces. Only the media team could use mobiles in the public spaces, he said.

         Clive was unusually nervous about the press conference, and in particular about reading a script, but he did it fine. One of his main lines was that he had respect but no fear. We had all the players there, and all the coaches, as a show of strength. Brian O’Driscoll also said a few words and was OK except for constantly rubbing the side of his face. The NZ media were not there in the numbers I had expected but as an event it would carry fine. I was feeling pretty shagged by the time I got to bed.

         Saturday 28 May

         The fitness guys’ advice seemed to pay off, as I slept straight through, and felt fine. At breakfast Ben came in and said Graham Henry had just been on NZTV and he thought he was crap, which CW loved to hear. We got good NZ coverage for yesterday’s arrival, and I was pleased when Neil Back said to me later, ‘All our messages have definitely got through.’ HOD was fairly low key and it was a weird time, with no games for a while, and just gentle working into things. We had the official Maori welcome tomorrow and I was working on words for BB and BOD. The first media event was the launch of the new Adidas commercial, which was based on Lions and New Zealanders playing without a ball and enjoying it. I had a brief meeting with the four guys going over to it, JW, BOD, Ben Kay and Gareth Cooper, and said they must not be put in the position of doing dozens of interviews, or doing nose to nose, head to head, back to back. JW seemed relieved. He said he hated doing that kind of thing.

         We ran through some of the main messages. Ben Kay said if we kept saying ‘Respect not fear’, they would think we feared them. The event itself was less sleazy than these things sometimes are, very well organised, and the NZ media loved the access early on. Small world – Stewart Binns [Burnley fan, friend of AC] was there for Octagon [sports agency]. I wanted to shower the NZ media early on, and some of them were already noticing, including an old guy who said professionalism had put barriers between players and press, and this kind of thing, even if it was driven by corporate interests, helped bring them down. Next stop the gym, where Getty Images and an NZ agency did snaps of the players with Otis on conditioning, including the sight of Andy Sheridan [England prop] with 40kg strapped to his waist. Then to the hotel to collect Andy Robinson and Eddie O’Sullivan [coaches] to take them to North Harbour Stadium, where we were to promote Tuesday’s planned public training session.

         Eddie and Andy were much more growly than CW and Ian McG, and didn’t much like the press. Eddie slapped down David Hands [Times] when he asked whether Simon Taylor’s hamstring was a recurring problem. ‘It’s his first time,’ he snapped back. He said afterwards that was how rumours started and he wasn’t having it. But they did some one-on-ones, nice pictures in the stadium and I’m sure it was worth it. On the drive back we had another discussion about the difference between media in politics and rugby. Then to lunch and another political discussion, this time Martin Corry going on about Europe taking over our lives, Labour not being patriotic enough, asylum seekers etc. I said just because you write for the Mail doesn’t mean you have to talk like them. Tommo [Steve Thompson] joined in a bit and Andy Robinson ditto. Matt Stevens was fairly quiet, though later he said he hated the way people took arguments from the press. Josh joined us and was now banging on about the need to bring back some kind of national service idea.

         Ben Kay said they had had a Cabinet in the England team: Martin Johnson [England World Cup-winning captain] was PM, he was Chancellor. His most radical idea was an ID card with DNA and biometrics, which also had all your cash and benefit entitlements on it. It was not as barmy as it sounds, and one day might happen, but I tried to explain some of the practical problems – topical, as back home we were hearing the first rumblings of opposition against ID card plans. But they were certainly getting into the mood for arguments. BB and CW were off playing golf. I worked on the Maori speeches, dinner with Neil Back and Dave Campbell talking about nutrition. Back filled me in on the amount of protein he ate every day, and also on the change in the game over the last few years. Bed at 10. UK news was mainly focused on the French referendum tomorrow, on the adoption of the new EU constitution. Not looking good.

