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            Introduction

         

         This is not the book I had planned to write. My political career formally ended at the same time as the Conservative Party’s resounding defeat in 1997. I had plenty to look forward to – going back to Haymarket, the company I had helped found in the 1950s, and an increasingly absorbing garden to develop. I had been in the political trenches since I joined the Conservative front bench in 1967 at the age of thirty-four.

         I had written of my experiences up to that 1997 election in my autobiography, Life in the Jungle, which was published three years later in 2000. Then, after the passage of more time, I started writing again, curious to explore whether I had achieved anything of consequence throughout my political life. That book was to be entitled ‘Building Blocks’, as much of my work was focused on urban regeneration.

         But in December 2005, David Cameron became leader of the Conservative Party and in the following March, he invited me to accompany him on a symbolic visit to Liverpool. He followed this up with an invitation to chair a policy group and work up some ideas for urban regeneration for inclusion in the forthcoming manifesto. viiiAfter spending eight years in retirement from frontline politics, I was gradually, but not altogether reluctantly, drawn back into the mainstream.

         ‘Building Blocks’ was permanently put on hold after the election of the coalition government in 2010 and my subsequent appointment to chair the Regional Growth Fund, set up to help mitigate the consequences of the public expenditure cuts. That was followed by an invitation to join Sir Terry Leahy, recently retired CEO of Tesco, and investigate how the city of Liverpool had evolved from the place I had first explored after the riots of 1981.

         For seven years, I served in numerous government roles, produced five reports and chaired many committees. This second lease of political life was a fascinating and privileged return journey to the corridors of power, which only ended when I was summarily dismissed by Theresa May for voting in the Lords, against the government’s wishes, for an amendment that would have given Parliament the final say on the historic disaster that is Brexit.

         So, this book covers my brief return to private life, with the invitations that followed, the holidays we enjoyed, the obligations we took on and a feeling that the past is never really left far behind. I look at my return to the world of publishing, plus how I became deeply immersed in the development of the arboretum at our home in Thenford and the modernisation of our local village, which meant tackling, from the other side of the counter, planning and environmental regimes, many of which I had been responsible for introducing.

         I also revisit my upbringing in Wales, and I reflect on what happened to all those important decisions I took in government, especially those which privatised more aspects of the public sector than any other minister.ix

         This book also explores the long journey signposted by the phrases ‘levelling up’ and ‘devolution’, which began for me with the publication of the Redcliffe-Maud Report in 1969. Now half of England is governed locally by directly elected mayors and my report ‘No Stone Unturned’ can claim to be one of those signposts.

         In 1981, I stood looking out over the River Mersey after the riots, wondering just how this grim series of events that ripped through the heart of the once-mighty city of Liverpool could have come about and what could be done about it. Here I have sought to revisit and re-examine my journey in striving to answer that question. From the streets of Toxteth to the banks of the River Thames, I devote a chapter each to our four great cities and the combined authority area Tees Valley, reflecting my conviction that transferring power from the monopolistic, poorly connected baronies of Whitehall to directly elected mayors is the only way to bring decisions closer to the voters who have to live with the consequences of them.

         I have sought to look at a diverse range of policies, ranging from community gardening schemes to the establishment of the European Space Agency. Along the way, I steadily refined my understanding of the deep interrelationship between market and state and developed a distinctive analysis of what the state can – and cannot – achieve and what governments need to do to answer the biggest questions which still face our nation. How can we reinvigorate our once great provincial towns and cities, how can we re-energise our most deprived neighbourhoods and how can we rejuvenate our diminished industrial base?

         Whatever economic dogmatists may claim, it is impossible to pretend that regeneration can be dissociated from industrial policy. I was determined not to allow my dismissal from government in 2017 to prevent me from participating in that crucial debate – not just xabout the nature of an industrial strategy but about whether such a strategy is at all credible – so I ultimately produced my own report.

         I am, and always have been, a Conservative. I am deeply committed to the virtues and disciplines of competition. But the distinction between regeneration and industrial policy appears to me a stale and ultimately misleading dichotomy. I have learned that few viable markets can exist without the presence of the state and no modern state can excel without the dynamism of market activity. Technological innovation can often send entire city economies into soaring growth or a tailspin of decline.

         Communities are also vulnerable to such vicious cycles. As indicators of dysfunction and instability rise, those that can afford to move away do so, further exacerbating the problem. But the actions of central government alone have, historically, rarely been successful in addressing these issues. All of these matters are examined in the chapters ahead.

         There are some areas where I have been able to look further back. It is now nearly forty years since I resigned from Margaret Thatcher’s Cabinet over issues associated with Westland Helicopters Ltd. Little by little, the truth has emerged, revealing ever more clearly the scandal behind those events. I bring the story up to date here.

         It would be unfair to move on from such experiences and leave unstated my gratitude and appreciation for the people who turned theory into practice: civil servants. They can be easy targets, ruthlessly exploited by those anxious to cover their own tracks. But I want to record here how grateful I am to them.

         There is one matter where I look forwards. I feel it is essential to explain my view about our future relationship with Europe – a positive and, in Tory terms, contrary view about Europe – which I do in the concluding chapters of this book.xi

         I lived through the events after the Second World War, which inspired an end to a millennium of war in Europe. I grew up in the post-war world, where modern Europe was conceived, born and given substance. I took part in the 2016 referendum, the result of which left an empty chair at the table of European power and left an intellectual vacuum at the heart of Britain’s government. I now have to listen to those responsible for this debacle scrabbling around to find excuses for their inability to honour their undeliverable promises, which I find most distasteful. The fightback is just beginning.

         People often ask me whether I would go into politics again today if I was young. Many are surprised by the alacrity of my reply that I would, without hesitation. It has been a privilege beyond measure to be at the centre of the stage for over half a century and to witness the successes and failures, the ups and the downs. I hope that others may not have to start where I began, in the quest for effective regeneration of local economies and the creation of an industrial strategy.

         We are a European power, and I have been privileged to support several Conservative Prime Ministers in the vision of ensuring conflict on our continent on the scale of the two world wars could never happen again. Thus, by joining a union of states who share that common belief, we acknowledge that, in a world of superpowers, sovereignty shared is not sovereignty lost but enhanced.

         The dishonesty of the referendum and its consequences will continue to haunt my party until the younger generation restores this country’s historic role at the centre of Europe. That is the mission for the future, but most of this book looks back at what I have experienced and learned over the last five decades.

         
             

         

         Michael Heseltine 

         2024 xii
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            OUTSIDE POLITICS2

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            Chapter 1

            Out in the Cold

         

         After stepping back from frontline politics following the 1997 general election, my autobiography, Life in the Jungle, was published in 2000. It concluded with the words I had used to end the pressure on me to stand for the leadership of the Conservative Party after the defeat of 1997: ‘I won’t do it.’

         I have never regretted that decision. As I said at the time, I was looking forward to an executive role at Haymarket, which I had effectively left twenty-seven years before. There was the arboretum we wanted to develop and the book that my wife Anne and I had long talked of writing about its creation. These were exciting things to be done, and I had a clear view of how the rest of my life would work out.

         From my childhood to the present day, I have enjoyed three careers that have interwoven as threads through my life: a love for the natural world, an entrepreneurial hunger and an ambition to become involved in politics. Life, of course, does not run on tram lines. A hotchpotch of unpredictable invitations and unconnected events were to take their place alongside my more predictable commercial activities and the development of the garden. The reader may find the way the narrative jumps from one subject to another 4in this chapter confusing. That reflects the way it happened. I have not tried to hide the lack of connection.

         This begs the question of how to react to these events. Inevitably, someone of my age is often asked by young people for advice about their careers. It is an impossible question, as usually you know nothing about their talents, interests and background. But I do have an answer, drawn on my experience, that I use as a response: ‘Do something that enables you to look forward to Monday morning.’ It has been my single good fortune that, with the one exception of the eighteen months spent as an articled clerk at Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & Co. in 1955, every job I have had combined two or more of my three driving interests. The advice seems sensible, even directed at a very different generation than originally conceived.

         My childhood was spent within easy reach of the Gower Peninsula in Wales, with its pristine beaches of Langland, Caswell, Three Cliffs, Horton and Rhossili. My grandfather walked me up the Clyne Valley while we watched the elvers battling their way upstream, and I was fascinated by the collection of canaries and British finches in Brynmill Park.

         At about the age of eight, I was sent to the junior school of Bromsgrove situated in Llanwrtyd Wells. I hated my time there and ran away with another boy, Kellen Scott, intending to hitchhike the forty-eight miles over the Sugar Loaf mountain to Swansea and home. Unfortunately, the first car that stopped was driven by the headmaster – so I left and was sent to another preparatory school, Broughton Hall in Staffordshire. It was a magnificent black and white Tudor mansion situated in spacious grounds. The birdlife there was plentiful and I organised a club of budding ornithologists, which was called the Tit Club. I have guarded with my life the fact that every member was known by the name of one of the species, 5for fear that my designation as Great Tit would have provided endless material for merciless parody and ribaldry by political friend, foe and media alike.

