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Preface to the 2013 Edition





I finished writing this book in early 2001, so that it could be published before that year’s general election, which was going to be in May but which was delayed until June because of the outbreak of foot and mouth disease. For the paperback edition, I wrote a final chapter, ‘Definition Deferred’, to recount that election, ‘one of the least competitive ever seen in Britain’, and to round off the summary of Tony Blair’s first parliament as Prime Minister.


The publisher sent me early copies of the paperback, to be published in October, which arrived on 11 September 2001. Suddenly, my conclusions were out of date. Re-reading them now, the feeling that Blair had been becalmed, waiting for a decisive moment, is eerie. He had ‘emerged in the second half of his first term as a mild social democrat’, I wrote, ‘but this was a rather unheroic, retro posture, and he insisted there was more to him than that, only we would have to wait until the second term before the true, and truly historic, shape of his achievement would become evident.’ I had even thought of quoting King Lear at this point: ‘I will do such things – What they are, yet I know not: but they shall be the terrors of the earth.’ That seemed over the top, so I thought better of it, and yet the terrors of the earth certainly came into it.


None of my conclusions about his first four years was wrong. He had secured a settlement in Northern Ireland, fragile though it still seemed; he had persuaded a reluctant United States and the rest of Nato to rescue the people of Kosovo from Slobodan Milosevic’s persecution; he had enacted constitutional reforms, devolving power to Scotland, Wales and London, abolishing most of the hereditary peers and passing the Human Rights Act, although he was, I noted, ‘unenthusiastic about each of them’; he had started to tackle poverty, now renamed ‘social exclusion’; and he had started to improve public services, notably primary schools. I also said: ‘It is easy to overlook the importance of not making mistakes in politics, and Blair, an unnaturally careful, sharp and risk-averse politician, has made remarkably few of them.’ However, I felt frustrated, and thought that Blair felt frustrated, that, after four years, the story of his time as Prime Minister had hardly begun.


He was looking for a great theme. I speculated what it might be. I ruled out Britain’s adoption of the euro: ‘The prospect of winning a referendum on the euro looked as remote at the end of Blair’s first parliament as it did at the beginning.’ I stand by this assessment, yet I failed to predict Blair’s determination to pursue such an unrealistic – and mistaken – goal. Indeed, he wrote but did not deliver a speech to the Trades Union Congress on 11 September 2001 in which he would have declared: ‘A successful euro is in our national interest. So provided the economic conditions are met, it is right that Britain joins.’ I never thought a referendum to adopt the euro was winnable. Not in the first flush of ‘euphoria’ in 1997 – voters were glad to see the back of the Conservative government but Blair had not changed the first electoral law, ‘voters don’t trust politicians’, as he was reminded in July, when the Conservatives held Uxbridge with an increased majority in a by-election. And certainly not after 9/11, which first distracted him and then led to the dilution of his authority in the Iraq war. Yet Alastair Campbell’s diaries record Blair’s continuing belief that he could achieve it, even as Gordon Brown finally pulled the wings off that fly in the summer of 2003, when the ‘five tests’ were deemed unmet.


‘If Blair’s big legacy could not be the adoption of the euro,’ I wrote, he would need ‘an alternative claim to his place in history’. This was one reason for his ‘paying close attention to the problems of delivering better public services’. The mandate he sought in the 2001 manifesto offered ‘no clear definition’ of his programme for public service reform, I said. Nevertheless, the ‘instruction to deliver’ of which he spoke on the steps of No. 10 when he was safely re-elected referred to an embryonic plan to reshape public services by combining higher spending with greater choice for their users. This might have been the main story of the rest of Blair’s time as Prime Minister had it not been for 9/11. It is still possible that Blair’s reforms of schools, universities, the health service and the criminal justice system will be regarded by historians as more important than his foreign policy, but there is no doubt that it is the Iraq war for which history will actually remember Blair.


This new edition of Tony Blair: Prime Minister reproduces the original text with minor corrections of fact, and is expanded by a new last chapter in which I try to summarise what happened after 11 September 2001 – notably Iraq, Blair’s relationship with Brown and his attempt to reform public services – and to assess the whole of his time at 10 Downing Street.





John Rentoul


January 2013
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EARLY YEARS





















1


CHEERFUL REBEL


Childhood and School Days, 1953–71







‘He has always been conscious of how he appears to other people, the façade is always there. He is very intelligent and calculating. Don’t forget that he was a superb actor.’


—David Kennedy, one of Blair’s teachers at Fettes College





Tony Blair’s political ambition began at the age of eleven, when his father Leo’s ended, on 4 July 1964. At the age of forty, at the height of his powers and looking for a Conservative parliamentary seat, Leo Blair had a stroke. Tony was woken by his mother in the morning.




A child gets an immediate sense of when something terrible has happened. My mother hadn’t even spoken and I was in tears. Then she said, ‘Daddy’s not very well, something happened in the night,’ and I knew it was dreadful and serious. Some friends had come round who then took me to school.1





Tony spent the day not knowing whether his father would survive. He remembers playing rugby in the late afternoon and seeing his mother on the touchline. She had spent the day at the hospital and had come to take him home. She said she thought his father was probably going to live. Leo lost the power of speech for three years. It was, said his son, ‘one of the formative events of my life’,2 ‘the day my childhood ended’.3 From the rostrum at the 1996 Labour conference, he sought to explain why:




My father was a very ambitious man. He was successful. He was a go-getter. One morning I woke to be told he had had a stroke in the middle of the night and might not live through the day and my whole world then fell apart. It taught me something. It taught me the value of the family, because my mother worked for three years to help him talk and walk again. But it taught me something else too. When that happened, the fairweather friends – they went. That’s not unusual. But the real friends, the true friends, they stayed with us. They helped us, and they stuck with us for no other reason than that it was the right thing to do. I don’t pretend to you that I had a deprived childhood. I didn’t. But I learned a sense of values in my childhood.4





The episode offers a better clue to the origins of Blair’s determination than of his left-wing beliefs. Although the crisis might have prompted a sense of sympathy for those whose misfortune is no fault of their own, the reference to fairweather friends is oddly irrelevant and non-political. Blair explained why he had subjected himself to autobiographical examination in public: ‘Because I just wanted people to understand that, you know, I did learn through that, early on, that not everything in life was just a smooth run. It obviously brought with it tremendous insecurity.’5 But it is the picture of his energetic, all-conquering father brought down in his prime which is most telling. The stroke was caused by overwork. Leo was a lecturer in law at Durham University and a practising barrister as well as chairman of the Durham Conservative Association. He had gone to university late, because of the war, and felt he had a lot of catching up to do.




You can only guess now the appalling frustration for him. He was a highly articulate and tremendously able man, a barrister, lecturer in law and a fledgling politician. And there was a time when he could say only one word. That was: ‘Good.’ Otherwise he’d have to motion for a cup of tea.6





Leo had been a good pianist, and could no longer play, but it was the loss of the ability to speak which was hardest to bear.




I don’t think Dad was in bed for that long. A few months perhaps, maybe slightly less than that. Quite quickly he was able to get up and walk, but learning to speak was the problem. It did make me very aware of the changes that can happen overnight and the fact that you can go down as well as up in the world. We were very conscious of that.7





Blair is open about the spur that drove him. ‘After his illness my father transferred his ambitions on to his kids. It imposed a certain discipline. I felt I couldn’t let him down.’8 The weight of that responsibility fell mostly on Tony. His brother William, three years older, had already been sent away to Fettes College boarding school in Edinburgh.


Leo had pushed himself fiercely. ‘I had always had the ambition to be a British MP,’ he said. ‘Furthermore, my ambition was boundless – I wanted to be Prime Minister.’9 Such drive caused tensions. Tony said his mother, Hazel, ‘used to talk to us a lot about Dad’s ambition. She used to say that in many ways he was a far easier person to live with after he was ill than before.’10


Gradually, Hazel taught her husband to speak again, and he relearnt the piano a little, enough to play some Beatles songs. Then, just as Leo was getting better, Tony’s younger sister Sarah developed Still’s disease, a juvenile form of rheumatoid arthritis, at the age of eight.




My sister was in hospital for two years, as they treated the illness quite differently then. It was a terrible thing because she had to have all sorts of drugs. My mum was coping with that and my dad at the same time and she was an absolute rock. I didn’t see her break down, never once, nor indeed when she was ill herself. When you think about what she must have gone through with Dad she must have been under awful strain. But she never exhibited any signs of it, so I owe her a very great debt. It’s very difficult when you’re actually teaching someone to speak again.11





The story of a leader’s origins has always been important, particularly in the Labour Party, from Ramsay MacDonald’s croft to Harold Wilson’s unemployed industrial chemist father. Blair’s story is no less distinctive. He might have been called Tony Parsons. His father had been brought up by foster parents, Glasgow shipyard rigger James Blair and his wife Mary. Tony Blair knew his father had been fostered, but had no idea who his natural grandparents were – until the Daily Mail researched his family tree when he emerged as the likely leader of the Labour Party after John Smith’s death.


The story of his real grandparents is a colourful one, although of limited relevance to all but genetic determinists. They were actors: Charles Parsons, whose stage name was Jimmy Lynton, and Celia Ridgway. They played in comedy, music hall and straight drama around the time of the First World War.


Celia led a complicated life. Born Augusta Bridson, her mother left her retired army officer father to live with a landowner called Arthur Burton. Gussie, as she was known as a child, left home to go on stage against her parents’ wishes and changed her name. ‘She enjoyed the company of men and was married by the time she was seventeen,’ said Pauline Harding, the elder of two daughters from her first marriage. ‘Mother was always away and she didn’t often answer our letters. Our father was wicked to her. He used to knock her about, though I suppose he was fed up with her carrying on. Eventually they were divorced.’12


Celia then married again, to a commercial photographer called Hugh Wilson, and most of the time was away from her daughters. She had a son in 1923, in Filey, Yorkshire, while she was on tour in a show with Charles Parsons. The baby was named Leo after the sign of the zodiac under which he was born. Wilson knew the baby was not his and divorced Celia. At a time when the shame of illegitimacy was severe, the baby was fostered out to the Blairs, whom Celia and Charles had met while on tour in Glasgow.


Charles and Celia were married three years after Leo was born but had no more children. In 1936, when Leo was thirteen, they tried to get him back. Celia sent a man in a car to collect him and bring him to the Central Hotel, by the railway station in Glasgow. She tried to persuade him to come to live with them in London, but ‘Mrs Blair was the only mother he knew, and he obviously loved his foster parents. Mrs Blair also didn’t want to let him go,’ said Harding.13 The last part was an understatement: Mary Blair, who had had two miscarriages and had given up hope of a child of her own, barricaded herself in her home and threatened to kill herself if her foster son was taken away.


Leo told his own children of his materially deprived childhood. ‘I remember my father telling me about being brought up in Glasgow in the 1930s, living in a crowded tenement, five or six families sharing a toilet, foster mother finding it hard to make ends meet, his foster father, a shipyard worker subject to the casual labour of those times,’ said Tony.14 James Blair was also often unable to work through illness, and died relatively young during the Second World War. Mary, on the other hand, lived into old age, still smoking Woodbine cigarettes.