         Sunday 29 May

         I woke up at 3 a.m., like a light pinging on, so I had not got away with the jetlag after all. I tried to get back to sleep but it was hopeless so I got up to do some work. There was an email from Tina Weaver [Sunday Mirror editor] saying Prince Charles wanted to hire me. I sent her a message saying I didn’t believe it for one second. I suspect they had heard something about the meeting with Paddy Harverson and co, had put two and two together and made a few hundred. I had been warned that the NZ press would turn pretty quickly, and today there was a definite gearing up. There was a CW dartboard picture in one of the tabloids; a broadsheet had a front-page spoof interview with me saying Jonny W’s comeback was the greatest since Lazarus. Another had a line saying it was the first time a touring party outnumbered the population of the country being visited, which to be fair was funny. CW loved it all. He felt we should use it to show the players how edgy and scared the All Blacks and their supporters were getting.

         He asked me to speak to the players because some of them had been followed by a snapper, and I said they should just call us and we would sort. He told them who was in the team for the first match against Bay of Plenty so we agreed we would it put out straight away, prompting another bout of old-woman-itis from the rugby writers, who were expecting it on Wednesday. I made the point they would be pissed off if it had leaked out through a player’s column or some such. Louisa and I had breakfast with the group of four she had put together – she called them her spin group – Greenwood, Cusiter, Henson and O’Connell – who we wanted to represent the players, tell the media team what they wanted by way of support, things that annoyed them, things they thought we could help with. I said they should be totally frank. Greenwood was friendly, Cusiter seemed quite quiet but bright, O’Connell was bright and a hoot, Henson was still a bit distant.

         The basic pitch was that most of them would like to do as little media as possible but understood they had to do some. They felt the column system was going OK and found it helpful to be able to use us if they wanted to. They were fine about a new approach to pictures and giving access to the media to some of their leisure stuff. But generally I sensed they were a bit down and negative and BB and Louise Ramsay [tour manager] had the same thing from a group of others who felt there was going to be too much spare time and they needed a bit more organisation around how it might be spent. Paul O’C did say they felt it was best we were on the front foot all the time, and keep them at bay. Henson was a bit more open. He said his problem was he had had a couple of issues with Clive for saying what he thought so he was now terrified of saying anything. He didn’t really want to do much media because of that. They went through the ones in their countries who were OK at it, and who didn’t mind doing it. We selected four for later, including Martyn Williams, who was excellent and a top bloke, one of those guys you just took to. Mal O’Kelly had decided not to do the column for the Sunday Times Ireland because they only wanted slag-off stuff.

         We got a bus out to the airport. I was sitting with Dave Campbell, who was reading a paper. Jonny and Richard Hill were behind us, I was turning to talk to them, and when Dave turned to a page with a picture of Jonny, I could see Jonny turn away. We got the plane down to Rotorua [230km south-east of Auckland], planning Tuesday’s public training session. Then a long day. Great welcome at the airport, especially for Jonny. Sulphur springs, a smell that really got into you. Some poor housing but lovely scenery. To the official welcome. BB and BOD accepting the challenge sticks. Some of the players were like kids but quite funny – Donncha pretend farting to say he wanted to mingle in with the local smells, and his farts smelled like sulphur, Tommo and Danny Grewcock [English player] pinching Lewis Moody the whole time in front. Good pictures. Inside, the speeches were too long and despite our coaching BB fucked up the pronunciation of Tena Koutou [Maori for ‘Hello to you’] – he said Koo-koo, which got picked up. We sang ‘Bread of Heaven’ very badly. We still hadn’t decided what to do about our anthem. The trophy was unveiled.

         Out to do media with Gordon Bulloch, O’Connell, Cueto and Martyn Williams. In for a cup of tea and a chat with CW, saying we needed to get out, saying in future a tour would be even bigger, maybe take A and B teams and play exhibitions and make it a proper tour promoting the game, rather than just focusing on the Tests as the be-all and end-all. We did a museum visit, more larking around from some of them, then the flight back. Dinner with Eddie O’S and Dave Aldred, who was very much into the CW view of the RFU. Francis Baron [RFU CEO] seemed to be fairly widely hated, but that did seem to go with the territory of sports bodies and their relationship with the people who actually performed.