         The war was our ever-present backdrop. One of the house mistresses had a strong foreign accent – she was French, but the view gained currency that she was a German spy. Every night we would use Morse code to interpret the vocabulary of twits and twoos of the local owl population to produce evidence for our conviction. We meant no harm, but looking back, it was shameful and explicable only in the context of the time.

         My hobby expanded significantly when I later became a student at Shrewsbury School. My friend Robert Wild and I spent hours luring unsuspecting blackbirds into traps so that we could put very light, numbered rings on one of their legs on behalf of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. I hand reared jackdaws and a magpie, collected from nests as they were about to fledge. My parents were left to look after a cage of forty budgerigars when I went back to school.

         My sporting skills left everything to the imagination. As a high jumper, my height of 6ft 2in. gave me something of a head start, but I was nowhere to be seen on the cricket and football playing fields, which are so important in such a school. But the devil makes work for idle hands. I would buy large bottles of multi-flavoured lemonade from the local Post Office, then sell it on at a significant profit to my more strenuous colleagues as they returned from their physical endeavours.

         Of course, these examples range from the trivial to the absurd, except that they reveal a lifelong love of the natural world and a restless entrepreneurial energy that was to characterise my adult life. When I left high office in 1997, there was no doubt what I would 6do. Not all my colleagues have such clarity or opportunity. Many of them made huge sacrifices to pursue a career in public service. Nothing infuriates me more than the slick generalisation that politicians are only in it for what they can get out of it. Margaret Thatcher, John Major, Geoffrey Howe and Douglas Hurd, to name four among many, could have enjoyed far bigger incomes outside politics.

         My advice to anyone invited to serve in some prestigious sounding role in a national or international organisation is to read the small print. The chances are that you are being offered a high-sounding position without power, the sole purpose of which is to raise funds. There is nothing wrong with that but don’t automatically assume that it is your intellectual ability and experienced decision-making that is being solicited. I was offered the chairmanship of the Royal Academy, which should not be confused with that of the president. What they really wanted was a fundraiser, and that was not for me.

         Perhaps more predictable is the suggestion that you might write your autobiography after leaving politics. The money is often good but more important is to remember the thought expressed so clearly by Winston Churchill when he said that he knew what history would say about him because he intended to write it. So, get your side of your story into print because all of us in writing our autobiographies will be presenting our view of events rather than yours. You will not always be pleased when reading your colleagues’ account of what ‘happened’ during events in which you were involved.

         
            •  •  •

         

         In 2003, I was deeply flattered to receive an invitation from Mary Soames to deliver a tribute to her father Sir Winston Churchill on 7the fiftieth anniversary of the Cold War summit he held in Bermuda in 1953.

         Churchill had persuaded General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the newly elected President of the US, and the Prime Minister of France, Joseph Laniel, to attend a summit meeting in Bermuda, a British colony off the east coast of America. Of course, Churchill and Eisenhower knew each other well – Eisenhower having spent some time in England during the war preparing for the D-Day invasion in 1944, as the Supreme Allied Commander of the whole operation. The main purpose of the meeting was to discuss the desirability and possibility of a four-nation summit meeting to include the Soviet Union. Stalin had just died; little was known in the west about the possible intentions and actions of his successor.

         After the Second World War, Berlin, the former capital of Nazi Germany, was divided into four occupation zones by the Allies, with the USSR controlling the east and the US, UK and France controlling the west. The division of Berlin was a key event in the Cold War and the city became a symbol of the division between east and west because it lay deep inside East Germany, which was occupied by the USSR.

         A mere five years before the conference in Bermuda, the USSR had tried to regain control of all of Berlin. The right of access to the city by the western powers was by road, rail and air via three clearly defined narrow corridors through or above East Germany. Without warning, the Russians closed off the road and rail access by which most of the supplies to the isolated western part of the city were transported. This was an illegal and bellicose action that was only thwarted by the determination of the Allies, who instigated the Berlin Airlift. For over a year, US and UK forces supplied the western sector of the city by air from West Germany, enabling West 8Berlin to survive until the Russians backed down. The world was in a very dangerous state – and there was much to discuss at the summit.

         I had first met Mary and her husband, Lord Christopher Soames, when he was our ambassador in Paris and I was Minister for Aerospace and Shipping in 1972. I had been invited to dine with my opposite number in the French government and word must have reached Christopher. Undoubtedly anxious about the risk in allowing this unguarded young minister to be entertained by the French, Christopher scooped up the arrangements so that they were under his control and we were all taken to the theatre to see Marcel Marceau, the famous mime actor. My wife shares my vivid memory of our ambassador being greeted from all sides of the balcony as he waved and bowed to the distinguished French audience as we moved to our seats.

         To compose a speech about Churchill confronts one with the most obvious dilemma. It has all been said a thousand times before and by historians with detailed knowledge far in excess of mine. There is a cartoon depicting him relaxing in the south of France with Prime Minister Asquith, in which he is asking whether there is any news from home. The reply makes my point: ‘How can there be? You are here.’ My friend Julian Critchley once described his early impressions of Churchill, as a newly elected Member of Parliament, in the division lobbies of the House of Commons: ‘The usual chatting, animated mass of MPs stood apart to open a way through which the great man might pass. It was like watching history walk past.’

         For my generation and many others, that is how we will always see him. I wanted to hear and see him speak in person and travelled to his Woodford constituency to listen to him address the annual 9general meeting of his local Conservative party in the late 1950s. I stood in Trafalgar Square in January 1965 to watch his cortege pass by. I have visited his grave in St Martin’s Church, Bladon, near Woodstock, and his birthplace, Blenheim Palace. I have also delivered the annual speech in his memory at Harrow School, where he had been a pupil.

         Churchill’s conference in Bermuda perpetuates a memory of an extraordinary man whose life and influence are inseparable from an extraordinary century, a century that saw the zenith of British power and influence and in which he played a legendary role. Churchill had three great political passions: Britain’s monarchy and empire, Britain’s special relationship with the US and Britain’s place in Europe. He brought his powers of oratory to celebrate the fact that such a diverse group of nations, forged in history by the military, economic and diplomatic interests of an island off the west coast of Europe, could see that it was in their own self-interest to remain bound by the bonds of Commonwealth. His famous phrase of ‘To jaw-jaw is always better than to war-war’ has its relevance in the evolution from empire to Commonwealth.

         The bonds of language, law and democratic parliamentary government would be for him a lasting source of pride. He would proclaim that, despite the excesses and mistakes of imperial rule, our creation and leadership of the empire bequeathed a legacy where the balance between good and evil is heavily weighted on the side of virtue. His eyes would fill with tears as he reminded his grandchildren of those who joined so selflessly and sacrificed so much to keep alight one island of hope in mid-twentieth-century Europe. There were so many. Canadians and Rhodesians in the skies over south east England in the Battle of Britain; Australians and New Zealanders in the deserts of North Africa; Indians, Punjabis and 10Gurkhas along the Irrawaddy River in Burma and at the frontiers of India itself; and many others.

         Would Churchill recognise the US of today? It is no longer the world’s only superpower and in many ways it is a very different country to the one he knew. It is so diverse, so interwoven with different interests and alliances. However, it is the fundamentals of politics, the rule of law, the love of freedom, the human rights of citizens and the ability to communicate in a common language that keep our countries so close.

         As another Trump presidency raises questions about the cohesion of the US itself, as well as the NATO alliance, Churchill would remember the pressure exerted on President Roosevelt in 1940, which made him promise not to enter the Second World War. It was Hitler’s fatal mistake in declaring war on the US that brought them into the war and ensured the ultimate liberation of Europe.

         It has been my privilege to know something of Britain’s relationship with the US. I was Secretary of State for Defence through the height of the tensions that surrounded the modernisation of NATO’s nuclear weapons in the early 1980s. I don’t believe any of us realised at the time that what was at stake was not just the right to maintain our deterrent capability but the future of the USSR itself. For seventy years, Pax Americana has served the US well, but it has served the world well too. The US has invariably looked to Britain for support where British interests and experience coincided with its own. Only once has that support been denied, when Harold Wilson rightly refused to send British troops to Vietnam. But, as every true friend would, I think Churchill would today use words of caution about what is perceived to be a recent – and coming – shift in American policy.

         Churchill, above all else, was a man convinced by the need for 11international institutions to guide our international behaviour. A strong believer in the United Nations, as well as the need to draw the nation states of Europe into ‘a kind of United States’ and the need for the resolution of disputes everywhere by dialogue, he would, I think, have wondered at a range of decisions that seem to be differentiating the US of today not only from the US of yesterday but from much of the rest of the world. Of course, he would have respected the right of a rich, strong nation to pursue its own self-interest. No one understood better than he did the loneliness of great power. But the change over the years in the US’s approach to various international accords such as the Paris Agreement, the Law of the Sea Conference, the ABM Treaty, the anti-personnel mines convention and, of course, the issue of Iraq seemed totally at odds with their past policies. The concern over a Trump presidency’s approach to global warming is a recent example.