James and Mary Blair made no secret of his parentage, according to Leo, ‘even with all the neighbours’. But Tony recalls




a terrible scene. Once we were round there and I asked Dad where he was born. Dad said, ‘Well, I was born in Yorkshire,’ which was true. But Granny Blair absolutely flew at him. ‘You were born in Glasgow,’ she said. ‘You were born in Glasgow.’ Dad said, ‘Oh, come on Ma, don’t let’s be silly about it,’ but she wasn’t having any of it.15





She cut all links with his past. When he was a child, his mother and two half-sisters, Pauline and Jenefee, sent Easter and Christmas cards every year, which he kept in a biscuit tin under his bed. While he was away during the war, Mary Blair burnt the contents of the tin. ‘My stepmother wanted me for herself without the constant reminder that I was in fact someone else’s son,’ Leo explained later.16 What he did not know was that she had also written to his natural parents to say that he was missing, presumed killed in action. The cards stopped coming, and Leo thought they had lost interest in him. It was only when a family reunion was arranged in 1994, after the newspapers traced his lost relations, that he discovered the real reason.


When his own children asked him about his parentage, Leo seems to have been unforthcoming. ‘Let sleeping dogs lie,’ he used to say, according to Tony. ‘I think there was a bit of him that was hurt. He thought his real parents hadn’t wanted him.’ Although his father ‘was a tremendously driven man’, his son did not think he had been damaged. ‘You’d think he would have been completely psychologically disturbed. What’s amazing about my dad is that he had such an abnormal childhood but he turned out to be incredibly well-balanced.’17


Leo’s son has also resisted over-explaining the origins of his own character traits. ‘One of the odd things about being a politician is that people ask all about your previous life; you start to analyse things in a way that you would never … I mean most people don’t really look back at all.’18


Blair’s unusually confident and self-controlled personality was evident from an early age, but beyond the obvious effects both of the intensity of his father’s ambition, and its frustration by his stroke, any attempt to try to explain his exceptional qualities by reference to his family dynamics is only speculative.* However, the theme of childhood loss recurs often enough in twentieth-century prime ministers to be suggestive. The so-called Phaeton theory of the loss of a father as a source of intense ambition has been applied by some historians to Asquith, whose father died when he was seven, and to Lloyd George, whose father died when he was ten.19 James Callaghan’s father died when he was nine; and when John Major was twelve the failure of his father’s business forced the family to sell the house and move into a rented flat in Brixton.


Leo Blair grew up a socialist in ‘Red Clydeside’. Although his foster father disliked politics and was not even a member of a trade union, Mary was a lifelong Communist, and Leo became secretary of the Govan branch of the Scottish Young Communist League at the age of fifteen in 1938, a post he held until 1941. Originally, he wanted to be a Communist MP. When he left school he worked for the Communist newspaper the Daily Worker until it was suppressed as a wartime measure in 1941 – not least because the Communist Party supported the Russian pact with Nazi Germany. (It resumed publication after the war and was renamed the Morning Star in 1966.) He worked briefly as a clerk for Glasgow Corporation before joining the army in 1942.


After serving in the Royal Signals and rising to the rank of lieutenant, however, he underwent a rapid political conversion. ‘Like a number of servicemen, I voted Labour in 1945,’ he said. But when he was demobilised in May 1947 he had been an officer for a few years, and even an acting major. He attributed his conversion to the Conservative Party simply to ‘the great change from living in a tenement in Govan to life in the Officers’ Mess’.


Before he was demobilised, Lt Blair was assigned to clerical work at the Ministry of National Insurance in Glasgow. While there, he said he used ‘any excuse’ to pop in to the typing pool on the floor above to talk to the pretty red-haired woman he kept seeing on the stairs. ‘It took me quite some while to persuade Hazel to let me date her,’ he said.20 Her strongly Protestant family came from Ballyshannon, County Donegal, where she was born above her grandparents’ shop in 1923. Her father, George Corscaden, who moved to Glasgow where he owned several butcher’s shops, died of appendicitis just six months after she was born. When she married Leo in Glasgow in 1948 she gave her surname as Corscaden, but she was in fact known as Hazel McLay. Her mother, Sally, had married William McLay, another Ballyshannon man who moved to Glasgow to become a butcher. According to Tony Blair, Grandpa McLay




was a real character. I used to go down to the Glasgow meat markets with him. He’d done something terrible to his leg once so he had this stick. He was a very tough guy and he’d lash the meat with it21 … giving the carcasses a good whack to see what shape they were in. If we were naughty, he’d come after us with that stick and say: ‘If ye dinnae stop that laddie Ah’ll gie ye a richt skelping.’22





On the marriage certificate, Leo gave his own name as ‘Blair, formerly Parsons’. He had changed his name by deed poll four months earlier, and taken Charles and Lynton as his middle names, a combination of his natural father’s original and stage names. His first son William, born in 1950, was given Leo’s adopted father’s name James and Lynton as middle names, and his own middle names he gave to his second son, although he never told him where they came from.


Blair Two


Anthony Charles Lynton Blair was born at 6.10am on 6 May 1953, in the Queen Mary Maternity Home, Edinburgh. By then, the family had moved to a small bungalow, 5 Paisley Terrace. His birth certificate records that his father was then an Assistant Examiner for the Inland Revenue – a junior tax inspector. More importantly, he was studying by night for a law degree at Edinburgh University, and hoping to begin an academic career. He started as a law tutor at the university, but the next step up the ladder meant moving halfway around the world. Leo was offered a job as a lecturer in administrative law at the University of Adelaide. The family’s only connection with Australia was that, as a Wren, Hazel had been stationed in Sydney during the war. On Christmas Eve 1954, Leo, Hazel, Bill and Tony sailed for Adelaide on the maiden voyage of the ocean liner Iberia, a four-week journey via Gibraltar, Suez, Bombay and Colombo. The Australian university generously paid for them to travel first-class.


Tony, only eighteen months old, was already a show-off. According to his father, he entertained passengers to a display of ballroom dancing accompanied by the band and dressed in just a nappy. ‘The dance ended only when his nappy dropped to his ankles.’


The family lived in Adelaide for three years, and Tony’s sister Sarah was born there. Tony continued to show an appetite for public applause. His father remembers a concert at his school in Adelaide in which, aged four, he danced and sang – as ‘Mr Nobody’ – and brought the house down. ‘It was somewhat difficult for his mother to get him off the stage,’ Leo said. But Leo never intended to stay in Australia permanently and successfully applied for a job as a law lecturer at Durham University. Hazel and the children returned by air in January 1958, and stayed with her parents in Stepps, Glasgow, for six months while Leo completed a ‘slim volume’ on the law of the Australian Public Service before joining them. There is a family tale of Tony, aged five, standing up for his brother Bill, eight, when he was teased by local children because of his strong Australian accent.


When the Blairs arrived in Durham they moved into an empty flat above the Chorister School, where William was to go. It had been offered to them by Canon John Grove, the headmaster, who described conditions in the top flat in No. 5, The College, in the precincts of the cathedral, as ‘very primitive’. They stayed there for some months before moving into a house in the centre of Durham, which Leo bought derelict and had restored by an architect.


As well as lecturing, Leo read for the English Bar, began to practise as a barrister in Newcastle upon Tyne and became active in local Conservative politics.


Tony remembers seeing little of his father: ‘Dad had a flourishing legal business and was always lecturing around the country. He was also an astute self-publicist, appearing regularly on regional television. I’m sure I saw less of him than my children see of me now.’23


Leo’s desire to be an MP was the main reason he returned from Adelaide. By the time of his stroke, after six years in Durham, he had become chairman of the local Conservative Association and, he said, ‘I was ready to try for any Conservative seat that became vacant’.24


His predecessor as Tory chairman, Colin Beswick, recalled him as a ‘ball of fire’, fiercely ambitious, ‘the essence of charm’ and a ‘really good front man’. In that respect, said Beswick of Tony Blair, ‘you are your father’s son, in all the best ways’. Cherie Booth once said of her husband’s charm: ‘If you met his father, you’d see where he gets it.’25


There were similarities between father and son, but also differences. Beswick said of Leo: ‘I have never come across such a ladies’ man.’ It was a quality which ensured Leo was a hit with the grass-roots Tory party membership, most of whom were women.


A law lecturer in those days earned a good and secure salary, and both boys went to private schools. William, aged eight, started at the Chorister School; Tony went to Western Hill pre-prep, and followed his brother to the Chorister School in 1961, where they were day boys rather than members of the cathedral choir to which the school owed its origins. The Blairs were well-off, although Canon Grove said ‘our fees have always been low compared with many prep schools – a deliberate policy in the past by the Dean and chapter, so that it shouldn’t be beyond the range of the clergy. And so if a clergyman can send one son, a lawyer can probably send two.’ Tony Blair said: ‘We had a perfectly good, average, middle-class standard of living.’26 This is rather euphemistic code for: ‘I may have enjoyed the privilege of private education, afforded to a tiny minority, but we did not live in a country house and go hunting and shooting at the weekend.’


Blair Two, as he was known, was considered academically bright enough to skip the lowest form, and came third in the exams at the end of his first year. Brian Crosby took him for maths, and remembers him partly because the word ‘rhinoceros’ once appeared on his test answer sheet. Blair explained cheerfully that he knew the longest side of a right-angled triangle was called something like ‘hippopotamus’, but that that was not right.


Blair Two was a conventional boy. He was good at athletics. One of his memories, ‘and it’s one of these things that stays with you all your life’, was of running a race at the school:




I tracked the boy in front all the way round and I was just coming to the last bend, and I thought, right, I’m going to put on my spurt then and overtake him, and I just found my legs wouldn’t carry me at all. And ever afterwards occasionally in your dreams you rerun this and of course win, but I didn’t, and so my little silver cup’s rather smaller than his.27





Later, he played in the school team at both cricket and rugby. In his final year, he won the school’s Scott Cup as ‘the best rugger player in 1965–66’. He continued to appear on stage, although – with the actor Rowan Atkinson, who was at the school from 1964 to 1968 – only as a spear carrier. There was little indication of the rebelliousness of his teenage school years. He cheered the Queen, as he later told her: ‘As a young boy in short trousers, I stood and waved my flag as I saw you first in Durham city back in the early Sixties.’28 He read the same books as everyone else. ‘As a boy I read avidly C. S. Lewis’s Narnia adventures, Biggles, Denis Wheatley’s war books and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped. But I enjoyed most the world created by Tolkien in The Lord of the Rings.’29 And he was interested in football: ‘From the age of seven my father used to take me to watch Newcastle at St James’s Park.’30 His memory of it, however, was unreliable: he recalled sitting in seats behind the goal which were not put in until the 1990s, and named Jackie Milburn as his favourite player, although Milburn had last played for Newcastle when Tony was four and living in Australia.31


‘We spent virtually every childhood summer holiday up to when the Troubles really took hold in Ireland,’ Blair told Irish MPs when he explained that their country ‘is in my blood’. The family usually stayed at the Sand House Hotel in Rossnowlagh, next door to Hazel’s home town of Ballyshannon. ‘It was there in the seas off the Irish coast that I learnt to swim, there that my father took me to my first pub, a remote little house in the country, for a Guinness, a taste I’ve never forgotten and which it is always a pleasure to repeat.’32 Given that British troops were deployed in Northern Ireland in 1969, the young Blair was obviously introduced to alcohol before he was sixteen. They also spent holidays in Scotland, and in the summer of 1966, aged thirteen, Blair remembers being on the continent. ‘I watched the 1966 World Cup Final in a bar while on a family holiday in France.’33


Grove remembered him for his ‘perpetual, almost impish’ smile, and said he was ‘a really good sort of small boy to have in prep school – the sort of boy that was the backbone of a school like this’. He was polite: his parents were strict about manners.