         I chatted with some of the English players about Clive. They said views were mixed. There was a lot of respect but, more than in football, rugby players liked to think they not the coaches were the ones who really counted. One or two felt Clive got too much of the credit for the World Cup, that yes, they didn’t underestimate his role, but the cult of the coach was a relatively new thing. I asked if they listened carefully to all the stuff in team talks. Some said yes, some said no. All said that if a coach talked too much it could be a problem. They also had mixed views about how much they had to do on the commercial side of things. The number of players who could get their own deals with sponsors was relatively small, but they all had to do stuff, and they felt, as with media duties, that they should let the ones who like doing it do more and the ones who don’t do less.

         Monday 30 May

         We were doing a daily thought for the day on top of the printed schedule that went to all members of the party, and today’s we lifted from a paper, NZ Truth, a columnist saying maybe people should realise we were indeed a professional outfit and the old clichés were history. The Sundays were mixed. Will Carling [former England captain] had a go at all the usual stuff. But there was a lot of positive stuff too. The ‘has-been syndrome’, former players slagging off the current lot, was pretty strong in rugby. The French lost the referendum on the EU constitution, 45 to 55 per cent, which was dominating everything at home, and setting off a mini-crisis. One or two of the players asked about it. TB was in Italy and I got a message to call him. He ran a few lines by me, but it was all really holding stuff while people took stock. The news went on him saying it was ‘too early to say’ if we would also hold a referendum, and that people needed to reflect on the French vote. He was clearly worried about the Dutch being next, and also we were about to take on the rotating presidency so there was a danger this thing dominated the next few months. He sounded generally OK otherwise.

         I visited the Lions shop with John Feehan [Lions CEO] to plan an event for later in the week. Then a few interviews to promote the training session tomorrow, including with a broadcaster called Paul Thomas from Prime TV, who was odd. He was a bit brash, constantly trying to be funny, and the interview weaved between sport and politics, serious and trivial, though when I saw it later it wasn’t as bad as I feared. Some of the players saw it and agreed it was odd – Corry: ‘What a twat’, D’Arcy: ‘Can you teach me how to look down my nose at interviewers like you did there? You were a genius looking down your nose at him like that.’ But we were still getting NZ brownie points for the charm offensive, as evidenced by the questions in a couple of interviews I did. NZTV was wall-to-wall rugby. News and chat programmes had stacks of it, and the rugby channel was showing old Lions Tests.

         I did a couple more press interviews while working on 1998 diary, the Wim Duisenberg episode [a long struggle at a European summit before the Dutchman was finally confirmed as President of the European Central Bank]. Interesting that I was recording one of the great Chirac fiascos, when he was desperately trying to stop Duisenberg, just as the French were saying no to the constitution. Paul Keating [former Australian PM] called, asked if I would do a speech in Australia and also get involved in some company whose boss wanted an in to TB–GB, as did Paul. He was in full flow about the relevance of his own experience to TB (re polishing legacy) and GB (re maintaining momentum). It was great to hear from him, though and I said I would try to get there but couldn’t guarantee. We had a good laugh recollecting the time in opposition when he accompanied us to Hayman Island, for the [Rupert] Murdoch [chairman and CEO News Corporation] editors’ conference.

         Tuesday 31 May

         There was more antsy stuff in the NZ media. CW wanted us to start pasting stuff on message boards in the team room, which Louisa and I did when the players were out training. The main event media-wise was the public training session. After HOD, I prepared a note to brief the players. I gave them the line from the stadium that 10,000 were expected, so when it was half that later, I got a fair bit of ribbing from them. Donncha went off on a riff about how we calculated our majorities. ‘You get ten thousand votes but you tell everyone it was twenty. You get a majority of fifty seats, but you tell the world it’s a hundred.’ Jonny was a bit pissed off we made him one of the four players to do pitchside interviews. He told Clive later that he didn’t like being the one always singled out. It was hard, in that he hated it, but there was no getting round the extra interest in him. I had a chat, said I would say no as a default position, but it would be good if he would do some but not all. He said what he hated was the idea that he was above and separate from the rest of the team. The problem was that that was how most of the media saw him.