         In my tribute to Churchill in 2003, I made clear my support for American policy – first in the joint decision, supported by United Nations resolutions, to eject Saddam Hussein’s Iraq regime from Kuwait after his illegal invasion there in 1990 to try and grab Kuwait’s oil fields. I also fully backed American policy in Afghanistan after the 9/11 attacks in New York in 2001, an act of shocking terrorism.

         On the other hand, the decisions which led to our invasion of Iraq were of a different order. George Bush and Tony Blair, the two heads of government concerned, had, without the public or their governments being aware of it, made a decision that Saddam Hussein must be removed. This was at first a secret deal, which had momentous consequences.

         To go to war in order to achieve regime change is not, apparently, against US law. But it is against the laws that cover the actions of 12British forces, and Blair’s agreement with Bush caused the Labour government to get into the most fearful muddle. The Attorney General had to be persuaded to change his initial advice to the Cabinet that British actions in the circumstances would be illegal; a document was produced, attempting to justify the proposed invasion, which contained matters that were untrue to say the least; and the arguments continue today as to the validity and legality of the actions that the two governments ultimately took.

         The crucial question was whether Saddam had, or was attempting to develop, weapons of mass destruction. That he had chemical weapons was beyond doubt; he had used them on the Kurdish population in his own country. It was known that he was preparing to manufacture the materials to make nuclear weapons, but he had concealed whether, or how far, he had succeeded in this quest.

         A resolution was passed in the United Nations ordering Saddam Hussein to allow UN inspectors into Iraq, with the freedom to examine all of the industrial facilities concerned with the production of enriched uranium. The weapons inspectors duly entered the country to start work. The US, backed by our government, complained to the UN that the inspectors were being prevented from doing their job by Iraqi intransigence and interference, and they presented a further resolution in the UN authorising the use of force.

         This resolution was defeated, and it was then that the US and UK decided to proceed without the backing of a UN resolution. The UN inspectors left, their job incomplete, and the invasion took place. The rest, as they say, is history.

         In the aftermath of the war, no weapons of mass destruction were ever found, but the overthrow of Saddam, and the way the consequences of the war were handled, upset the stability of the whole of the Middle East with unpredictable consequences for all.

         13Nations must be free to exercise their sovereign rights, but we must also ask the question: what is sovereignty in today’s shrunken world?

         We all know what it used to mean. It meant sending armies across frontiers or navies across oceans into conflicts with real or imaginary enemies. But nuclear deterrence, often aptly described as ‘mutually assured destruction’, has eliminated the concept of victory for anyone without unacceptable consequences.

         In tomorrow’s world, the greatest threats will not be those which need to be overcome by military might. Global warming, illegal production and distribution of drugs and the organised crime which controls that evil trade, international terrorism, tax evasion, cyber warfare; the regulation of global capitalism, the exhaustion of natural resources, population explosion, people trafficking and protectionism. All these problems can threaten every one of us, but they are also beyond the power of any one nation state to solve alone.

         True sovereignty – the sovereignty that enhances security and power – will increasingly be a sovereignty that nations voluntarily share and enjoy collectively. Britain faces these issues most acutely in our relationship with our European neighbours. Churchill is often portrayed as a loner – his phrase ‘Very well then, alone’ created the famously defiant image of Britain in 1940 – but that was not an isolation of his choosing. No man was more proud of his country, its history, and the institutions and the relationships that bind us together. He was one of the first to advocate what he called ‘a kind of United States of Europe’. Some seventy years later, the question remains as to what that means.

         
            •  •  •

         

         14As I said earlier in this chapter, the reader will notice the seemingly random reminiscences which follow about my love of the countryside and country sports. I shot and fished for many years. I never actually hunted but fully supported those who did. The controversies that surround the issue of field sports continue to increase and I want to point out not just the influence that the countryside and its flora and fauna have had on me but how important it is that the balance between man and the environment in which we exist needs constant nurturing if both are to prosper.

         After the Second World War, my father’s return to civilian life in 1945 opened a quite different opportunity. His uncle Sam Stride, a prominent Swansea jeweller, and his father owned rights together over a stretch of the River Towy, where my father would take me to learn to fish. The thrill of choosing the appropriate fly, learning to cast or the jerk of a bite in a real river was of a different order of excitement from any that I had experienced during the war. I loved sitting on a stool alongside a pond, fixing maggots to a hook at a fishing competition in Brynmill Park. I won that early fishing competition but not due entirely to my skills with the rod and line. I had used up about half the time available with nothing yet in the net. There were plenty of bites, but cunning fish managed to devour the bread paste from my hook without being in danger of capture.

         ‘Try one of these,’ said a voice, as Mr Kiley, who worked for my grandfather, handed me a tin of wriggling maggots. When the whistle finally went, I had caught thirty-nine fish, a total of 11.75 ounces – enough to earn me a silver cup and seven shillings and sixpence, having outperformed the next competitor. I had hoped that after my father’s death in 1957, this fishing beat would still be available to me and was deeply disappointed when Stride rejected my request.

         My lifelong love of fishing has continued ever since. Over the years, 15I have collected many unforgettable memories – including frequent visits to the River Tweed with Lord Ridley, nephew of my colleague Nicholas, and Sir Simon Day, a distinguished West Country politician, to the Rivers Naver and Helmsdale with Sir Max Hastings, a newspaper editor and historian, and as a guest on the River Test and the River Kennet.

         In a class of its own must be the week I spent fishing one of Russia’s great salmon rivers. In 2005, Sir Christopher Bland, chairman of the BBC, and Max Hastings took me to western Russia to two of the great salmon rivers, where a very comfortable but basic set of wooden huts provided the accommodation. It was a particular pleasure for me that they invited my son, Rupert, to join the party. The trip was organised by Roxtons and we were under the leadership of Charlie Wright. All seemed to be progressing smoothly until we approached Murmansk, our destination but also a centre of Russian nuclear activity.

         The first intimation that something was wrong was the slowing and circling of our aircraft. Charlie came on the intercom to explain that there was a mistake in our flight particulars and that we did not have permission to land. We were escorted out of Russian airspace by two MiG fighters to an obscure provincial airport in Finland, where we landed amid some unfavourable local flooding. Charlie needed to get us back to Murmansk, which meant enduring one of the most uncomfortable journeys of my life in a tiny bus until 4 a.m.

         Actually getting into Russia another way required some skill in itself as the frontier guards were quite unprepared for a party like ours. However, offerings of meat, drink and confectionery had an eloquent persuasiveness. We made it in time for our helicopter trip at the final stage of the journey, which took place in an ex-military aircraft that did not seem to be compatible with the threat about which I had been briefed all those years ago.

         16The Rivers Lower Varzuga and Kitza are huge and teeming with fish. In total, we caught 137 on the former and eighty-seven on the latter. I came bottom of the class with sixteen. They all had to be put back, as we were not allowed to keep what we caught. The competition was won by Major General Nick Ansell, who had figured out that the fish would seek the relatively less powerful flow close to the bank. He caught forty-four.

         Naturally, I was interested to explore the views of my Russian ghillie. ‘You must find your new freedoms more attractive?’ I suggested. ‘Communism was better,’ came the reply from someone exposed for the first time to the workings and uncertainties of the market and unenchanted by the glasnost and perestroika that had brought it about.

         If there was plenty to occupy my time, there was also the chance for holidays. One of the privileges that flowed from ministerial office, and indeed from executive responsibility for Haymarket, was the ability to combine political or business visits with the chance to explore the countries to which my career took me.

         Visits to the Falkland Islands resulted in spectacular sights of the massive penguin colonies there. Selling tornado aircraft to Saudi Arabia took me deep into the deserts in search of birds of prey. Anne and I combined official trips with holidays in Barbados and Australia where we learned to scuba dive, first in Barbados, then off the Great Barrier Reef and then in the Red Sea, where the coral reefs were at their best and before the consequences of global warming caused the El Niño phenomenon to bleach them white. We also enjoyed a trip, again organised by Max Hastings, in a chartered yacht to the Galapagos Islands. Among the most famous birds to be seen there is the blue-footed booby. The name was immediately adopted for our party, which included Ken and Gillian Clarke, Douglas and 17Judy Hurd, Anne and me, Jeremy and Gillian Isaacs and Caroline Waldegrave. Listening to Gillian Clarke singing music hall ditties or being instructed in the finer arts of bridge by Caroline are treasured memories.

         We were not an undistinguished or irresponsible group, but we had a young German guide in her early twenties who insisted every morning that ‘Ve vill haf ze briefing’. After two or three days of this, during which we were lined up like children at school, Ken Clarke was deputed to try to explain to her the depth of experience of her audience. The next morning, we waited with expectation. Nothing changed. ‘Ve vill haf ze briefing,’ she insisted.

         Quite rightly, the conditions for such visits are tightly controlled and paths clearly marked because of the rare and fragile ecosystem there, but the experience of mixing with birds and seals who have no fear of humans is unforgettable. On one occasion, I was photographing the finches which Charles Darwin had made famous, but not to be outdone, one of them perched on my lens, thus posing the question as to who was watching whom.