They always said, ‘Misbehave inside the family if you will, but outside make us proud of you.’ Respect for others, courtesy, giving up your seat for the elderly, saying please and thank you … If I was told off at school, I was told off again at home. When my mother saw the teacher, she apologised for me.34





He was good at Latin and Scripture, coming top of his form once in each. In locating the origins of Blair’s Christian beliefs, it is significant that, on the day of his father’s stroke, Grove prayed with Blair in his study. ‘I will always remember kneeling and praying with the headmaster,’ he said later.35 The object of their prayers, however, was a lifelong atheist. ‘Dad wasn’t religious at all and after my mum died he was firmly anti-religion. Mum took us to church but not as regularly as I go with my kids now,’ said Blair, who grew up nominally in the Church of England. ‘Mum taught us all our prayers and said them with us.’36


In 1963 the family bought 28 Hill Meadows in High Shincliffe, a new four-bedroomed house on an estate in a suburb a mile or two outside Durham. They had a Vauxhall estate, a big, expensive car at a time when not all middle-class families owned cars. Leo’s stroke soon afterwards limited the family’s means. ‘We were still well-off,’ said Blair, ‘but not nearly as well-off as we might have been.’37 Leo’s Bar earnings stopped, but the university supported him as he made his recovery, and he insisted that his wife should not work. ‘He had very fixed ideas about that sort of thing, and even though she wanted to get a job to tide the family over this difficult period, he wouldn’t hear of it.’38 Not only did Hazel nurse Leo back to health and look after Tony’s sister Sarah through her illness, but she also cared for her mother Sally, who lived with the Blairs after she developed Alzheimer’s disease and declined distressingly into dementia. Hazel was obviously central to Tony’s early life: he described her as ‘almost painfully shy’ but ‘an absolute rock’.39 Her sister, Tony’s Aunt Iris, said: ‘When Hazel was younger she had quite a temper, but of course family life settles you down, doesn’t it?’40


His father’s zealous Conservatism was one of the dominant political influences of Tony Blair’s youth. It was no surprise, then, that when he was twelve, Blair should be the school’s Conservative candidate for a mock election to be held on 26 March, five days before the 1966 General Election. ‘During that week speeches were held in the yard by Christopher Scott (Liberal), Tony Blair (Conservative) and Stephen Dowrick (Labour), the candidates,’ records the school magazine, the Chorister, July 1966. Canon John Grove remembers:




For about a fortnight beforehand the boys went around canvassing and then there came the election day. And possibly the Fates wanted to say to him, ‘Conservative so far, but no further,’ because on the day he was ill. Somebody else had to stand in and got elected.41





According to the school magazine, Richard Stewart took over as Conservative candidate for the final speeches on the night before the mock election. ‘The following morning, the polling station (The Hobbies’ Hut) was opened and the ballot papers were printed. On Monday, 28th of March, the Results came through.’ Although there was a dramatic swing from the Liberals to Labour since the previous mock election in 1964, which reflected the national trend in Harold Wilson’s favour, Stewart won handsomely with 62 votes to 26 for the Labour candidate and 24 for the Liberal.


Twenty-eight years later, during the leadership campaign of 1994, the event was inevitably recalled by contemporary witnesses. Blair himself said he could not remember it, nor could he recall whether he had stood as the Conservative under the influence of his father, or because ‘we’d all got parts to play and that was the one ascribed’.42 He gave the impression that he was embarrassed by a party label he had worn long before most people’s political ideas are fixed. After all, Clement Attlee had been a Conservative and Harold Wilson a Liberal, not at school but at university.43


Blair did not develop settled political views of his own until he was at least seventeen or eighteen. When he did, he confounded the expectations of both heredity and environment. He rejected his father’s meritocratic proto-Thatcherism, the typical outlook of the self-made man.




Dad used to say that he had made it, so there was no reason why anyone else shouldn’t. But I would say: ‘Yes, but you only made it because you had a good Scottish education. You survived because there was a National Health Service to care for you and support your family as it tried to support you. Your children have done well because all those things have been there for us too.’44





Despite his inescapably middle-class upbringing, Tony refused to be pigeon-holed with his privately-educated peers. ‘We moved around a lot when I was young, before we finally settled in Durham,’ he said. ‘I never felt myself very anchored in a particular setting or class.’45 In fact he was only five when the family moved to Durham but, like many products of post-war upward mobility, he felt he lacked roots in comparison to his parents’ strong sense of coming ‘from’ somewhere: Leo from the sandstone tenements of Govan, Hazel from the small shop in Ballyshannon. Leo had no reason for choosing Durham other than that he had seen a good job there advertised in Australia. Its location in the class system was ambiguous, an ancient cathedral city surrounded by the moderate socialist tradition of the County Durham coalfield. Blair claimed he was influenced by the miners’ galas, which were in the 1960s always addressed by Labour Party leaders, including Harold Wilson: ‘There was great pride in the industry and an overwhelming sense of local community. That feeling has stayed with me ever since: you don’t just create your own space and inhabit it, you share it with others.’46 But by the time he came to live in Durham, of course, most of the pits in the county had closed, and he went to school with the sons of professionals.


Blair’s class background is often misunderstood because of the common assumption that the British middle classes live only in southern England. As the writer and poet James Fenton, who overlapped with Blair at Durham Chorister School (1957–62), observed, his accent and his background are northern middle-class. According to him, Blair’s accent has not changed since he was eight.47 Blair left Durham at the age of thirteen, however. Sent away to a boarding school in Scotland, he became a member of the British national élite which looked to London as its hub.


Fettes College


‘To be utterly frank,’ Leo wrote when asked why he chose Fettes College for his sons, ‘I did it for three reasons: I had read in Scottish Field that it was the “Eton of Scotland”; the local county judge went there, as did his son; [and] I have always found that the Scots valued a good education and its benefits more than the ordinary Englishman.’ It is one of the best-known public schools in Scotland. Founded in 1870 by Sir William Fettes, its elaborate fairy-tale Gothic tower is a landmark on the outskirts of Edinburgh. Before Blair its most famous old boys were Conservative Chancellors of the Exchequer Iain Macleod and Selwyn Lloyd, and, fictionally, James Bond.48 It is essentially an English private school in Scotland, where Blair studied A-levels instead of Scottish Highers, and where as many boys were Anglicans as Church of Scotland. Blair regards himself as English, although when he described himself thus in the Commons he corrected himself, first to say, ‘well, born in Scotland but brought up in England’, then to declare, ‘I’m British and proud to be British.’49


He won an ‘exhibition’, a second-rank scholarship worth £50, in the school’s entrance examination, and started as a boarder in 1966. Following in his brother William’s footsteps, he went to Kimmerghame House, where the cubicles in the dormitory were known as the horse boxes, each with a bed, two drawers underneath and a wardrobe at the foot. Blair did not like being away from his family. He hated the harsh discipline and the practice of fagging, where junior boys were allocated as ‘fags’ – effectively servants – to seniors. Blair was fag to a prefect called Michael Gascoigne, now an Edinburgh solicitor, who recalled him as cheerful and efficient:




Blair would clean my shoes, Blanco my army belt and polish the brass on it. If I couldn’t see my face in it, he would have it thrown back at him. He would also, if it was a games afternoon, lay out my rugger kit on the bed for me, or my whites if it was cricket … There was always a requirement for toast, but we insisted that it had to be one inch thick, no thinner, no thicker, with lashings of butter and marmalade. And Blair would steam into the adjoining kitchen where he made particularly good toast.50





Although Gascoigne detected no ‘truculence or unwillingness’, Blair said: ‘The house they put me in was very old-fashioned – we new boys had to “fag” for prefects and I always resented that.’51 The boys at Fettes were called ‘men’, especially the ‘new men’, and they were required to call prefects ‘Sir’. Prefects were allowed to cane junior boys, and Blair was beaten for a number of petty infractions. This was still a cruel practice, with the tradition of being allowed a day in the sanatorium in order to recover from a thrashing having only recently lapsed. Depending on the gravity of the offence, prefects would line up to take their turn with the cane and the more sadistic would take a run-up.


The headmaster, Dr Ian McIntosh, was a conservative who resisted the liberalisation of the 1960s. His response to the increasingly fashionable rebelliousness of youth, he once joked, was to listen carefully to demands for change – and only then to say ‘No’. But he had one strength, which was to appoint excellent teachers who were often free-thinking progressives.


One of the bright spots of Blair’s miserable first year were English lessons with a young master who had just returned to the school from a spell at Gordonstoun, where he taught the teenage Prince Charles. More than anyone else, Eric Anderson shaped Blair’s Fettes career. Indeed, he had written the very article in Scottish Field which had so impressed Blair’s father (although the ‘Eton of Scotland’ tag was a headline-writer’s invention). He said of Blair that there was ‘some sort of chemistry between us’, and was responsible for Blair’s unfashionable taste for Walter Scott, on whom he was an expert. Anderson featured in Blair’s contribution to the government advertising campaign, ‘No one forgets a good teacher’, and, after his successful school career culminated in his becoming headmaster of Eton College, Blair appointed him chairman of the Heritage Lottery and National Heritage Memorial funds.


Anderson had returned to Fettes in 1966 to set up a new house, called Arniston, which he intended to run on more enlightened lines, with no beating or fagging. Towards the end of Blair’s first year, the headmaster asked for volunteers from each year to join Arniston in a new building which had just been completed. Anderson said there were two kinds of boy who wrote confidential letters to Dr McIntosh asking to be chosen: ‘The first kind were the idealists who wanted to build a new society; the second were those who didn’t like their own house.’ Blair came into both categories and was ‘desperate’ to be selected. Anderson recalled him asking him repeatedly, ‘Sir, when shall we know? When shall we know?’


Anderson ensured that Blair was chosen, but it was just at this point, as Blair was returning to Fettes at the start of his second year, that he tried to run away from school. His desire to join the new house did little to overcome his dislike of the school as a whole. Perhaps there was also an element of simple exuberance in Blair’s adventure, as he tried to see how far he could get. When his parents put him on the train at Newcastle station to go to school, he walked through the carriages and got off again at the other end of the platform. The fourteen-year-old Blair then made his way to Newcastle airport and said he managed to get on a plane to ‘somewhere like’ the Bahamas before being asked for his boarding pass. The airport authorities then telephoned the headmaster of Fettes, who telephoned his parents.