         The players entered into the spirit, though, with the possible exception of DOC, who when a kid ballsed up told him, ‘Get out of the fucking way, you little prick.’ I’m not sure the kid was on the same humour wavelength. I had tried to tell the players it was a normal session designed not to disrupt. CW told them it was purely for PR but he wanted them to get engaged and by and large they did. I did a couple of pitchside interviews, including one where the guy said, ‘It is very hard to be cynical when you see so many kids enjoying this.’ Eddie O’S said that in rugby terms it was as useful as a chocolate fireguard, and the players told [Dr] Gary O’D that they’d had enough of the stuff they had to do. Lawrence and Dwayne did the media afterwards and both did it well. Good pictures on NZ media later and they were starting to say that the charm offensive was real.

         CW said the real training session in the afternoon was hopeless. Ian said they were all trying too hard to impress and were making mistakes. I was trying to persuade Louisa to use me to change the system whereby the players had to meet the press every week if selected. They were also whingeing that we put out the team when we did. I was struck by how little respect the rugby people had for their media, either because they knew nothing or because they were in the bitter ‘has-been’ fraternity. The other media event was a little press conference for Stephen Jones [Wales player], who had arrived late. He was a lovely bloke. I took to him instantly, warm and funny. ‘Was I on message?’ he asked. Apart from not saying vote Labour, totally, I said. ‘Don’t worry, I do.’ Good bloke, another one who felt the press knew nothing but understood you had to deal with them. Over dinner Martin Corry said he didn’t care what any of the papers said and he felt we were trying too hard on the PR front. We were still messing around re the anthem. For a week now we had been saying do we go for it or not and we still hadn’t decided.

         
            * In his first leader’s speech at the Labour Party conference in 1994, Tony Blair had announced that Labour needed a new statement of aims and values. The new version, abandoning the public ownership principles of the original Clause Four, was adopted the following Easter.

            † In 1997, AC explained to the then Foreign Secretary that the press was about to reveal the extramarital affair Cook was having with a member of his staff, Gaynor Regan. About to go on holiday with his wife, Cook announced from Heathrow Airport that he was to leave her and marry Gaynor. In 1999, during NATO bombing of Yugoslavia, five US-guided bombs erroneously hit the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade, killing three journalists and enraging the Chinese public.

            ‡ In 1984, Margaret Thatcher won a rebate on the UK’s contribution to EU funds. French President Jacques Chirac, supported by Germany and Poland, was now asking for this to be reviewed. Tony Blair claimed the rebate was ‘fully justified’.

            § In 1999, Dallagio had resigned as England captain after newspaper allegations of boasting of drug use and drug dealing in the past. The player ‘categorically denied’ the drug dealing and said he had been the victim of a ‘set-up’.

         

      

   


   
      
         

         Wednesday 1 June

         We got good press out of the training session, with BOD and the kid dressed as a lion the main picture. Plus some good snaps of a line of players signing autographs. HOD – CW asked BB to speak to French contacts about trying to get Gareth Thomas [Wales player] released from his club, Toulouse. We had yet another chat re the anthem and agreed to go ahead with it with a choir rather than expect the players to sing it. Our main media event was the CW–BOD–LD presser to talk pre-Bay of Plenty and then what I had called the whorehouse – all the players coming in and doing a dating agency job round TV, radio and print. I was trying to change the system but Louisa was worried it would just offend too many and it wasn’t worth it. I did words for CW, including a whinge about security stories, but basically setting up Bay of Plenty as the real start of the tour. As he got back from training, he said today was a lot better than yesterday when there were too many involved and too much headless chickenry. He was a bit hyper this morning but had calmed down for the presser, which went fine, though I pointed out he was saying ‘erm’ more than usual. He and BOD did one-on-ones while the players came down. All fine, and though they hated doing it, they did it pretty well.