         
            •  •  •

         

         My first shooting experience was with my father in 1943, when he was commanding a battalion of Royal Engineers based at Shotover House near Oxford. He had set himself the impossible task of firing a .22 rifle at the tiny wriggling heads of grass snakes in the lake.

         Moving on from that childhood experience, I never had a lesson with a shotgun, but I started using them with my friend Simon Day in the mid-1960s and other invitations followed. I found it hard to understand that the essence of the sport is to swing the gun through the target before you fire and thus have a chance of hitting it. I was 18shooting at the bird and, of course, by the time I pulled the trigger the bird was no longer there. My colleagues, after each drive, would busy themselves collecting what they had shot. I was not one for hanging hopelessly around, so I devoted myself to collecting my spent cartridges. How it happened I will never know, but I did eventually hit a pheasant and proudly, at least to myself, I was able to record one bird for twenty-nine shots. Thus began a practice that remained with me to the end of my shooting career. While others would talk in general terms about the quality of each drive, I knew precisely my score. I was satisfied to maintain a record one bird for four shots in my last drive ever.

         I was very fortunate to shoot with good friends at some of the best shoots in the country, over forty years or more – but you know when it is time to quit. That first stumble as you fire, or the cold of January, together with a growing sense of sympathy for the pheasant, increases the frequency with which you ask yourself, ‘Why am I doing this?’ So, I gave up in 2023 and have only one regret: Fred, our labrador, cannot understand why he is a gun dog no more.

         I have from my earliest teenage days viewed horses with some suspicion. They are a long way from the ground, and while I respect – indeed, admire – people’s ability to control these magnificent animals for their social and physical pleasure, I have long believed that God gave me feet to keep me firmly on the ground. Nevertheless, that in no way blinds me to the contribution of the hunting fraternity to the countryside and its people. The countryside is not a Walt Disney world. Foxes are vicious and cunning predators. They hunt not only to survive (farmyard chickens, ducks and newborn lambs are attractive items on their menu) but, unlike most other predators, they kill for pleasure, not just enough to feed their families.

         The problem is that foxes have no natural predator and the issue, 19therefore, is how to control their numbers. There is no humane, gentle way to achieve that. Snares, poison and shooting can all inflict cruelty and pain. I spoke from the opposition benches in the House of Commons when we debated the Wild Mammals (Hunting with Dogs) Bill in November 1997 and again in 2000, where I made the case that the hunting ban was not about animals:

         
            The fact is that there are deep class resentments in the anti-hunting lobby. Let me make a simple point. Those who will suffer from the ban that the Labour Party wish to impose are not the rich, not the toffs. Those people’s horses will go to Ireland or to France. There will be chartered aeroplanes to take them wherever the sport can be found, and given the growing affluence of which the Labour Party is so proud to speak, they will find ways of continuing. Those who will really suffer are ordinary people in rural communities – the people who stand and watch, and whose social life revolves around the hunt. It is they who will find that a great part of their lives has been removed from under them.

         

         
            •  •  •

         

         Let me now return for a moment to some special memories from my Oxford days – in particular, those of one of my oldest friends.

         My friendship with Anthony Howard began when we both held office at the Oxford Union. Tony and I remained at opposite poles of the political spectrum, but I always admired the journey his career had taken him on. He started in journalism on the old Reynold’s News before moving to The Guardian, the Sunday Times and then The Observer, where he served as Washington correspondent during the turbulent years of Lyndon Johnson’s presidency. He then 20returned to London and moved to the New Statesman, which he edited for six years from 1972. A spell editing The Listener was followed by a return to The Observer as deputy editor. He moved to The Times in 1993 as obituaries editor. I shared his disappointment that he narrowly failed to edit The Observer, a post for which he was admirably suited.

         When Tony died – far too early – at the age of seventy-six in 2010, I was anxious to provide a fitting tribute to his memory. Sir Jeremy Isaacs, another friend, contemporary and office holder in the Oxford Union, was an extremely successful television producer and executive at ITV, with credits including The World at War, before becoming the founding chief executive of Channel 4. During our Oxford days, both he and Tony Howard played a major part in helping to get me elected president of the union. These were friendships that transcended party politics; at the time Isaacs and Howard were chairman and chairman-elect of the Oxford University Labour Club respectively. Isaacs came up with the idea that Haymarket should create a unique award: an annual bursary of £25,000 for an aspiring journalist under the age of twenty-five, who wanted to write about politics and government. We hoped this would pay homage to Tony’s innate ability to spot talent. In his time at the New Statesman, he recruited a dazzling roster of writers, including Martin Amis, Christopher Hitchens, Julian Barnes, James Fenton and Patrick Wintour.

         I approached the editors of the three publications with which Tony was most closely associated – The Times, The Observer and the New Statesman – and they readily agreed to host the successful candidate in successive fourteen-week fellowships, working alongside their political staff in the Westminster lobby, where they would gain rare insight into Westminster, Whitehall and the workings of 21government. Applicants would be required to propose a political subject for in-depth enquiry and detail how they would go about their investigations. And remembering that Tony always valued sharp, lively copy (‘Do me a flashy piece,’ he would say to contributors), they would also need to provide a good example of their writing.

         The award, which would run for five years, would be judged by a committee under Jeremy’s chairmanship, consisting of the author and former political editor Robert Harris, the constitutional expert Peter Hennessy, the TV presenter Jeremy Paxman and the biographer Claire Tomalin. We were particularly fortunate to secure the services of The Observer’s Stephen Pritchard, who masterminded the process throughout, working his way through the numerous applications (averaging about 100 a year) to present the judges with a shortlist from which to choose candidates for interview.

         One day it will be possible to chart the complete career journey of each winner, but already it is evident that the judges chose some notable young talent, all of whom are stars in British political journalism. Lucy Fisher, the first winner in 2013, set the bar high for later applicants. She went on to work as a political and defence correspondent at The Times and the Daily Telegraph and is now Whitehall editor at the Financial Times. Ashley Cowburn, our second winner, became a political correspondent at The Mirror. Henry Zeffman, who won in 2015, became the BBC’s chief political correspondent after a lengthy spell at The Times. Patrick Maguire, the 2016 winner, returned to The Times after working as a political correspondent at the New Statesman, where he is now one of their star political columnists. Dulcie Lee, who won in 2017, is a senior journalist at the BBC. And in 2018, the final year of the award, Eleni Courea won and joined The Guardian as a political correspondent 22after working for The Times and Politico. Anthony would have been proud of all their work, continuing in his fine tradition of sparkling, enlightening political journalism.

         Writing of Tony reminds me of the debt that I owe to Oxford University. I arrived as a typical product of the school system, middle class with a provincial background and a record of achievement that was best left undiscussed. I must have conveyed a certain confidence, nevertheless, as I was offered a place in Pembroke College, Oxford, and St John’s College, Cambridge, on the basis of my school certificate results and an interview. I chose Oxford as I could take up their offer immediately, whereas Cambridge insisted that I should complete National Service first.

         It was a new world for me, free of the regimentation of boarding school and made up of people from diverse backgrounds and with every shade of political opinion. It was up to you to pursue whatever opportunity appealed to you.

         I spent most of my time in the Oxford Union. I once heard that George IV said of the Head Boy at Eton that you are greater now than ever I could make you. I quoted this remark in my last term as president of the Oxford Union during my retirement speech to explain how privileged I felt to have that position bestowed on me so young. I ultimately obtained a second in Politics, Philosophy and Economics at Oxford, described by my tutor as a great, but undeserved, triumph.

         The renowned athlete Roger Bannister, the first person in the world to run a mile in under four minutes, later became master of Pembroke and conferred on me an honorary fellowship. A subsequent master, Giles Henderson, undertook a very large development of the college facilities, and I was particularly pleased to be able to endow two student bed-sitting rooms in memory of my parents.

         23In 2024, my wife and I joined the former Appeal Court judge Sir Ernest Ryder, who is now the master, to celebrate the 400th anniversary of the foundation of the college. Over the years, I have frequently returned to participate in debates in the Oxford Union, which are conducted very much to the pattern I remember. In November 2024, I was invited to propose the motion ‘This house would rejoin the European Union’. Unfortunately, before the debate could begin, a point of order was raised under an arcane rule, which led to an interminable debate about union rules. After more than an hour of this, and with no prospect in sight of an early return to the main business of the day, I left. Behaviour of this sort, if repeated, will deter visiting speakers and a generation of undergraduates will lose the opportunity to listen to men and women who have served at the forefront of their profession.

         In 1999, the House of Commons art fund commissioned a bronze bust of me for their collection. It was sculpted by Anne Curry, wife of David, a friend and colleague in the House. The Oxford Union now has one of the six copies which were cast, and we have another.

         The Oxford Union celebrated its 200th anniversary in 2023. I was invited to speak at the dinner. Among the guests were many ex-presidents, including Theresa May and Jacob Rees-Mogg. It was with no small pleasure that I concluded my speech by saying that I hoped that this great centre of learning would be a leader in the fight to restore the country back to the heart of Europe, which was greeted with thunderous applause.