When he first told this story publicly in a television interview with Des O’Connor on 18 December 1996, journalists were delighted to discover that there had never been flights to the Bahamas from Newcastle – although anyone flying to the Bahamas would get a plane to London first. They also telephoned Leo, who scoffed at the idea that his son had actually boarded a plane.52 Tony then contradicted him in the press: ‘I did actually get on the plane. I was taken off by the stewardess. I think Dad was trying to help because he thought I had done something terrible.’53 Certainly, the younger Blair’s account was accepted by the school at the time.


It was the start of a running battle not just with the school authorities but with his father, by now recovered from his stroke, although his speech was a little impaired. ‘I was a pretty dreadful teenager. I have this constant feeling of guilt for my poor dad,’ he said.54 (But not for his mother, to whom he remained close.)


When Blair joined the new house, his schooldays became easier. Instead of fagging, junior boys were required to do some cleaning and menial tasks for the house collectively. Some boys thought Blair looked up to Arniston’s first ‘head of house’, Nicholas Burnett, a boy of forward-looking views who ‘cared as little about being dressed properly as Blair’, according to Anderson. If Burnett, now with the World Bank in Washington, DC, was an influence, he was not aware of it. He said of Blair: ‘He was certainly keen on being noticed, whether it was for his views or his pranks. He liked the attention very much.’


While Blair was obviously rebellious from the start, other boys had no inkling that he had serious political views of his own. They merely thought of him as someone who was permanently ‘railing against authority’, infuriating masters – and many of the other boys. ‘His tie was always slightly undone, he had dirty shoes, he was questioning things the whole time. He was an extremely annoying character for a lot of people,’ said one more conformist contemporary. ‘On the other hand, he had some endearing features. He always had an eye for a ball, and could always play any sport.’ Indeed, Blair won a place in the school Junior Colts rugby team in his second term, and was captain of the Junior Colts cricket team in the summer term of 1967. His team won seven matches, lost one and drew one.


As he grew older, however, playing rugby and cricket for the school was too Establishment for him. For many boys at that time, playing for the school’s First XV was all that mattered, and, although teachers said Blair could easily have played fly-half for the school and was a skilful place kicker, he would only play rugby at house level in his later years. He was also good at football – one of his persistent questions was why it was not an official sport – and he took up the more unusual sport of basketball, in which he had the advantage of being tall, and was captain of the school team.


Anderson clashed repeatedly with Blair over the enforcement of rules:




I got used to a knock at my study door, followed by the grinning Blair face and a fifteen-minute argument about some way of doing things which the school ought, he thought, to change at once. Tony was full of life, maddening at times, pretty full of himself and very argumentative. He was an expert at testing rules to the limit, and I wouldn’t swear that he stuck rigidly to the school rules on not drinking, smoking or breaking bounds. I was always telling him to get his hair cut and to pull up his tie. But he was a live wire and fun to have around.





Some of the rules were petty in the extreme, even in a liberal house like Arniston. In 1968 the requirement that the ‘middle button of jacket to be buttoned up at all times’ was dropped, mainly because prefects were fed up with enforcing it. It was in that year that Anderson took the entire house of sixty boys to the Cameo cinema in Edinburgh to see the film If …, in which boys blow up and machine-gun their teachers in a reactionary boarding school. The headmaster was furious with him for infecting the boys with such subversive propaganda. The analogy with a prison camp was a dominant one with the boys, and much of their energy was devoted to trying to leave the grounds to go to pubs, shops or to chat to girls. Much of the masters’ energy was devoted to trying to stop them: the bell would ring at unannounced times and the register would be taken. Nick Ryden, one of Blair’s fellow rebels, recalled comparing notes with boys at a reform school, or borstal, against whom Fettes played hockey, who concluded that their regime was more liberal. One of the additional perks of being in the basketball team, said Ryden, who also played, was that John Sutcliffe, the sports master, ‘had been quite a sportsman himself and realised that after a tiring basketball match “up town” the exhausted players deserved to be dropped off at a pub rather than be taken straight back to the fenced compound at Fettes’.


Anderson further encouraged Blair’s independence of mind by inviting his friend Sir Knox Cunningham, the Unionist MP for South Antrim and President of the Old Fettesian Association, to stay at Arniston. ‘He had no children of his own, to his sadness, and made a point of coming four or five times a year,’ said Anderson (one of Blair’s contemporaries commented wryly on Anderson’s innocence: Cunningham was ‘the sort of man who liked boys – he never did anything about it as far as I know, but that was what he was about’).


Cunningham liked to go through to the boys’ quarters to provoke them with his outrageously reactionary views and encourage them to challenge school rules. Robert Philp, house tutor at Arniston, said, ‘He used to come back rubbing his hands with glee, saying, “That’s stirred things up a bit.” Blair loved arguing with him.’ Blair was not interested in politics at that time but, as a former parliamentary private secretary to Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, Cunningham offered him an early glimpse of the glamour of Downing Street.55


Anderson managed to channel some of Blair’s energies into his own passion, which was drama. In the public life of Fettes, it is as an actor that Blair is mainly remembered. Whether or not it had anything to do with the showbusiness heritage of his secret grandparents, Blair knew he could hold an audience from the time he danced in his nappy on the liner to Australia: at Fettes his performances were more formally thespian.


In his second year, still only fourteen, Blair was chosen to play the role of Mark Antony in the house play, Julius Caesar, an early experience of being promoted at a younger age than would be expected. The reviewer for the school magazine, the Fettesian, saw potential: ‘As the instrument of Caesar’s revenge, Blair emerged as a somewhat youthful Antony, but nevertheless a very promising actor who should prove indispensable for school productions in the next few years.’


At the age of sixteen, under Anderson’s influence, he formed a group with five other boys called The Pseuds, to act in and produce ‘contemporary dramatic works’. Their first ‘presentation’ was ‘an evening of contemporary drama’ open to any member of the Upper School, featuring Harold Pinter’s The Dumb Waiter and Trouble at the Works and N. F. Simpson’s Gladly Otherwise.


In the autumn of 1969 Blair played Drinkwater in the school play, George Bernard Shaw’s Captain Brassbound’s Conversion. The Fettesian review was mixed:




His accent was, on the first night, a little garbled, and often presented the same difficulties of comprehension experienced with the original article. This, however, was soon remedied and the slower, if slightly less convincing accent of the ensuing nights came over very well. His clearer diction, combined with his superb command of the gestures and mannerisms of the insolent, unscrupulous Cockney, provided us with an accomplished and amusing study.





Nearly thirty years later, Blair would again receive poor notices for his ‘Estuary’ accent, as the critics took exception to his demotic glottal stops in some of his more downmarket performances.


Blair’s greatest dramatic triumph at school was as Captain Stanhope in R. C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End, the Arniston house play at the beginning of 1971. Everyone who saw it seems to remember his performance in this claustrophobic First World War drama, set in the trenches. When the play was first produced in 1928, Laurence Olivier played the part of Stanhope, the company commander who can only fight an absurd war if he dulls his moral senses with whisky. This time the Fettesian review was unstinting:




Arniston were fortunate in having so experienced an actor as Blair for this central figure. From his first entrance … Blair brought out the febrile intensity of Stanhope, wiring himself into his ever more circumscribed troglodyte world, speculating moodily on the worm that went down when it thought it was coming up.





Robert Philp thought Blair’s performance was ‘brilliant’. It was a part to be seized with some relish by a seventeen-year-old rebel, for whom military uniform was anathema: Blair was among the minority at the school who opted out of the Combined Cadet Force. For the first two years, in which it was compulsory, he wore the uniform and used a rifle at the school’s firing range. Until he assumed responsibility for Britain’s armed forces twenty-nine years later, that was the full extent of his military experience. In his third year he chose to join the school’s ‘outside service’, a programme of voluntary work known as ‘granny-bashing’, involving digging old people’s gardens and running errands for hospital patients.


It was on outside service that the young Blair met another early mentor, Ronald Selby Wright, the minister at Canongate church in a slum area of Edinburgh. He had been the BBC’s Radio Padre during the war, broadcasting to the Forces, working in words and phrases containing codes for the intelligence services, and would later be Moderator of the Church of Scotland, its annually-elected head. He had been the Church of Scotland chaplain to the school, and continued to work at Fettes during Blair’s time. Significantly in the light of Blair’s later development, he observed: ‘Tony did not really have an interest in religion.’56


Blair was also a member of a discussion society called Paramaecium, run by another liberal master, Michael Lester-Cribb, the director of music. The society took its name from a single-cell organism which reacts to an obstacle by backing off at an angle and going forward in a new direction.


In the sixth form, Blair was a leading figure in the school’s counter-culture. He was flamboyant and aloof, with a big, lippy mouth like Mick Jagger, and younger boys were in awe of him. He was capable of being quite unpleasant to boys he did not get on with, reserving a cutting scorn for conformists and being ‘quite sharp’ to senior boys who upheld ‘the system’, according to David Kennedy, who succeeded Philp as house tutor at Arniston in 1968. Although Kennedy did not teach Blair, he got to know him well, because as house tutor he had the only television in the house. Several boys enjoyed watching Scotsport, the Scottish equivalent of Match of the Day, on Saturday evenings on his black-and-white set.


Blair was always just stepping over the limit of the rules, and using his charm to get away with it. ‘Hair was a big issue,’ said Hugh Kellett, two years below him in Arniston. ‘It had to be above the collar and behind the ears. He would put butter and crap on his hair, to grease it down inside the back of the collar. Many of the boys did.’ Anderson had a simple rule. He kept a bust of Sir Walter Scott in his hall, and any boy with hair longer than Sir Walter’s had to get it cut, which was a relatively relaxed measure. But Ian McIntosh, the headmaster, was less tolerant, and once frog-marched Blair into the school barber’s and stood over him while his hair was cut.57


Most teachers nevertheless found him stimulating. David Kennedy said:




Some boys are rebellious because they are stupid. Tony was rebellious because he wanted to question all the values we held to. In a boarding school there are obviously lots of rules as to how the day runs and what one does at various times. You had to have simplified sets of rules. And Tony would always question them.





Philp saw Blair’s later career as rooted in this schoolboy attitude:




He was always interested in pointing out the defects of the institution of which he was a part, and that kind of analytical stance is probably fundamentally some kind of political stance, even when it isn’t attached to any party-political feeling.





He was an intellectual rebel rather than a simple trouble-maker. He worked hard and read a lot. Philp said Blair was ‘not the very cleverest, but he had a good mind’. He studied English, French and History at A-level, and applied to read law at Balliol College, Oxford, once again following his brother. Balliol, a popular college with a progressive reputation, rejected him but passed him on to St John’s, a rather duller place which eagerly offered him a place, on the notional condition that he obtained ‘something like’ two Ds and an E in his A-levels, according to a contemporary. Blair managed to keep the fact of this setback out of the public domain until after he became Prime Minister.58 He has even more successfully kept his A-level grades secret (he asked Fettes within days of John Smith’s death in 1994 not to release any documents). The most plausible explanation is that they were not as good as he thought they should be, but presumably that only means they were not straight As. Cherie Booth has been happy for the world to know that she gained four As. He got ‘perfectly respectable high grades’ said one of his teachers.