         Gavin H was pretty truculent but in an interesting way and with a smile. He told me again he was just terrified of saying something daft and getting bollocked by Clive. I hadn’t realised CW had totally lost it with him after he said he hadn’t much enjoyed the first Vale session at the Vale of Glamorgan hotel. He had a whack at Peter Jackson. ‘I’ve already answered that question.’ PJ said he wasn’t there. ‘Ask one of your mates then.’ The main thing we were pushing was the line that we were ready for a match and desperate to get the tour started properly. Josh good on message. Matt Stevens pretty popular. Baby-faced, him and Gethin [Jenkins] both. Some of the media threw a wobbly because we didn’t bring down Ronan O’G who had got back late and I had told him he could slope off. I got him down after a while – after he called me a langer [popular Irish insult] and had a laugh with BOD re what it meant. Apparently it started as something Dubliners said of anyone from Cork, but sounded like it was on the wanker scale of things. Ronan did his bit and was fine but this system – that they all had to do stuff – was bonkers.

         I did an interview with NZ Herald – pretty straightforward – then to the UK Consulate-General’s for an event in Auckland to promote UK media. I took BB, who was very good at these things. There were a few old All Blacks there for him to talk to, including Andy Haden [controversially outspoken ex-player]. I was asked to do a speech and did a light-hearted number on my relations with the UK media, but then quite a serious thing about the importance of media as an export market. I was taken aback in the Q&A and mingling by how much a certain type of New Zealander knew about me – e.g. row with BBC, relations with press, specific incidents, bagpipes, Burnley.

         Nice enough evening, then out for a management dinner at Euro restaurant – as it happens, just as the Dutch were in the process of following France in dumping the new constitution in their referendum. According to the polls, it looked like the margin would be even bigger. Lovely chat with Grace before she headed to Norfolk. She sent me an email saying she didn’t like talking long on the phone because it made her upset and sad and she missed me more if we spoke. I was also having nice chats with Calum re his golf and his studies. My first Irish Times column appeared.

         Thursday 2 June

         Day off for everyone. We had tried to generate some interest in a media-funded boat trip but there was no take-up, prompting Donncha to go around shouting, ‘Boat for one, anyone?’ He was hilarious, and emerging as one of the characters and, according to those in the know, someone who might just emerge as a star during the tour on the playing side too. The Irish were far more laid back than the others. ROG kept saying he couldn’t take me seriously because I was a double for his uncle. I noticed again how much ketchup Jonny had with his omelette. I couldn’t quite bring myself to tell him about my ketchup phobia. I had a chat with Josh re MPs and their earnings, and tried to persuade him that most politicians were actually OK. He was also giving me a guide to what kind of behaviour was and was not considered OK on the field. Stamping on a body if it was in the way – fine. Stamping on head – not fine. It happened to him on the last tour.

         We had lined up Phil Larder [coach] and James Robson the doc to do a briefing. Phil and I had a pre-chat and he said he often ended up in trouble because he shot from the lip and said what he thought. He didn’t want to slag Graham Henry because he thought he was a good coach and did OK for the Lions last time. In the event he was good, detailed and technical and obviously expert. I was surprised at how open the doctor was, for example making clear Mal O’Kelly could be off the tour. He was also very jokey with them. I raised the Mal story afterwards and he defended the openness, saying they would find out in the end and the reality was that he could be off the tour. He also gave figures about how many players had had treatment – thirty-eight out of forty-five – which although he explained it was open to real misinterpretation, he insisted it was the best way to deal with them on the injury front. Mal was to see another specialist this afternoon.

         On the Rugby Channel there was a discussion about the media coverage, with endless references to me. I was watching with Louisa and Louise, who let out a loud cheer when one of the presenters said how good we had been at setting the agenda so far. He said in particular that the media training session had been like nothing seen before. Alastair Hignell [commentator, former England international] was on and said CW hiring AC was a masterstroke because it signalled how big it was going to be, which was much better than most of the written press were saying. We only put a few of the cuttings around the press room because a lot of them were trying to build up rivalry between JW and Stephen Jones, as to who the No. 1 half-back was.