         
            •  •  •

         

         When I was first elected in Tavistock in 1966, we were aware that the constituency was likely to disappear in the forthcoming boundary 24changes. Sir Peter Mills was the incumbent in the neighbouring seat and was likely to want to contest the new, enlarged constituency. So I was aware that if I wanted a lengthy career in politics I should have to look elsewhere. I was selected for the Henley constituency in 1972, elected there in 1974, and Peter duly became the member for West Devon, which included much of my former seat. So that now identified broadly the area within which my wife and our family could settle. I was travelling by plane to Edinburgh when someone quite unknown to me, David Fleming, approached me to ask if I would like to buy his house, which he described as the ugliest house in England. We bought Soundess House in Nettlebed, Oxfordshire in 1972. It was wonderfully situated in the heart of the Chilterns and our purchase also offered the opportunity for my mother to move closer to her family. She sold her home in Swansea and moved to the Fairmile, just outside Henley.

         From that time, my visits to Swansea became rare and always for some specific purpose. It was therefore with particular pleasure that in 2001, I received a letter from Robin Williams, vice-chancellor of the University of Wales, Swansea, inviting me to accept an honorary fellowship. It was a night of memories for me as I was able to invite my cousins, Gillian and Jimmy Pridmore. Robert Hastie, one of my oldest friends, attended the event in his capacity as Lord Lieutenant. I was equally pleased to be invited, in 2004, by the same university to give the annual lecture that had been established to honour Jim Callaghan, the former Labour Prime Minister.

         I served in the Commons at the same time as Jim, but we were on opposite sides and he was of an older generation, which would normally have made for a somewhat distant and formal relationship. However, in this case, one event changed all that, as I was able to recount in my lecture. My daughter Alexandra, then aged eleven, 25had made an aggressive intervention in my political career. She had been so incensed by some comment she had read, which had been attributed to Jim, that without saying anything to her parents, she wrote a blistering letter to the Prime Minister. ‘That Callaghan’ had become a mortal foe as a consequence of what she thought was his totally unwarranted attack on her father. The response from No. 10 was immediate and electric: a letter of charm and courtesy that was followed some years later by an invitation to lunch in the House of Lords. Jim had won a lifetime admirer.

         I also referred in the speech to one of Jim’s less fortunate experiences. As Home Secretary, he was bound to put the findings of the Parliamentary Boundary Commission to Parliament. Its recommendations were unfavourable to the Labour Party and he was responsible for whipping his party into the lobby to vote down his own proposals. His letter to me following my lecture included an interesting comment about the event:

         
            You are kind in your comments about the ‘political curiosity’ of a Home Secretary voting down his own proposals. That was not the proudest moment in my political life. It arose from what happened in the 1945 Parliament, when Chuter Ede, with some gusto, set about redrawing the parliamentary constituencies. The redistribution was so sweeping that only eighty seats were left untouched and, on the Labour side, we thought we had been badly treated. The reverberations continued for many years and were at the root of what I did when I was Home Secretary and was determined not to repeat Chuter Ede’s experience. That is an explanation not an excuse.

         

         I was glad he was able to write about my lecture and say that he 26agreed with my analysis of the global situation. He was a good man who has a special place in our family.

         
            •  •  •

         

         These seemingly unconnected recollections have a habit of returning periodically to my connections with Wales, which go back right to the early days of my life. Fate has intervened on a number of occasions to take me back there – for very different reasons.

         It is one of my few regrets that I was born with no musical talents at all – and that is an understatement. It was not for the want of trying. I attempted to learn the cornet and later the piano. I was the only boy ejected from a choir of the whole house of forty boys following a detailed audition by the music master. It was thus a special pleasure to be invited to become a patron of the Morriston Orpheus Choir. This honour has brought with it many happy memories, including their presence at Alexandra’s wedding, the nostalgic evening in 2016 when we remembered one of the worst bombing attacks on Swansea seventy-five years earlier, and their singing at my ninetieth birthday party.

         
            •  •  •

         

         My ministerial career did not cover the devolved Welsh Principality, although I was delighted when my colleague Nicholas Edwards made good use of my ideas by establishing the Development Corporation in Cardiff’s Tiger Bay and a garden festival in Ebbw Vale.

         With the return of the Conservatives to government, leading the coalition from 2010, I gradually became more involved in the regeneration of rundown areas and the consequences of industrial 27decline. It was a particular pleasure to me, therefore, to receive an invitation from Alun Cairns, Secretary of State for Wales, in March 2017 to become involved in the project to redevelop Swansea Bay. I was fully briefed and presented with the detailed plans. A meeting was arranged for 8 March, where I was to accompany the ministerial team in holding extensive local consultation and explore the site. An agreement was reached about the role I was to play. But in the House of Lords the night before, I voted to give Parliament the final say on any Brexit deal. I was duly sacked and so ended my opportunity to play a meaningful role in Welsh affairs – or so I thought.

         In 2019, the First Minister of Wales invited me to chair the external advisory group for a new National Forest for Wales, but with the looming Brexit chaos and the prospect of reaching the age of ninety, I had to acknowledge that I did not have the energy or the time for the task, so I reluctantly declined the offer.

         In the spring of 2024, the troubles with steel production at Port Talbot made daily headlines. I was invited to see David T. C. Davies, then the Tory Secretary of State for Wales, for a discussion. I thought it wise to suggest they first clear the invitation with No. 10 in case there was any hangover from the past. All was well. Presumably my earlier regeneration experiences, particularly with the SSI steelworks in Teesside, influenced the invitation. The date and details were all in place when Rishi Sunak called the election. I was very sad not to be able to play what could have been one last useful and important role in the place of my birth.

         However, now fate has once again intervened. I have been asked by Jonathan Reynolds, Secretary of State for Business and Trade in Keir Starmer’s new government, to join him on a visit to the site. No date has yet been arranged, but I am thrilled at the prospect and it will resurrect memories of my visit there with my father in the 1950s.28
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            Chapter 2

            Back to Haymarket

         

         Starting and developing a business from scratch is at the heart of the political philosophy of wealth creation for any Conservative. Of course, there is a natural attraction towards the benefits that success can bring, and certainly the sense of security and independence encouraged me as I contemplated the unpredictability of a political career.

         There is, however, much more to it than that. The existence of a wide spread of independent wealth is an important counter to the extremes of state-based societies. Family-owned companies start and largely remain close to their local communities. Paternalism is out of fashion, but I think its critics lose sight of important relationships. Certainly, the closeness of the great landlords to their estates in this country saved us from the horrors of the guillotine spreading from revolutionary France over 200 years ago, but it did much more than that. Proximity encourages awareness – a sense of community, obligation and responsibility.

         At their extreme, the family businesses of today – Sainsbury’s, Morrisons and John Lewis – echo the great Quaker businesses (the Rowntrees and Cadburys) of Victorian England, but there are 30countless examples of many smaller companies providing outreach activities into their local communities. There is a stark contrast with the remoteness of the quoted company, often with their overseas management structures and shareholders. Investment companies often remunerate their managers with profit-related bonuses calculated on a quarterly basis. To them, the takeover is the ultimate prize.

         I recognise the valuable role of these large, publicly quoted companies and the scale of community involvement in which many participate, but I remain firmly of the view that a large middle range of small and medium companies with their roots deep in the community is socially and politically important for a stable democratic society.

         There is a strong entrepreneurial background to my family. In Victorian England, my father’s grandfather was a partner in a well-known grocer, Heseltine, Kearley & Tonge, while my mother’s father, James Pridmore, started his own business repairing machinery in the coal and oil industries. There were early indications that I inherited my instincts from them.

         As a part of my drive to restore the finances of the Oxford Union, I had sublet a shed in the grounds to a fellow undergraduate, Clive Labovitch, who needed a place from where he could manage Cherwell, the university newspaper he had recently acquired. He invited me to become a director of the company and our friendship grew over long discussions in the president’s office about our future lives. One evening in 1957, when I was standing by the switchboard of the New Court Hotel in Inverness Terrace, which another Oxford friend, Ian Josephs, and I had recently acquired, I received a call. It was no surprise to hear the news that Clive had bought a business and would welcome my advice. I caught a cab and listened as he described to me what he had bought.

         Simply, it was a guide, on sale for two shillings and sixpence, for 31undergraduates newly arrived at Oxford, listing a range of valuable information such as hotels, restaurants, clubs and so on. Tucked into this was a forty-page booklet called the Directory of Opportunities for Graduates. Each page carried an advertisement from one of Britain’s most distinguished companies, outlining the career opportunities they offered. The revenue arising from the forty adverts they had sold at £40 per page amounted to £1,600. I pointed out that it would be more relevant to undergraduates in their last year, not just at Oxford but at every other one of the country’s universities.

         Clive invited me to join him and that is where I began in publishing. Our next edition grossed £64,000 – £1.3 million in today’s money. We expanded the series by adding two more editions: one for professionally qualified people and the other for school leavers. It became the golden egg of our goose within our various commercial projects – one of which, the sale of a long lease of a site on Mackennal Street in Regent’s Park, provided the £10,000 we needed to buy a consumer magazine, Man About Town, that had been launched by the publishers of the trade magazine Tailor and Cutter to attract a new generation of customers to their Savile Row clientele. UK trade magazines at that time were of the lowest quality, but Clive masterminded the conversion of Man About Town into Town magazine, with Fleet Street editorial standards and world-class photography and layout. Tom Wolsey, the first art director, David Hughes, Nicholas Tomalin and Michael Parkinson, successive editors, and photographers David Bailey, Terence Donovan and Don McCullin all contributed to its world-class standards.