David Kennedy believes that Blair’s persona as a rebel was a front, related to his skill at acting, and offered a pointed assessment:




He was so affable that you couldn’t call him reserved, but you never saw his real self. He didn’t like to expose himself in case someone spotted a weakness. He could end up being a prime minister like Wilson, clever but shallow. He was always charming, but, to be cruel, he only likes to be in groups where he is the leading light. He has always been conscious of how he appears to other people, the façade is always there. He is very intelligent and calculating. Don’t forget that he was a superb actor.





Behaving badly was more about exercising his ego than losing control. A contemporary said: ‘He really, really got under people’s skin. He was a very superior wind-up artist.’ He was careful in his disrespect and most of the time he avoided disciplinary action. But when Eric Anderson left in 1970 to be headmaster of Abingdon School, his successor as house master, Bob Roberts, found Blair – then in his final year – infuriating: ‘He was the most difficult boy I ever had to deal with.’59 Blair expected to be made a prefect, and might have reached some accommodation with Anderson, but Roberts would have none of it. His brother had been a prefect, listed in the Fettesian under the bald heading ‘THOSE IN AUTHORITY’, but Tony stayed on the back benches, with all the insolence of his role model, Mick Jagger. ‘Bob was a very old-fashioned, strict teacher who did not get on with him at all,’ according to David Kennedy.


Blair now risked expulsion, and needed allies. Luckily Selby Wright, the former chaplain, was a ‘great supporter’ of his, according to Anderson. In his final year Blair volunteered to help run a summer camp for Selby Wright’s boys’ club. ‘Some might say that if it hadn’t been for going on one of those camps, Tony might have found himself leaving the school a little earlier than expected,’ commented Nick Ryden, who also did outside service and testified to Blair’s genuine altruism. ‘But it was also an astute move on his part. If he had been shown the red card, Selby Wright would have put in a good word for him.’


Instead, Roberts beat Blair, the only master to do so, giving him ‘six of the best’ at the age of seventeen for persistently flouting school rules. Even in such a conservative school, beating a seventeen-year-old youth was an unusual event. ‘It probably did me no harm,’ Blair said twenty-four years later, when he rather awkwardly explained that he had always been opposed to physical punishment in schools.60 But it meant his school days both started and ended as a negative experience. And it was his government which, in September 1999, finally extended the 1986 ban on beating in state schools to the private sector.


‘Masters were very worried about sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll, and Blair looked like all three,’ explained Kellett. ‘He was a big guy, six feet tall at sixteen.’ The rock ’n’ roll at Fettes was mostly heavy metal – especially Led Zeppelin – which was played in the boys’ studies. In October 1970 Atomic Rooster and Anno Domini played at the school. There were ‘hardly any’ drugs in Fettes, according to contemporaries. From Eric Anderson’s testimony it would seem that alcohol and cigarettes were the narcotics of choice. As for sex, ‘boys were allowed to go “up town” three times a week, and Blair probably didn’t bother getting the slip signed’, according to Kellett. The opposite sex was one of the main attractions of ‘up town’. Blair’s father was again summoned to talk to the headmaster and house master. Leo said: ‘He was always nipping over the wall to chat up the girls at the fish and chip shop.’61


On his last summer holiday in 1970, at a party at his friend Chris Catto’s house in Forfar, Blair met a girl even more rebellious than he. Anji Hunter, who had just turned fifteen, was the daughter of a Scottish rubber plantation manager. She had been born and brought up in Malaysia until the age of ten; her mother had been killed in a car crash within months of the family returning to Scotland. She was then at St Leonard’s, a girls’ private school in St Andrews, forty miles away. ‘I met Anji when I was about seventeen, at a party where we both stayed overnight,’ Blair said, when he paid a private tribute to her after winning the Labour leadership, adding mischievously: ‘It was my first defeat.’62


She and Blair never went out with each other, but have been like brother and sister ever since. She was expelled from St Leonard’s for insubordination in 1971, around the time Blair left Fettes. Like Blair, she was bright – she took nine O-levels at the age of fourteen. She also persistently questioned the rules and was ‘agin the system’. She went to take her A-levels at St Clare’s sixth-form college in Oxford, so she was there during Blair’s first year at university. Fourteen years later, she came to work for him as an MP. She is still one of his closest and most trusted advisers, having assumed the title of Special Assistant to the Prime Minister.


Meanwhile, Fettes’s own defences against girls had just been breached. Two years earlier, as French students hurled cobbles on the streets of Paris, David Ogilvy, the founder of advertising agency Ogilvy & Mather and an old boy of the school, delivered an inflammatory speech at Founder’s Day. Quoting Sir William Fettes, who endowed the school for the education of ‘young people’, he declared:




What right had the first governors to decide that our Founder meant only boy children? He clearly intended that this great school should educate girls as well as boys. If the governors continue to ignore his wishes, I urge you boys to follow the example of your contemporaries at foreign universities – riot!





This was, he said, greeted with ‘loud and prolonged applause’ from the boys.63 In Ian McIntosh, the headmaster, already fearful of the example set by If …, it induced a state of terror. Typically, however, liberalisation came from the top rather than by revolt from below. Over the second brandy at lunch on the next year’s Founder’s Day, one of the school’s governors, Jack Mackenzie Stuart, an Old Fettesian, judge and crossbench peer, raised ‘the problem of his daughter Amanda’ with McIntosh. She was tired of her Wiltshire boarding school and wanted to be a day girl at home in Edinburgh for the sixth form. Could McIntosh take her? ‘I don’t see why not,’ was the reply.64


Thus, in the autumn of 1970, at the beginning of Blair’s last year, Amanda Mackenzie Stuart became the first girl at Fettes. She was in Blair’s class, the History Sixth. As the only girl in a school of 440 boys – until she was joined around half-term by a second member of the alien sex – she was inevitably the object of (mostly suppressed) romantic attention. In the competition for her affections, there could be only one winner, who turned out to be Blair. ‘He was so bright, so engaging – and very funny,’ she said later. ‘He could get away with teasing the masters and, looking back, I suppose it was because he was cleverer than most of them.’ Despite the competitive all-male environment, however, their relationship was not widely advertised and most boys were not aware of it. Indeed, for all his noisy, argumentative showing-off, they knew little of Blair’s family life or his private thoughts. All the boys and masters who knew him express surprise at his future course, but Mackenzie Stuart may have known him better. She said he was ‘not really into politics at the time – it was more Led Zeppelin and Cream – but I was never surprised that he joined Labour. That was always there.’65


Amanda Mackenzie Stuart is an important witness because this is the earliest sighting of left-wing leanings. Others speak of his anti-Establishmentarianism, or his compassion, but this was the first inkling that they might take political expression. That, however, would wait until he arrived at Oxford. Before that, he would spend a year off between school and university, mostly in London. But before that, he had to complete his last few weeks at school after his A-levels. McIntosh had had enough and wanted to expel him straight away, but another protector stepped in: this time it was his girlfriend’s father. Lord Mackenzie-Stuart went to see McIntosh and proposed a compromise, that Blair should live at his house in Edinburgh for the last few weeks of the summer term. Thus he ended his schooldays in privileged exile.


Much has been made by Tony Blair’s detractors of his privileged, middle-class upbringing, as if this should automatically disqualify him from leadership of a left-of-centre party. In fact Clement Attlee, Hugh Gaitskell and Michael Foot also came from relatively privileged families, while the background of John Smith, son of a provincial Scottish headmaster, was hardly downtrodden. Like Attlee, Gaitskell and Foot, Blair was sent to a private boarding school. Like Gaitskell, but unlike Attlee and Foot, he was of a strongly anti-Establishment cast of mind, rebelling against petty school rules and regulations and striking quite a pose as a nonconformist. Although he had carved out the space to enjoy himself, he did not leave with fond memories of the school. Three years later, he visited Edinburgh with some university friends. ‘We were driving past Fettes and Tony hit the floorboards,’ said one of them, Peter Thomson. ‘There must be something about that place.’


Much later, when he was a shadow Cabinet minister in about 1990, he was the guest speaker at a lawyers’ dining club in Edinburgh, at the invitation of his old friend from Fettes, Nick Ryden. When he and Ryden entered the library for drinks beforehand, he stopped suddenly and said: ‘Christ! No one told me he was going to be here.’ He had seen Michael Gascoigne, for whom he had fagged a quarter-century before. Ryden was alarmed, and asked if he could not let bygones be bygones. ‘No, I can’t,’ replied Blair sharply. ‘That bastard beat me. I never thought I would see him again.’


Fortified with two glasses of champagne, he began his speech by saying that his evening had been ‘ruined’ by the presence in the room of someone whom he had last seen wielding the cane when he, Blair, was bent over being flogged for something stupid like having his shoelaces undone. Without naming Gascoigne, he went on to say that this prefect at his school had flogged a lot of people for smoking, ‘so I was pleased to see that when I arrived here he was the only person in the room who was smoking’.66


Blair became reconciled to some aspects of Fettes at least, and later acknowledged his debt to the school. Defending his education reforms in government, he said: ‘I had a privileged education. I know what it did for me. I know I would not be Prime Minister without a decent education.’67 He emerged not only with a set of good qualifications, however, but with the confidence, style and self-discipline that are recognisably the products of the British public school system.
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GAP YEAR


London, 1971–72







‘His belongings consisted of a home-made blue guitar which he called Clarence, from which the entire neck would separate during rapid riffs, and a tatty brown suitcase containing a maximum of one change of clothes.’


—Alan Collenette, friend and former business partner





A friend of a friend had told Tony Blair that Alan Collenette was a rock promoter, so Blair arrived on his doorstep in Inverness Gardens, just off Kensington Church Street, claiming to be a gifted guitarist and suggested they should talk about going into the music business together. In fact, he had not yet learnt to play, but Collenette was not much of a rock promoter either. ‘So we deserved each other,’ said Collenette, who had just left St Paul’s School. Thus began a happy twelve months in which Blair lived in London, which he had previously visited only once, and became the ‘manager’ of some bands made up mostly of public schoolboys with ambitions to be rock stars.


‘It was a very good period of time for me, because I was very anxious not to have to depend on my dad for money. I just wanted to demonstrate a bit of independence,’ he said.1 He fell in with a crowd of ‘weekend hippies’, as one of them described themselves, but has always been reticent about what he did. ‘I dabbled in the music business, helping to organise gigs.’2


‘He should be embarrassed about that year,’ said one of his friends. ‘That was before he became respectable.’


He was already highly persuasive, however. He was staying at the house of a school friend of Collenette’s, Chris Blishen, who knew someone at Fettes. Blishen said: ‘He was a very charming guy, had that grin and was very ambitious to get things done. He was only supposed to be staying a night while my parents were on holiday and he ended up staying two weeks.’


Blair then asked if he could stay at Collenette’s parents’ house, and moved in with the meagre possessions listed above. Now managing director of a commercial real-estate company in San Francisco, Collenette said he and Blair ‘struck up a fast friendship, based on Tony’s sense of humour and self-effacing charm’. They set themselves up in business over his kitchen table. They were going to discover, promote and manage the next Led Zeppelin or Free. Had they succeeded, Blair might have ended up like Michael Levy, the pop music promoter who later raised money for him and whom Blair made a peer. Collenette said: ‘Tony was an excellent partner, because he had no reservations about making a fool of himself, which gave us a sense that anything was possible.’