         The Dutch referendum was dominating the news and the EU constitution was looking pretty damaged. Needless to say, as with all bloody referendums, the constitution was not the main focus for a lot of the opposition. [Jan Peter] Balkenende [Dutch Prime Minister] was making a lot of cuts to public spending, and also, as with the French, part of it was just giving the establishment a kick up the arse. I hadn’t realised this one was only advisory, not binding, but so many countries were promising referendums, the two so far were both lost, others would be. It was hard to see how it limped along.

         I was getting too many interview bids, but did a few before going out for a run, then back to meet Mal O’Kelly in the team room. He was back from the NZ doctor and basically said he had had it. ‘Off the tour.’ He had his usual huge friendly smile so I assumed he was joking. He said, ‘No, it’s serious, I am out.’ There was the slight possibility a steroid injection would help but he had had two already this season and a third could be career-threatening. I guess injury was just a part of their life, but it was incredible, and impressive, how philosophical he was. ‘You have no option, you’ve just got to come to terms with it.’

         He said he had had lots of good moments in his career and this was a bad moment. There was no point hanging around now. He intended to see Clive when he got back from golf, and he felt he would want a replacement out straight away, and said it was best for the tour he went home straight away. He would just get frustrated hanging around. He was a lovely guy and probably hurting a lot more than he let on. He said at least I got here and there were times during the season I didn’t think I would. Yes, I said, but wouldn’t you rather not have come at all than come all this way only to fly back home without playing. ‘For sure, it’s tough, but cookie crumbles and all that.’ We knocked out a statement with words from Mal, CW and BOD. It was all very sad but they were very matter of fact about it. Some of the players went turkey shooting and came back to regale us with stories of Josh wringing the their necks and Mark Cueto hitting two with one shot.

         Friday 3 June

         The Dutch vote was lost by an even bigger margin than had been predicted. Over 60 per cent, and turnout way above expectations too, also over 60, when they had been predicting less than half would bother to vote. The domino effect from France may have had something to do with it, but the EU leaders had a big problem on their hands. I spoke briefly to TB, who called re ‘tone and body language’. I said it was probably sensible to say it couldn’t be left to one country to declare the whole thing dead, but he should be pointing that way. He said Chirac would be reluctant to kill it off. But it was not a good scene that only the Spanish had won a referendum, all the others who had ratified so far had done so with parliamentary support only, and more than half of those still to do had promised a referendum.

         HOD – we were still trying to pin down Toulouse re Gareth Thomas. CW was picking up vibes re the players not getting the point of the community stuff and he planned to lay it on them at the team meeting before we left. I did an NZTV interview, another fairly quirky one, and then a bit of work upstairs. The cuttings board was coming on really well and most of the players seemed to take a look most days, though not Jonny. He really did have an aversion to reading about himself. After lunch we had a pre-departure team talk in which the sheer scale of the technical side of things became clearer as they went through really quite complicated calls for line-outs and phases of play. On the flight down to Rotorua I gave BOD a couple of Vince Lombardi [legendary American football coach] quotes for his team talk, the ones I had used at the event for party staff a few months before the election.

         There were no crowds to greet us this time as we headed straight to the International Stadium, which was a bit bleak and desolate because of the cold. Also thousands of the crowd were to be packed on grass banks which if it was wet would be an HSE [health and safety] disaster area. The players had been told by Dave Aldred to go to the edges and visualise the play, and also to sit in the stands and imagine the match. They were very good at this kind of thing. I loved all the visualisation stuff, and the different little mental and physical tics they had. Equally CW wanted everyone there when the shirts were handed out and he wanted Ian McG to do the handing out, as a bit of a Lions legend. I noticed too at the morning meeting Clive doing handwritten cards to everyone playing. Each shirt had a monogram with date and match. The mood on the bus to the hotel was good. Everyone was just saying they wanted to get on and play. We had a management meeting where again the technical side came through as they worked out who was to be on a microphone and who was to carry messages out to the players during the match. The substitutes were to be out in the elements on chairs on the far side because they would be in front of sponsors’ hoardings on this side.