         Town magazine, alongside Jocelyn Stevens’s Queen magazine, completely transformed the glossy world of consumer publishing in the 1960s. We had lifted the downbeat drabness of post-war magazine publishing up to international standards.

         32Our Town magazine had, by then, penetrated deeply into the advertising market but was never to reach the circulation levels of Playboy and Penthouse. They offered centrefolds of full-frontal nudity as a basic ingredient of their editorial mix. I was quite clear that my political ambitions were not compatible with our attempting to compete with them, and in the end, the advertising followed the circulation and we gave up in 1968.

         Shortly after the launch of Town, our printers, Keliher, Hudson & Kearns, offered to provide us with the cash to grow the business and thus feed their printing presses. A partnership was agreed in which we retained 60 per cent of the equity. Before the ink on the contracts was dry, Keliher had been acquired by Hazell, Watson & Viney, whose chairman Sir Geoffrey Crowther proposed a combination of Cornmarket Press, Clive’s original company, and Hazell, Watson & Viney into today’s Haymarket.

         On the assumption that the cash would be available, I set about finding a use for it. My technique was not rocket science. There was a publication called British Rate and Data, which, among other things, listed the names of the chief executives of all the magazines published in the UK. I wrote to them all with a letter that was courteous to the extreme, expressing admiration for their product and setting out my view that we could cooperate and work together. I repeated this for the next few years and the upshot was that, as a result of my circular, we always bought a magazine.

         The first round produced a response from A. E. Morgan, who explained that he had a medical publishing business, making a profit of £50,000 a year, that he was about to sell to the giant Thomsons for £250,000. He said he would much prefer the idea of selling to a small private company and that the deal was ours if we matched Roy Thomson’s offer.

         33Haymarket’s medical division is now the basis of our medical publishing business, which employs 350 people across the world and has a turnover of £70 million.

         A subsequent mailing in 1965 enabled us to purchase Amateur Tape Recorder magazine. Simon Tindall, who was in charge of our consumer magazines, had its advertisers analysed, which revealed that a high proportion of them were offering hi-fi equipment. So we converted Amateur Tape Recorder into WhatHi-Fi?, a brand Simon Taylor, who went on to run the automotive section of Haymarket, had first created in 1973. We also launched What Camera?, although it was less successful.

         At about this time, Clive Labovitch decided that the direction of travel of the company was not for him. I think he had been persuaded by his wife that he would be happier in the more rarefied world of book and literary publishing. We broke up the partnership without a cross word, a conclusion confirmed by Clive’s loyalty to me over the years since that day, when the media tried many times without success to get him to comment adversely on events in my career. Clive and I split the partnership at the end of 1965. Our solicitor, Charles Corman, and our accountant, Jimmy Remnant, arbitrated a very amicable division of our activities. Our senior staff were given twenty-four hours to decide with which of us they wished to go. I was very fortunate that Lindsay Masters and Simon Tindall opted for me and were to become the colleagues who developed and grew the business while I was absent, making my way up the greasy pole which is politics.

         Yet another recipient of my circular letter was the managing director of a weekly magazine, The Accountant, who invited me to his office I suspect more out of curiosity than serious thought of any relationship. He kept me waiting for about a quarter of an hour, during which time I flicked through a recent copy. I found 34myself counting the number of pages of recruitment advertising. The meeting began and I congratulated him on the excellence of his sales team’s results. ‘We don’t sell the advertising,’ he replied. ‘It just comes through the post.’

         I cut the meeting short as soon as politeness allowed and rushed back to tell Lindsay Masters that I had found a gold mine. The Accountant was selling some 15,000 subscriptions. We launched Accountancy Age weeks later and distributed it free of charge to a list helpfully provided by the Institute of Chartered Accountants of every one of their 60,000 members. It made a profit from its first issue and, together with a similar publication for computer staff, Lindsay and Simon sold it to VNU for £17 million in 1981.

         By that time, I was a member of the government, so I thought I had better tell Margaret Thatcher before the news appeared in the press. I had the feeling that while a passionate advocate of the capitalist system, she might have had some anxieties when one of her colleagues became so conspicuous a beneficiary. Its runaway success was only eclipsed years later by the transfer of recruitment advertising online.

         Hazell, Watson & Viney was acquired by the British Printing Corporation, which itself had six small publishing companies that, in aggregate, were about the size of Haymarket. In 1968, I negotiated a deal with John Pollock, one of their directors, to merge all of them into one company, thus doubling the size of Haymarket, in which we retained 40 per cent of the equity. This deal added two more brands to our portfolio that were to have profound, unexpected and exciting consequences – Gardeners’ Chronicle and World Press News. Gardeners’ Chronicle was the trade magazine of the Victorian garden. Its editorial was of high quality and its pages included a remarkable series of coloured prints. The illustrated advertisements 35would today give us a memorable reminder of the equipment of yesterday. By the time of our acquisition, the market had moved on and it had failed to keep up with the huge growth of local authority horticulture.

         World Press News was the other relic. A public relations weekly, it was, in practice, little more than a bound copy of press releases covering the communications industry. Lindsay and I went to inspect our new acquisition in their offices near the Old Bailey. I have never conveyed so big an idea so briefly. I picked up a copy and handed it to Lindsay with the words ‘Ad Age’, a reference to the outstanding American magazine of that name. A couple of months later, after we had recruited an outstanding editor, Michael Jackson, and art director, Roland Schenk, to work under Lindsay’s direction, Campaign was born and has remained central to our company ever since. Years later, I received an enquiry from Keith Crain, one of the owners of Ad Age, asking if he could buy Campaign, which presented me with one of the easier decisions of my commercial career. I said, ‘No.’

         This legacy continues to the present day, with our expanding global growth. An ambitious new strategy will see us further extending our footprint across the world through launches, acquisitions and partnerships. With the expansion of our brand into Canada, Germany and Indonesia this year, the Campaign portfolio now has eleven international editions, including the US, the Middle East, Asia and India. The overarching strategy of maintaining global content protects the integrity of the brand, meaning wherever people encounter Campaign, they can rely on getting the same experience, making the brand more relevant today than it ever was.

         In the early 1960s, the opportunity arose to bid for the chance to produce The Manager, the magazine distributed to members of 36the British Institute of Managers. If there was a team that could win any bid, it was the one producing Town magazine. In the real world, however, I feared that the top brass of the institute would opt for a more establishment publisher. My solution was to ask Geoffrey Crowther, the former editor of The Economist, to join the bid. He agreed on the condition that we invited the FT. Their joint agreement gave us serious firepower.

         I remembered an account by Donald Stokes, head of British Leyland, of a bid to supply buses to a Scandinavian transport company. He asked if, on the day that the competitors were to submit their bids, he could go last. The usual speeches, blueprints, technical data and illustrations occupied the time until it was his turn. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, ‘I would be grateful if you would follow me.’ He led the committee outside, pointed to a sparkling new bus and explained that he thought that would meet their requirements. It was a killer punch and secured him the contract.

         We copied his idea, and within a weekend we wrote, compiled, designed and printed a full magazine, the quality of Town magazine, called Management Today. We included a suitable profile of the institute’s director as a frontispiece. The contract was ours, but it was dependent on free distribution to the institute’s members. Years later, they decided that such a cost could not be borne by their subscription rates but agreed that we were free to publish on a standalone commercial basis. It remains a prestigious and influential brand, if nowhere near as profitable as it once was.

         In the late 1960s, British Printing ran out of money and could no longer carry out their obligation to finance our expansion. They agreed to sell us their shares. We turned to David Shalit of the bank Charterhouse Japhet, who brought in Dick Strong from the development part of the bank. He devised a part equity, part loan stock 37arrangement, within which I retained 60 per cent of the equity with the rest divided between County Bank, Charterhouse Japhet and others.

         We prepared the company for flotation in order to pay off the debts. At about this time, we encountered serious cash flow problems. We had far from effective control of our accounts department. British Printing shared my concern and their finance director, Chris Honeywell, recommended David Fraser as our new finance director, having known him when they worked together for Associated Iliffe Press. It proved a transformational appointment, although it was some years later before I learned that he was also my second cousin. He must have wondered about the wisdom of his decision when, within days of his arrival, bailiffs came to take away his desk as we were five months late paying our outstanding PAYE bills. The 1973 oil crisis rendered flotation unrealistic, which enabled us to persuade our City partners to abandon the idea. They lent us the money to buy them out, leaving the company with heavy debts. As a part of the negotiations, I arranged equity participation for the senior managers and set the terms on which I would eventually buy them out. The journey to a wholly owned private family business was in place.