First they needed a band. Collenette recruited Mike Sheppard, a friend, still in the sixth form at St Paul’s, who had taught himself to play guitar and whose father would let them rehearse in their Kensington basement. And he found a friend of his brother, who was at Westminster School, who could not only play guitar but was already in a band. He was Adam Sieff, son of Edward Sieff, then chairman of Marks & Spencer. His band was called Jaded, but the other members – who had included James Lascelles, son of Lord Harewood and stepson of Jeremy Thorpe – had moved on. But the name, formed from James, Adam and Ed, another boy at Westminster, appealed, and so the band was re-formed with two other friends of Sieff’s.


One of the handbills advertising the band survives. It is headed: ‘Blair–Collenette Promotions introduce: JADED. Exciting Rock’n’Roll band available for all Dances, Concerts and Parties.’ The band’s energetic promoters also offered a ‘Spacematic DISCO with LIGHTS!!’ The band consisted of Sieff on lead guitar, Paddy Quirke on bass, Sheppard on ‘Rythm’ guitar and Theo Sloot on drums.


The handbill had been printed by Sheppard using Letraset in the school art room. ‘Spacematic’ was not some high-tech music system, ‘it was Letraset’s way of making sure you’ve got the letters separated correctly,’ said Sheppard. Sieff and Sheppard had already played together in another band. ‘Jaded were heavy rock. We were hopeless. It was crap, but it was just great fun,’ said Sheppard.


They were not totally hopeless, however. Indeed, compared with other schoolboy bands with dreams of stardom, some of them had real musical talent. Sheppard went on to tour the world with the Electric light Orchestra, and Sieff, after a list of session music credits including ‘The Chicken Song’ on Spitting Image, is now head of Jazz and World Music at Sony UK.


Next, Blair–Collenette Promotions needed a venue. They searched through the Yellow Pages, and Blair tried to persuade several vicars to let them use their church halls. The only one who was prepared to let them stage their concerts was Norman Burt, a ‘lonely and rather mysterious’ figure, according to Collenette. He was a teacher and the part-time deacon at the Vineyard Congregationalist church in Richmond, where he ran the youth club in the crypt, rather unsuccessfully.


Although the youth club was not ‘explicitly religious’, according to Gill Hall, who helped Burt with another club later, ‘he wanted the church to go out to young people, to reach out to them’. Blair and Collenette were quite happy to go along with any ulterior evangelical motive as long as they had a place to ‘showcase’ their bands.


However, Blair was not entirely cynical in befriending the unconventional churchman. Collenette remembers that Blair was a believer. ‘He was God-fearing and that was unusual at that time in that circle of people. I respected him greatly for it.’ After Amanda Mackenzie Stuart’s, this is the next significant testimony to Blair’s sense of mission. He had seemed rather godless at Fettes, and the former school chaplain, Ronald Selby Wright, confirmed that Blair was not religious then (see p. 19). Blair’s father Leo was and is not at all religious, while his mother Hazel’s faith was undemonstrative. On the other hand, his prep school headmaster Canon John Grove said Blair was a believer at the age of eleven, and it is worth noting that he did not play up in chapel at Fettes, or argue about religious observance at school, as he did over everything else.


When Blair’s stay at Collenette’s parents’ house stretched the limits of politeness, he lodged with Burt in his house in Twickenham, across the River Thames from the Vineyard. Blair used his upstairs bedroom at 18 Cassilis Road as the base for his operations. At the bottom of the Jaded handbill is the legend, ‘Booking and Management … Tony Blair’, and the old 01 London phone number of Burt’s house.


Burt also owned a cottage on the Norfolk Broads, and he and Blair organised a trip there. Sheppard said: ‘I remember a magical hot summer week with various members of the clique and Mr Burt, whose primary concern seemed to be maintaining a safe separation between the boys and girls after dark.’


Burt kept in touch. When Blair was first elected as an MP, Burt wrote to him and Blair invited him to the House of Commons. But Burt did not see his long-haired, eighteen-year-old lodger become Prime Minister: he died in 1996.


Blair bought a ‘decrepit’ blue Ford Thames van for £50, in which they used to ferry bands and equipment around London. At one point, said Collenette, ‘rounding a key intersection between Little Venice and St John’s Wood, a wheel fell off with a clunk’. On another occasion, Blair’s driving skills were put to the test:




We were driving through Richmond late one night with members of a band in the van, when Tony drove too near a parked Jaguar, and replaced much of the British Racing Green paint with a Thames Blue. The body of opinion in the van, the overwhelming consensus, was: ‘He can afford it; he’ll never know who did it; step on it Tony, let’s get out of here.’ Tony insisted on stopping, writing a note to the driver with his phone number, together with an apology and a promise to make good.





The van came in useful for earning a little extra money, and Blair used it for making deliveries. ‘I got to know the streets of London very well,’ he once told the London Evening Standard. ‘So there you are. I could become a black-cab driver if things go badly.’3


They certainly did not make enough to live on from their bands, and hit on another scheme to supplement their income. ‘My mother makes an excellent lemonade,’ said Collenette,




with a recipe involving the following three unusual ingredients: lemons, sugar and water. We hatched a plan to phone Beecham in Brentford and see if we could sell them the recipe. Tony made this possible by his absolute lack of shyness and so he and I set forth along the M4 by bus.


I cannot remember the name of the head chemist, but he was very pleasant. He told us that the recipe was known to him and that the issue was that the lemonade turned an ugly brown if left on supermarket shelves for more than a few days. He drove us all the way back to London along the M4 and dropped us off on the Cromwell Road, still smarting from our rejection.





Blair and Collenette were forced to find more conventional means of earning money, stacking shelves in the food hall of Barkers of Kensington – the one time in his life when Blair had to clock in and out of work. The main excitement of working there was when a local resident, the actress Charlotte Rampling, came in, once leaning over the future prime minister to select a can of mulligatawny soup. Mr Hodge, their supervisor, took them aside at one point and told them: ‘You know, young men, if you keep going the way you are going there might just be a good career for you here. Let’s just say you have been noticed.’


The shop was close to Kensington Market, where Blair was marched by two friends who insisted his jeans were too far gone and told him to buy some new trousers. Egged on by his friends, he chose a pair of white flares so tight that they would only fit if he held his breath. ‘The lace-up fly was unusual even for 1971,’ said Collenette. Most distinctive was Blair’s purple and black striped jacket, a Radley School blazer belonging to Collenette’s father.



‘Let’s go honies’



‘Tony and I promoted the Vineyard by cycling around London, or driving the van, and standing outside schools as the students came out,’ said Collenette.




Many of the schools were girls’ schools, and I remember that one of the most frequently asked questions of Tony as he was handing out the posters for the next Vineyard was: ‘Will you be there?’ Tony was quite a draw and was responsible for a big part of the quite large crowds we had at the Vineyard.





Blair also used to wear a large brown fur coat and Collenette remembered him with his below-shoulder-length blond hair and chipped front tooth, hands on hips, saying: ‘Let’s go honies.’ He loved the Rolling Stones, and ‘imitated Mick Jagger constantly’.


On a few occasions at the Vineyard Blair got in some singing practice on the Stones numbers ‘Brown Sugar’ and ‘Honky Tonk Woman’ and Elvis Presley’s ‘Blue Suede Shoes’. But mostly he did the lights, some disc-jockeying and kept the door. On one occasion some Hell’s Angels bikers turned up, and one tried to gain entry without the required 30p. ‘Tony smiled his huge grin and asked him if he really expected to get in without paying. He said he did. Tony said, “I see”, and let him in,’ said Collenette.


Blair also looked after the accounts, carefully recorded in a diary kept jointly with Collenette. It had a ledger page for each month. For January 1972, Blair wrote in the ‘Paid’ column: ‘Jan. 14th £22.00’; under ‘Received’ he wrote ‘£33.00’. The profit figure, ‘£11.00’, was added in a third column. Result: happiness. The following Friday’s gig, on 21 January, was even happier: paid £29, received £54, profit £25.


The financial arrangements became more sophisticated by Wednesday 16 February: ‘Fee for Band – £30.00. Fee for Management – 80% of anything over £30.00. Transport – Van.’ Mr Eighty Per Cent quickly became an even more ruthless capitalist. For the gig on Saturday 26 February, Blair wrote: ‘Fee for Band – £15. Fee for Management – Anything left over.’ Despite letting it all hang out, the inner freak was already firmly in control.


After six months of putting on discos and live bands at the Vineyard, capacity 150, Blair and Collenette felt they were ready to break into the big time and booked the Queen Alexandra Hall in Kensington, which could take 2,000. On Blair’s nineteenth birthday, 6 May 1972, they put on a concert under the slogan ‘Bands with a Future’, with a group called Listen topping the bill. ‘The band came. The people didn’t,’ said Collenette. Attendance was better at their second and last date, but ‘Oxford was beckoning for Tony and I had to get a real job’.


The story of Blair’s gap year confirms his drive. One of his new circle, Adrian Friend, in his final year as a boarder at St Paul’s, said Blair ‘tried quite hard to get a recording contract – his tremendous enthusiasm even then was overwhelming. He was extremely determined and able to work much harder than anyone else I knew.’


After a while at Oxford, Blair moved from the back room to centre stage, as the lead singer for a student band called Ugly Rumours. Knowing the words to ‘Honky Tonk Woman’ stood him in good stead when he was auditioned for the job. And he still had the white flared trousers.


Sheppard recalled a party at Collenette’s in London two years later, in early 1974, when Blair was in his second year at Oxford (it is possible to date it from the fact that Alvin Stardust, produced by the future Lord Levy, was in the charts with ‘My Coo-Ca-Choo’ at the time). ‘I remember Tony was sitting all by himself in the front room. I went and chatted to him and it was obvious that he was thinking very hard about something quite different. There was a definite change of personality, he wasn’t so carefree.’


Collenette visited Blair at university, and offered a striking vignette of the two sides of Blair’s character:




I knew he took religion seriously and my impression was that this made him somewhat reserved about relations with the opposite sex. Visiting his rooms in Oxford, I remember a crowded ante-room full of friends and interested young ladies, but by contrast, off stage, his bedroom with its Bible by the bedside.





Two other features of this period are worth comment. One is that Blair continued to show no interest in politics. His formation is therefore unlike most prime ministers, and unlike the teenage William Hague, who took copies of Hansard out of the library, or Charles Kennedy, an MP at the age of twenty-three. Blair has, however, said that his favourite book at eighteen was Isaac Deutscher’s ‘superb’ biography of Leon Trotsky.4


The other is the sheer harmlessness of the japes he got up to in his gap year. In particular, to have avoided illegal drugs in that rock music milieu would have been quite unusual. The band that Sieff and Sheppard were in before Jaded was called Acid, but Sheppard insisted: ‘The name was not significant. Alkaline would have been equally valid.’


During the campaign for the Labour leadership Jeremy Paxman asked Blair if he had been ‘exposed to things like drugs’ in his rock ’n’ roll days.