         We then took Andy, Eddie and Richard Hill to the convention centre for the press conference. All three did well. Richard was definitely one of the all-round nice guys. Great reputation with players, fans and media. The England players talked about him as one of the World Cup-winning unsung heroes. And he was a total team player. He said most players would not want to do press the night before a match, but if we needed someone, he was fine. Over dinner we watched the All Blacks’ trial. They seemed pretty impressive to me but the players said they were making a lot of mistakes. After a run I did RTE [Ireland channel], in bed by 11. Ian called to say Jonny had picked up a stinger – dead arm – in training, and would not travel tomorrow, which would be big news when the media noticed.

         Saturday 4 June

         I had a good chat with Dave Aldred over breakfast where he was slagging off the RFU, saying a lot of CW’s work had been undone because of their basic amateurism. He was scathing of the lot of them. He was an interesting, clever guy, e.g. said at one point in JW’s life he advised him to learn a language or instrument as a way of sharpening the mathematical side of his mind. He feared rugby players would become like footballers – driven to it too young, unable to be properly educated or take responsibility for themselves. ‘You have to teach them to learn – and not just the sport they play.’ He was doing a DVD for dads to teach kids to kick. The pre-match news was going to be JW and Shane Byrne [Ireland player], who were not going to be travelling because both had picked up injuries in training. CW was irritated, said that whenever he wasn’t there they went a bit wild in training, and he was not happy about it. We agreed we should say JW was staying for physio to be in the best possible shape for the Taranaki match.

         There was a different mood and rhythm to match days. No morning meetings, breakfast later than usual, the place generally quieter. The atmosphere was very different, less banter, quieter, fewer of the players around, most off resting or doing their own thing. The hotel overlooked a beautiful lake whose circumference was a marathon. It was tempting but when I went out I struggled to get going. I had a meeting with Louise and Marcus Jansa to try to get some strategy into the next phase, and later did a note to CW taking forward the professionalism and community themes. We needed to open up a bit behind the scenes. We spread the word among the supporters that we were leaving for the ground around five, so a crowd built up around the hotel. The players gathered in the team room, a mix of players and non-players, all much quieter than usual. Clive did a little speech and said ‘fucking’ seven times, which was not him really. But the general thrust was powerful – we’ve been nice off the field now let’s go and hit them fucking hard. Stressed good start, focus, concentration.

         Ian McGeechan was meant to hand out the shirts but his trip was delayed so Clive asked Gareth Jenkins, who made a really powerful and emotional speech, saying he had played with Lions but never been one, how it was a huge honour but with it came responsibilities. He talked about how we were a group of seventy special people who shared a great purpose and if we got it right, you players were going to be legends. He went on for a few minutes, then said he was getting emotional and he stopped. The players were clearly moved and there was applause for all of them as they went up. Then it was on to the bus through a fairly big crowd and off. The stadium was filling out. It wasn’t as cold as yesterday and the players seemed up for it.

         Three tries in the opening minutes had the crowd quietened, then a big blow when Lawrence D went down injured and clearly wasn’t going to come back on. I was sitting next to Dave Aldred. That is a fucking big blow, he said – exactly the words CW used at half-time. It was a dislocation and fracture of the ankle and he was out of the tour. They were leading 17–0 at half-time, but then they seemed to lose direction and concentration for a bit, Bay of Plenty were fast and furious and put in some crunching hits, and pulled it back to 17–17. In the second half Lions settled down better and the final score was OK, at 34–20. ‘At least we’re playing after all the hype and the build-up,’ said Josh Lewsey, who could have had a hat-trick of tries. The atmosphere was good, though yet again the anthem bombed and it was clear the players didn’t like it.

         In the dressing room, Clive, effing a few times again, said well done, ditto Eddie and Andy. Fairly easy media stuff – win’s a win, grim re LD. Josh was man of the match and in his live interview had a friendly dig at me standing there, said I liked them doing hearts and minds but we were there to play rugby. The mood at the press conferences was OK in the rather dingy below stand press room. Clive said as we came off that losing LD was a massive blow. He asked Louise to track down Simon Easterby [Ireland player at home on standby] and we had announced that he would be flying out to join us by the time we left for the dinner.
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