         It is now some sixty-seven years since Clive Labovitch, our secretary Thelma van Til and I sat in a top-floor office in Clive’s family business in Lower James Street. We had not the first idea what the future held for us. That is the first lesson; you simply don’t know how things will unfold. The second is understanding that some things just come down to luck (everyone hopes to get their share) and the third is to know which choice to grab (not everyone does). I had worked in a large firm as an articled clerk for eighteen months and then in a much smaller one. Instinctively, I knew it was not 38for me. I sought the financial independence that the creation of a successful business ensures. Those who have pioneered this journey know that there are very few straight lines. There are exhilarating summits, jagged peaks and the despair of the abyss. The trick is to come out on the right side. The final, and perhaps most important lesson, is finding the right people. Show me success and I will show you the person at the top – the leader. That philosophy has stood me in good stead.

         I cannot fully express my gratitude for the ability and skill with which Lindsay, Simon and David managed the company over the years while I pursued a political career. I was elected to the House of Commons in 1966, gave up the role of chief executive in late 1969 and became a junior minister after the 1970 election. In 1970, Haymarket had an annual turnover approaching £4 million; by the time I returned in 1997, nearly thirty years later, the turnover had grown to over £100 million.

         I had held some of the most senior ministerial portfolios that interfaced with the commercial world. I had operated internationally, negotiating with major companies and governments. I had a very different view of the world and the way that governments and the private sector interact. My colleagues had had some experience in overseas markets, particularly in France, Italy and Spain, but all that remained of our overseas business by 1997 was an American subsidiary based on our Monthly Index of Medical Specialties (MIMS) brand. My ministerial experience stimulated an interest in developing outside the UK. Looking back some twenty-seven years later, I can see the quixotic nature of that journey to a position where half of Haymarket is now based overseas. We grasped opportunities to replicate our activities either by acquisition, partnership or launch and, for the most part, we continued to run the acquisitions in the 39format that we acquired. There was often a tension between the UK team and managers thousands of miles away with their own priorities. Today we manage our brands and business more cohesively, albeit in a federated model. Gone is the turf and territory mentality, which has been replaced with collaboration. In short, we act globally but think locally.

         During the 1980s, Haymarket had begun to try to replicate the success of our medical business in the UK in an American subsidiary. The healthcare provisions in the two markets were very different, but we thought we had found a formula. On my return, the US was the only overseas market in which we had a presence and it was struggling. Lindsay and Simon were fed up with its failure, and Lindsay had sent me a note shortly before I returned, outlining his fears that increasing government pressure on the pricing of drugs and pharmaceutical company profits would undermine the viability of our business model. They had put the American business up for sale and found a buyer. When I returned, I was in time to visit the US, meet the potential purchaser and knew at once what was wrong. He was a consummate salesman. I wanted to have another attempt and we sent William Pecover, one of our senior managers, to take over. Over the next two to three years, our footprint was more firmly established by the acquisition and launch of a number of specialist publications.

         In 1998, I received a visit from Richard Edelman, a leading figure in the PR industry, who urged me to launch PR Week in America. Of particular help was Lord Chadlington, brother of my friend and colleague John Gummer (now Lord Deben), who had made a great success of his PR business, Shandwick. With introductions from him, I sought appointments with the CEOs of the largest PR companies in the US. I offered to launch PR Week in America at a 40cost of £1 million of our money if each of them would agree to take copies and advertise their job vacancies in the publication. It is perhaps characteristic of the American entrepreneurial ethic that, in a brief few days, I secured sufficient support to justify the launch. The venture established that I had not lost all the drive and enterprise that had helped start the company in the first place. My son Rupert had joined the company in 1994 and was then leading the UK sales team on PR Week. It made sense to send him to join the US team for the launch there.

         Our business in America is now predominantly healthcare focused, with over 80 per cent of turnover coming from the sector. In 2001, we acquired medical publications from CPS Communications and the Cortland Group, which included publications such as The Medical Pharmaceutical Marketers Directory, Clinical Advisor and a special projects business that we later rebranded PRI Healthcare and Long Term Care News. We then added Renal & Urology News in 2002 and Haymarket Medical Education and My CME in 2008.

         However, it would be a mistake to see the growth of the company happening as a result of acquisitions. Of course, this played a part in that it opened doors, but the real secret of the company’s success was the development by the highly qualified and talented expert team of in-house employees. In recent years, organic development has been at the heart of our strategy with over 40 per cent of our turnover coming from brands we launched in the last five years.

         I have bored my colleagues for years by repeating that a pill is a pill everywhere in the world. The argument runs that if you can serve two of the world’s most advanced medical markets, there must be a hunger for our products much more widely. But my saying misrepresents the situation somewhat. We serve the pharmaceutical market by helping them promote their products for the 41marketplace either through the regulatory processes or to doctors once authorised. The various systems of healthcare provision are often quite different, opening marketing challenges arising from regulatory systems and drug names that are different. We are still wrestling with this challenge. The US is not only one of the world’s largest and most competitive marketplaces, it is also one of the most litigious. We therefore deploy the highest standards of rigour to ensure our content is compliant using independent auditors and advisers to monitor our production. At the same time, we want to create an environment with every possible control in place, including the appointment of outside directors of impeccable repute.

         By 1997, my three colleagues were reaching the point at which retirement was on the agenda. Lindsay in particular was anxious about the prospect of the tax policies of the possible Labour government. We had negotiated the terms of the buy-in of their shares in 1973, and I now had to implement the agreement. I therefore had to find £89 million to take back full ownership of Haymarket, which I duly did.

         These were the days of easy money. At the turn of the century, the Royal Bank of Scotland had taken over our bank, the National Westminster, and was in an expansionist mood. We had moved our offices to Hammersmith in 1996 and after that had acquired, with some trepidation, a nearby nurses’ hostel and experimental laboratory, which we turned into additional offices. More spectacularly, following a phone call from the liquidators Cork Gulley, we purchased an office block in Teddington and moved our consumer publishing magazines there. In 2004, we found another office site in Teddington on the banks of the River Thames. We bought the buildings subject to a sublease of fourteen years to Pinewood Studios. Some time later, Peel Holdings purchased Pinewood and asked if they could 42surrender what was left of their lease. I have written about luck; it does not often come by the bucketful, but this was one occasion when it did. Without the request to end the lease we would have had great difficulty in implementing any planning permission or we would have had to pay a substantial price to acquire it.

         At this time, the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008, the Covid pandemic and the consequences of war in Ukraine were not even clouds on the horizon. The online revolution that was to change the nature of our business beyond measure had begun, but the pace and scale of it were not yet apparent. Of course, there were discussions within the company about it and it could be argued that I was too slow to embrace this new world. I was not alone. Our profile as it was at the turn of the century is almost unrecognisable today. The whole industry has gone through a revolution, which has probably not yet run its course.

         
            •  •  •

         

         I would like to pay tribute here to all the colleagues who worked with me through those exciting, sometimes turbulent times, but I have found no way of picking out just some from the hundreds involved. I treasure the memories: so much talent, so many laughs, but above all, the simple thought that without them the company could never have become what it is today.

         Many have now left and others have emerged to run the company. The new global leadership team, which continues to be led by Kevin Costello, has now been in place since his appointment as CEO over a decade ago. He has worked for the company for most of his working life and has brought an inspirational spirit to the redefinition of the company’s direction and scope. He has enjoyed the support 43of our finance director, Brian Freeman, who is also a long-serving member of the team, with such an encyclopaedic grasp of the detail that nothing gets past him unnoticed.

         The vision and strategy which we have followed has transformed the business from a predominantly UK-based print publishing company into an international media, data and information group. This strategy was a deliberate choice, but it was also a necessity. We now live in a world where disruption is the new norm and we have to learn how to get used to the social, technological, commercial and environmental turbulence.

         We are constantly facing unknowns, and as a business, we have had to change our approach to ensure we not only withstand those headwinds but capitalise and gain from them. Transformation comes at a price and we have repeatedly needed to raise cash. So we have sold the majority of our special interest consumer brands, including FourFourTwo, Autosport and Stuff.

         And nothing illustrates these changes better than those we have made in our automobile business. We had acquired Autocar in 1985 and Motor in 1988 before merging them into Autocar, bringing together two of the oldest magazines in this field. We launched What Car? in 1973 to help car buyers make an informed decision. Classic & Sports Car was added in 1982. One of the biggest developments in this field was the creation by John Madejski of Auto Trader, which was a simple listing of second-hand cars for sale. Launched in print, it moved online and came to dominate that market and enjoy a pace-setting quoted company status. Hundreds of millions have been spent by would-be competitors, but no one has managed to diminish its prominence.

         However, we have been less successful in our attempt to replicate this achievement in the second-hand market for that of new cars. 44We have tried, at no little expense, various ways to insert ourselves into the online buying funnel for new and used cars, but we have now entered into a tremendously exciting commercial partnership with Auto Trader to drive our audience and leads into their platform.