Blair’s answer was unspecific: ‘No, I didn’t get into drugs.’5


The ‘No’ there is weightless: he was certainly ‘exposed’ to drugs during his gap year and at Oxford. People he knew smoked dope and did so at parties he attended. And it is obviously true that he ‘didn’t get into drugs’. The question is whether he tried pot once or twice, or did not try it at all.


The second is not impossible. There were people like that, even in white flared trousers in rock bands in the early 1970s. Blair was different from the other ‘weekend hippies’ in his gap year, not least because he had a Bible by his bedside. Collenette is emphatic. ‘Tony did not smoke pot. He was fun to be around partly because he had few inhibitions and knew how to have fun instinctively without the need for artificial stimulation.’ James Moon, the drummer in his Oxford band, Ugly Rumours, said: ‘I have to say, because it’s true, I never saw him with any drugs whatsoever, which I must say is more journalistically interesting than if I had. Particularly with that lot in the band.’


In which case it was curious that Blair did not ‘just say no’ to Paxman. However, he did give a definite answer to a straight question three months later. Interviewed in the Spectator, on 1 October 1994, he was asked by Noreen Taylor if he had ever smoked dope: ‘No, I haven’t. But if I had, you can be sure I would have inhaled.’ The macho dig at his friend Bill Clinton slightly diluted the effect, but this denial laid the issue to rest.


Indeed, no one who knew him at school, during his year off or at Oxford, has said that they saw him smoke cannabis. He smoked cigarettes, and he drank, but rarely to excess. One or two friends suggest that he was sometimes intoxicated, but none has said they ever saw him incapacitated. In part, this may reflect the loyalty of his friends – which in itself reflects well on him – in not relating the racier episodes of Blair’s growing up. But it seems he was, even at the ages of eighteen and nineteen, a self-controlled and worryingly wholesome character.




Notes
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PURPLE LOONS


Oxford, 1972–75







‘My Christianity and my politics came together at the same time.’


— Tony Blair, 1995





But for God, would Tony Blair be a Conservative? ‘With my class background, if all I had wanted to do was to exercise power I could and would – let’s be blunt about this – have joined another party,’ as Blair said after he was elected Labour leader.1 Not that he actually joined the Labour Party – ‘that would have been regarded as terribly right-wing’ – until after he left university.2


It was not until his first year at St John’s College, Oxford, in 1972, when he met Peter Thomson, who described himself as a ‘renegade priest’, that Blair suddenly developed a Christian socialist philosophy. Although most contemporaries had no idea he was interested in politics, those who knew him well were aware of an intense commitment. ‘He used to go on and on and on about his belief in the Labour Party, about socialism and inequality; he was quite a zealot about it,’ according to fellow-student Sally Brampton.


Blair met Thomson through another Australian, Geoff Gallop, a Rhodes scholar studying Philosophy, Politics and Economics. Gallop was a revolutionary Marxist and therefore pretty normal for a student interested in politics at the time. But Thomson was different. He was a 36-year-old mature student, a minister of the Australian Anglican church, reading theology at St John’s. Blair described him as ‘spellbinding’, and ‘the person who most influenced me’.3


David Gardner, later Brussels correspondent for the Financial Times, was another member of this ‘group of friends which was very close’ and whose centre of gravity was Thomson’s ‘tremendous enthusiasm’. For a year and a half, ‘long meaning-of-life sessions were very much on the agenda’, said Gardner. Another member, Marc Palley, who became Blair’s best friend, said: ‘It’s what students do, putting the world to rights, pontificating about their theories.’ Two or three times a week, various people in Thomson’s circle would end up, usually in his room, putting the world to rights late into the night.


There is a sense about Thomson, although he does not say so directly, that he felt he had wasted a lot of his life, and was trying to make up for lost time. He wanted to discuss – endlessly – how moral philosophy should be put into practice. It was a ‘project’, to use a later word, which deeply interested Blair. Thomson said:




I was an old retard who had arrived here from Australia, trying to become respectable. He was young, full of life, a person who had this joie de vivre. He was into life. He’d a keen intellect and a sense of compassion for other people. And we used to have these marvellous discussions that would go on for hours – you know, cigarettes and coffee and, because I was a bit older I had a bit more money than they did, they’d smoke all my cigarettes and drink all my coffee and we’d get into religion and politics.4





It would be a mistake to see Thomson’s discussions as the late-night equivalent of Christian coffee mornings. They were informal and often irreverent, although there was an underlying seriousness of purpose. Relaxed, informal, garrulous, Thomson was also a good tennis player and taught Blair to play.




He used to get me up at seven in the morning. He’d say, ‘We’ve got to go and play,’ and I was trying to open one eye. He got quite good. But competitive! Oh, he wanted to win every point. But he was great. It just showed the kind of dogged determination that the bloke’s got. He sets his focus in a particular way and goes for it.





Blair’s outward persona at Oxford was a noisy and exuberant extension of that of the public-school rebel, and even the more serious, private Blair at university combined earnestness with detachment. Marc Palley said: ‘He’s got a great ability to stand back from things, and I would say when one talks about being a serious person the inference is that they take themselves seriously as well, which he didn’t.’ He may have taken himself seriously since then, ‘but it’s always with things in perspective – there’s always a little bit of twinkle in the eye’.


Those who took part in Thomson’s discussions were a shifting set of people, united more by left-wing politics than by religious commitment. Other members of the circle included Olara Otunna, a Ugandan refugee who was later, briefly, Uganda’s foreign minister in 1984–85 and a candidate for Secretary-General of the United Nations, and Anwal Velani, an Indian postgraduate student. ‘It was no accident that most were from abroad and not products of the British class system,’ said Blair. ‘I could never stand the Oxford intellectual Establishment. They seemed to have a poker up their backsides.’5 However, as well as his circle of Commonwealth outsiders, Blair also hung out with products of the British public-school system, however rebelliously tongue-in-cheek they were, in a rock band and in dining clubs.


Geoff Gallop said he and Thomson were ‘both very political. I was very much an activist on the far left, pushing a Marxist line. Tariq Ali was my guru. Peter was a Christian socialist.’ Gallop was in the International Marxist Group; David Gardner ‘considered myself well to the left of the Labour Party’; Marc Palley was cynical about politics (and religion) but was ‘liberal-leftish anti-Establishment’ – his father was the only white MP in Rhodesia to oppose Ian Smith. Thomson’s theology was broad, non-institutional and politically radical. Only Otunna was an evangelical Christian. Beyond an anti-Establishment pose and a sense of compassion, Blair’s politics were unformed when he arrived at Oxford. The discussions he engaged in over Thomson’s coffee and cigarettes were to change all that.


Junior love-god


Blair chose to study law, following his father and brother, although he has since said that he wished he had studied history. Law was and is a tedious subject to study, involving large amounts of rote learning and offering little opportunity for flights of intellectual exploration. And at St John’s, an all-male college, and a rather dull and conservative place, he certainly stood out. ‘He looked very different. He didn’t go for smashing things up, but he was lively,’ said David Chater, a contemporary who was later a television reporter and foreign correspondent for Sky News. Blair’s father said he went to Oxford to pick him up in his first year, and met a long-haired undergraduate, shirt open to the navel, a large ceramic cross round his neck and a long, black synthetic skin coat with a red lining. ‘I wondered who the hell it was. Then he said, “Hi, Dad”.’6


In his third year, Tony Blair’s appearance, as the lead singer in the rock band Ugly Rumours, was just as dramatic, the features graphically listed by bass guitarist Mark Ellen:




Reading from top to bottom, the long hair with the rather severe fringe – a slightly medieval look about him, a sort of Three Musketeers thing – a T-shirt that can only be described as ‘hoop-necked’ and possibly even ‘trumpet-sleeved’, which revealed a large acreage of rippling bare torso, and beyond that the obligatory purple loons, topped off with the Cuban-heeled cowboy boots.7





Adam Sharples, lead guitarist, now a Treasury civil servant, said drily: ‘That certainly chimes with my memory.’


When he was auditioned for the Ugly Rumours, he prepared for it as if he were going for a job interview, according to Mark Ellen. ‘Tony turned up bang on time – incredibly punctual – brandishing sheaves of paper, of lyrics that he had transcribed, and we were fantastically impressed by this, because obviously we’d told him what songs we played [although] we didn’t really know what the words were.’


The Ugly Rumours were public-school rebels. The band was started by Adam Sharples and Ellen, who knew each other from Winchester School, with drummer James Moon. ‘We felt, looking at ourselves, that we were on the visual front a little bit tragic – yards of unconditioned hair and collective sex appeal of slightly less than zero,’ said Ellen. ‘What we felt we wanted was a charismatic, good-looking lead singer, and Adam suggested this guy Tony Blair. “I met this guy Tony Blair in St John’s. He looks terrific. He can sing – I’ve seen him sing.”’


So Blair was auditioned, sitting in the armchair in Sharples’s room in Corpus Christi, where Sharples read Philosophy, Politics and Economics. Sharples and Ellen played acoustic guitar while Moon hit ‘anything within reach in a rhythmical manner’, said Ellen. And Blair sang. ‘He was fantastic. He had a really good voice. It was a very high, powerful voice and he knew all the words. So we said: “Well, you’re in. We’re called Ugly Rumours and you can start tomorrow.”’


The band’s name came from a Grateful Dead album of the time called Live at the Mars Hotel. Blair was not a Grateful Dead fan, but Sharples and Ellen were heavily into deep and meaningful gloom rock. ‘If you held this album cover upside down in a mirror, the stars in the sky spelt the words “ugly rumors”, which seemed to have great significance at the time – possibly less so now,’ said Ellen.


Blair’s earnestness continued. Ellen said: ‘I was amazed by how keen he was on the idea of rehearsal. I think we were just a little bit looser – “Hey, we’ll just turn up and we’ll be brilliant.” And he was like, “No, I think we should actually practise this and get it right.”’ Ellen stayed in the music business, as a presenter of The Old Grey Whistle Test, editor of the music magazine Q and publisher of Mojo magazine. His account of the band’s first gig, in Corpus Christi’s oak-panelled, sixteenth-century hall, is something of a comedy performance in itself. They rehearsed – ‘not very rigorously’ – in the underground car park across the road, came on stage at 8.30 and ‘shuffled into some lumpen riff’. Enter Tony Blair, in purple loons and cut-off T-shirt.




He comes on stage giving it a bit of serious Mick Jagger, a bit of finger-wagging and punching the air. And we go into our third song and – complete catastrophe – the drums begin to fall off the drum riser. I can see it now in slow motion. One by one they just fell apart and rolled off the stage and on to the floor. And we were all absolutely frozen with horror and embarrassment. The audience are looking at us, and we’re looking at them. And Tony just got straight in there and dealt with it brilliantly. He grabbed the microphone and said: ‘We’re the Ugly Rumours. Hope you’re enjoying yourself. We’re playing on Saturday at the Alternative Corpus Christi College Ball, supported by a jazz-fusion band and a string quartet. Hope you’re going to come. Are you having a good time? I can’t hear you at the back. Corpus Christi how are you?’ All that sort of stuff – really ludicrous. He held the entire thing together, and we were just amazed. We were running around behind him trying to nail these drums back again. Got the kit back. Plugged in. Got back into this appalling riff that we were playing, and the whole thing resumed. It was brilliant, the way he dealt with it. He dealt with the hecklers at the back. He dealt with the rather worthy students in the berets who’ve paid their 30p admission and they’re not going until they’ve heard a Captain Beefheart song. And he dealt with the sea of girls down at the front with the floral print dresses. You know, 95 per cent of them were probably called Amanda. And he was really funny, charming, really charismatic. I can remember standing there in the back line with my bass guitar, standing behind a sea of crash cymbals, looking at him and thinking: ‘This is no ordinary junior love-god lead singer we have here. Where is this guy going to go?’