         The cars about which we were writing and photographing sold all over the world. In 1998, I visited Terry Mansfield, the chief executive of National Magazines, and on his office wall saw the covers of forty international editions of Cosmopolitan. This gave me the idea to license our magazines abroad. In a speech to our staff in 2005, I was able to report that we had eighty-four magazines under licence overseas. F1 Racing had twenty-six editions in nineteen languages, Autocar thirteen in ten languages and Stuff sixteen in fourteen. Two of those brands, Stuff and F1 Racing, were subsequently sold, leaving only Autocar, What Car? and Classic & Sports Car in our automobile stable. In its international journey, Autocar had a chequered career. Our venture into India proved a significant success. We got wind that one of India’s most celebrated motor journalists was looking for the next step in his career. A German company Motor Presse Stuttgart had picked up the same rumour and we found ourselves in a bidding war to attract Hormazd Sorabjee. We won, but as part of the deal, we agreed to establish a partnership in which he would have editorial control.

         Our partnership has developed within these constraints on a most friendly basis and, from both our differing points of view, has proved a triumph. We added Campaign India and PrintWeek to the stable, launched WhatPackaging? and continue to publish Stuff and WhatHi-Fi? under licence. In 2024, we divided the company, with the editorial excellence of Autocar being absorbed into Spinny, the market leader in web-based cars for sale, in a cash and share deal. Hormazd had been considering retirement but decided to take up a consultative role with that business while remaining a valued non-executive director of Haymarket India, 45our company there. Shortly after my return we formed a joint venture with the South China Morning Post to publish four brands, including two serving the automotive industry. With our wholly owned company in Asia, we acquired Media and Marketing, which was subsequently rebranded as Campaign in 2010.

         In 2003, we moved into the financial sector with the acquisition of FinanceAsia and PensionsAsia. The latter was rebranded AsianInvestor and soon after we launched CorporateTreasurer. In 2008, we formed a joint venture with Cannes Lions to launch what today is known as APAC Lions, the festival of creativity for the region and sister event to Cannes.

         The horticultural industry has been a latecomer to our overseas ambitions. Gardeners’ Chronicle was acquired in the BPC merger of 1968 and we amalgamated it with a trade magazine to become Horticulture Week. In recent years, a young German entrepreneur, Alexander Kelm, the founder of Green Solutions, came to our attention as he promoted his new business to the readers of our German horticulture magazine, TASPO. He had become the dominant player in his market, and we decided to form a partnership to introduce his product into the UK market. A Dutch company, Garden Connect, had already acquired a significant share of the UK market with a similar product, but it was clear that the German platform offered a superior service. Together we bought the Dutch company and began the process of introducing the German platform, Green Solutions International, to their British clients. This process of international expansion has continued to accelerate; we have customers now in Canada, Ireland, Belgium, the United States, Estonia and France.

         
            •  •  •

         

         It is odd that so many things went wrong in the late 1990s. Governments 46overspent, companies overspent, people overspent. It reminded me of my early days in Langland Bay in Wales, catching the wave as one surfed to the beach. The power and the unstoppability of it and then, as you hit the shore, the crash.

         But the crash hadn’t yet come in the 1990s. The ‘burn rate’ became the measurement of investment success – the rate at which you could spend the capital you were investing became the substitute for the return that you could expect. ‘Derivatives’ was the respectable catchphrase designed to cloak the fact that investors had no idea where their money was actually ending up. It was heady and exciting, but it was a delusion. We were all caught up in it. We were launching and acquiring businesses at home and abroad, buying the freehold of our offices and, by far our largest commitment, buying out the three shareholders who had masterminded the business in my ministerial absence.

         But in the early 2000s, the bubble burst. Record profits of £12 million disappeared into a loss of £7 million. Haymarket still had huge debts following my decision to buy out my partners and to acquire the freeholds of our offices.

         There was no escape. One part of our business, advertising recruitment vacancies largely in the public sector, collapsed overnight. £10 million of profit from the bottom line disappeared. If you add to that the burden of increased interest charges, you can see that crisis management became the order of the day.

         Senior executives and I met on a frequent basis, and in order to try to get some balance into the meetings, I made it a rule that before anyone reported on recent trading, they had to produce a piece of good news. It was a stretching challenge. Our experience as a client of the Royal Bank of Scotland, where we were deep in the sin bin, was not a happy one. We were struggling to pay the interest costs of our borrowing, which, at its peak, came close to £145 million. It had 47to be drastically reduced and the easiest way to do that was to sell the freeholds of our offices. Fortunately, they were highly marketable and that, plus the sale of a number of titles, ended the crisis.

         We moved into rented offices in Twickenham, remaining in the London Borough of Richmond. My personal relationship with the bank remained friendly and cordial throughout, but my colleagues at the coal face were bruised by the experience.

         It is important to understand the context in which I considered all this. For the first time, I had the chance to turn the company into a wholly owned family business. The alternative would have been to go to the City looking for a short-term partner prior to a flotation. The option I chose was worth a few sleepless nights!

         The background to all this turbulence was the internet revolution and transformation from print to digital, data and live events. Haymarket’s success was born and nurtured in the days of print, but our enduring characteristic has been the quality of our editorial content. We produced magazines tailored for specific audiences and sold advertising pages to clients anxious to attract the attention of those audiences.

         I remember in the early 1950s, one of the great advertising experts, as chairman of Schweppes, was Sir Frederic Hooper, who profoundly declared that half of his advertising was wasted. His problem was he didn’t know which half. The coming of the internet has provided advertisers with an escape from that dilemma. They want details, names and eyeballs. They want them broken down into every manner of defined group so that they can target, with laser-like precision, their marketing budget. The pressures of these market changes have transformed the products of the company. It was important to realise that if we felt threatened, it was because someone else had seen an opportunity. We had to embrace change. 48

         The need is for eternal vigilance, a continuous review of your business model and the flexibility to change before change is forced upon you. Whatever the immediate crisis, it is important to remember that the world is getting richer year by year, educational standards are rising and a prosperous middle class is one of the most important characteristics of the nation state. Publishers should either be able to find an opportunity in all of that or they should not be in the business at all. What we had to realise was the simple fact that our skills lay in the creation of content. If print and paper were being phased out as the method of conveying our content to the market, then we had to embrace whatever alternative vehicle became available. The internet and face-to-face events have become more effective means of distributing our content. What does not change is the philosophy of excellence in the creation of that content.

         I have recognised that we may have been slow off the mark into the internet revolution, but it was not a black and white story. We were lucky to be able to climb the first step onto the bandwagon of early change when I received a phone call from Andrew Buxton, chairman of Barclays, in 1997. He told me he wanted to dispose of Car Shop, a digital car comparison site that allowed customers to compare cars prior to purchase. We acquired it and thus our print magazine, What Car?, gained an early toe hold in the new world of the internet with the launch of whatcar.com in 1998. The growth of specialist sites with their ability to offer more precise targeting of their audiences forced the move from print to online to continue. Recruitment platforms killed off many of the job listings, which had been an important revenue for us in the print media. News was now available in real time anywhere in the world. It was time to reassess and either sell, close or redesign our commercial model.

         49I have devoted many words here to the technologies that have so changed the nature of the business over a quarter of a century. There are two other factors that have exercised a profound influence on the business climate of today: the shift in employees’ expectations and concern for the physical and social environment.

         There is the story of a shipowner who was asked if he ever consulted the dockers. He is reported to have replied, ‘Aye. We meet them on the quayside at 7.30 on Monday mornings. It doesn’t last long.’

         Today, such an attitude would close any company down. To that end, we stepped up our global sustainability efforts and launched Haymarket Impact in 2023. Impact encapsulates everything the business does environmentally, socially and governance-wise. We have focused our efforts where we can make a lasting impact to help the planet and its people, now and in the future. To reflect this, we redefined our overarching purpose to, ‘Shaping a better future with remarkable content.’ I believe we have a responsibility to help drive positive, meaningful change, as the consequences of climate change and global inequalities get worse. The world is behind schedule to meet 2030 targets in this current ‘decade of action’. We can, and must, do more. Ultimately, as a media business, we are in a unique and privileged position to influence others with the content we create. It is crucial we use our voice to help shape a better future for all.

         Those years I spent in the private sector were a roller coaster. Let me say it before anyone else: I made some serious mistakes. My only relief is that there was sufficient success on the other side of the ledger to compensate. I would never deny that the underlying motive was to make a profit, but this can be overemphasised. There is the challenge, the excitement, a sense of vision about what one 50is trying to create. A question asked at a board meeting sought to know why the company was bothering with struggling overseas subsidiaries. I paraphrased Edmund Hillary’s famous answer about the conquest of Everest: ‘Because they are there.’ The strength of a private company is that there are no outside shareholders interested only in short-term returns, nor are there journalists poking around for bad news like blackbirds after worms.

         It is now two years since I handed over the chairmanship of the company to my son Rupert, its chief executive Kevin Costello and finance director Brian Freeman. I have told them that I no longer want to run the company, but I still want to share the excitement. They more than satisfy my hopes with regular meetings and calls. My confidence in them is absolute, tinged only perhaps by a sense of envy. There is a whole world out there, so many opportunities on so many horizons that, with the talent they have at their command, everyday has its own excitement. I am not by nature a spectator, but I bow to the inevitable course of nature that has made me become one.
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