Moon, now an investment banker, concurred: ‘He was quite a good front man, you know, hip-wriggler in chief.’ But Blair was not a good singer. Comments on his voice ranged from ‘rough’ to ‘he looked great’.


The band’s next performance, at the Alternative Ball, was recorded by another eyewitness. Blair wore ‘white skin-tight trousers and strummed his bass guitar with far less dexterity than he now applies to politics’.8


The Ugly Rumours were not signed up by a talent-spotting record company and required to sacrifice their artistic integrity to the commercial pressures of the music industry. The band played only about half a dozen gigs in its brief career, and restricted itself to literal cover versions of ‘Honky Tonk Woman’ and ‘Live With Me’ by the Rolling Stones, ‘Black Magic Woman’ by Fleetwood Mac, ‘Take It Easy’ by Jackson Browne, and songs by Free and the Doobie Brothers – the last being what the band most sounded like, according to one ear-witness.


Blair also appeared on stage in comic revues and straight drama, carrying on from where he left off at school. He played Matt in the St John’s Drama Society production of Bertolt Brecht’s Threepenny Opera at the Oxford Playhouse in 1974.


Blair’s Oxford days also had a ‘strawberries and cream’ side, which took the form of aping the Brideshead caricature of upper-class Oxford. He rowed on the river, with Chater, in a ‘joke Eight’. And he was a member of the St John’s Archery Club, which had little to do with bows and arrows. Its main function was to hold parties, according to Nicholas Lowton, a contemporary member, especially in the summer, although sometimes they would ‘twang around in St John’s Gardens – not after we’d drunk too much, for obvious reasons. There had been trouble with it in the past.’ It was arch, not to say archaic. The members wore straw boaters and blazers; women were allowed only as guests on ‘Ladies’ Days’.


For much of his first year, Blair went out with Suzanne (Suzie) Parsons, generally described as one of the most beautiful women in Oxford. She was at St Clare’s sixth-form college with Blair’s friend Anji Hunter, who, as well as being protective and even possessive of Blair, later went out with Mark Ellen. In his second and third years Blair had a (short) series of other girlfriends, and was usually being ‘chased by several more’, according to one friend. Blair and Marc Palley were once summoned by the deans to answer the charge that women had visited their rooms outside permitted hours. A lipstick had been found in Blair’s room. ‘Oh, that’s mine,’ he replied, casually, when confronted with the evidence.9


In his personal relationships, as in his later political ones, he showed a remarkable ability to leave behind a good impression. Mary Harron, a Canadian student who went out with him briefly, recalled:




Even before he became an MP and famous I always thought of Tony as the only ‘nice’ person that I ever went out with at Oxford. He was very good-looking, in a kind of sweet way, and wasn’t at all predatory. He was very different from most of the guys I knew, but I guess I fell for him because he was cute.10





Harron went on to be film critic for the New Statesman and later a film producer in New York (she was also director of the 1999 film American Psycho).


For all his front as a noisy show-off, Blair was discreet about sex, abstemious about drugs and earnest about rock ’n’ roll. ‘He had a more varied bunch of interests or social life than most. Most people tended to be one group or another. Tony had a slightly more catholic circle of friends,’ said James Moon. ‘He wasn’t a particularly political animal. He had good emotional motives, decency. There was a sense of decency, and a slight sense of apartness from the mainstream.’


A philosophy


According to Thomson and Gallop, there were three broad topics to which their discussions constantly returned: the relationship between theology and politics; reform or revolution (what Gallop called ‘the perpetual question’); and the concept of community. The last theme arose out of Thomson’s enthusiasm for a Scottish philosopher called John Macmurray, whose work Thomson had been introduced to at theological college in Melbourne in 1955 by a priest who had lost his parish because of his former membership of the Communist Party.11 ‘If you really want to understand what I’m all about,’ said Blair, just as he was elected Labour leader in 1994, ‘you have to take a look at a guy called John Macmurray. It’s all there.’12


Macmurray was considered one of Britain’s leading thinkers in the 1930s, when he was Grote Professor of Philosophy at London University, and described then as ‘one of the most original minds of our time’.13 Because he used plain language, he was also popular, giving regular talks on BBC Radio. But his reputation did not survive the war, when he moved to Edinburgh University. By the time Thomson came across his work, he had been relegated to a minor figure in academic theology. But Thomson was hugely excited by the central idea of Macmurray’s forgotten and rather dated books, an infectious interest he took with him to Oxford:




I think he was one of the most important British philosophers this century. And he was on to a concept of community. He used to say that the noblest form of human existence is friendship and that instead of being on a debit and credit ledger idea of ‘If you do this for me, then I’ll do that for you’, we ought to develop a sense of community where people were committed to the welfare of one another.





Macmurray saw his purpose as being to challenge the starting-point of modern philosophy, the idea that people are individuals first, who then choose how to relate to others. He insisted that people exist only in relation to others. The central idea of liberalism, that individuals should be free to do whatever they like provided they do not harm others, started from an unreal assumption, according to Macmurray, because it assumed that people exist in a vacuum and only impinge on others when they choose to.


He argued that individuals are created by their relationships in their families and communities. Or, as Blair put it in 1993, ‘We do not lose our identity in our relations with others; in part at least, we achieve our identity by those relations.’14


The effect of Macmurray’s rethinking was to invert Adam Smith’s dictum, ‘Social and self-love are the same’. Smith said that if we follow our self-interest, we benefit the whole community. Macmurray said that by pursuing the community’s interests we benefit the individuals within it, including ourselves.


Macmurray made grand claims for his philosophy, although it was not the radical inversion of the assumptions of Western philosophy he thought. The British ethical and Christian socialist thinkers of the turn of the century, such as T. H. Green and L. T. Hobhouse, also believed that altruism was the highest form of self-interest.


What was distinctive about Macmurray was that he combined this Christian socialism with an attack on liberalism which resembled that of Conservative followers of Edmund Burke, who emphasise the family and tradition as the bonds that hold together organic communities, and who oppose individualism and rationalism.15 In this, Macmurray anticipated the ‘communitarian’ philosophy of contemporary North American thinkers such as Charles Taylor and Michael Sandel. According to Sandel, the politics of the common good enable us to ‘know a good in common that we cannot know alone’. Real societies are not ‘voluntary associations’, he said. The shared pursuit of a common goal is not a relationship people choose, ‘but an attachment they discover, not merely an attribute but a constituent of their identity’.16


It was precisely the combination in Macmurray of Christian socialism and a ‘conservative’ critique of liberalism which underpinned the apparent novelty of Blair’s political philosophy when he became leader of the Labour Party. Macmurray’s other-centred philosophy crystallised Blair’s thinking:




It seemed to me a sensible explanation of the human condition. There seemed a coincidence between the philosophical theory of Christianity and left-of-centre politics. I didn’t work these things out very clearly at the time, but they were influences that stayed with me. They were formative influences.17





Macmurray’s starting-point was his personal experience of the First World War. Blair later recalled an essay on the subject of Christian duty which arose out of his observation that ‘his comrades had divided into two categories in response to the horror of the conflict’. The first group reacted as Epicureans, rejecting altruism for the pursuit of sensual pleasures.




The second group, in contrast, was gripped by a profound belief that their lives had to have a purpose – a moral purpose that encompassed the notion of duty. One could liken this to Kant’s moral imperative. What Macmurray meant is that there is a human impulse within, which can be fulfilled only through duty.18





Macmurray was always profoundly religious, although he was not a member of a church until late in life, when he joined the Society of Friends (Quakers). The practical application of Macmurray’s thought remained ambiguous, however, despite his emphasis on doing rather than thinking (curious for a full-time, life-time academic). His vision of universal community was ultimately a religious one, although not of any particular religion. ‘It sounds wishy-washy, but it isn’t,’ said Peter Thomson.


Christian socialist


According to Thomson, Blair ‘wasn’t really a Christian’ when he met him.19 Blair himself said:




I had always believed in God but I had become slightly detached from it. I couldn’t make sense of it. Peter made it relevant, practical rather than theological. Religion became less of a personal relationship with God. I began to see it in a much more social context.20





There was no difference for him between religion and socialism. ‘My Christianity and my politics came together at the same time.’21 He started to go to the college Chapel, and asked to be confirmed in the Church of England towards the end of his second year. The importance of this event in understanding his personal development can hardly be overstated. He was prepared for confirmation by the assistant chaplain to St John’s, Graham Dow, later Bishop of Carlisle, who said:




Thomson came to me and said, ‘Tony Blair would like to be confirmed.’ I was pleased because he was from a group that was interested in social action, rather than the more usual groups of evangelicals – of the narrowly pietistic kind – or quiet intellectuals. He was looking for something that was active, to change society. He gave the impression of someone who had just discovered something exciting and new – he didn’t know it all, that’s why he was such fun to talk to.





Dow said there were usually two or three candidates for confirmation a year, and remembered the discussions he had with Blair in his study: ‘Because of who I am, I would have been quite straight about the commitment faith demands.’ Blair ‘didn’t disagree’ with Dow’s language of a commitment to a personal Christ and to building the Kingdom of God, but was more interested in practical change in society. Blair was hardly a deep or original thinker about religion or philosophy, but his seriousness cannot be doubted. Blair the Contemplative spent a lot of time in college, working quite hard, reading a lot and – for a law student – quite widely. As well as Macmurray and Immanuel Kant, he also read Søren Kierkegaard and Carl Jung and ‘the classics: Austen, Trollope, Thackeray, as well, of course, as the big legal tomes necessary for a law degree’.22


Blair’s religious belief was private. Oxford contemporaries who did not know him well had no idea that he was a practising Christian. Even his best friend, the atheist Marc Palley, who knew Blair was a Christian, did not know he had been confirmed:




I’ve never been able to understand the logic of religion. It’s not for me. We used to have long discussions, and I used to say it’s a complete load of rubbish, baloney and gibberish. He wasn’t a godsquadder – he was the antithesis of a stereotypical godsquadder – but he happened to believe.





For years afterwards, his beliefs were not well known. In December 1991, on a visit to New York, Gordon Brown’s adviser Geoff Mulgan was surprised when, after a heavy Saturday night, Blair was up at the crack of dawn to look for a church. The journalist Peter Kellner expressed astonishment when Blair asked where the nearest church was during a weekend visit at about the same time. Blair was unruffled. ‘It’s not a sin, is it?’ he asked. It was only with the election of Christian socialist John Smith as Labour leader in 1992 that his religion became visible, and it came as news to at least one close friend of over a decade’s standing.


Blair considered going into the church. Olara Otunna remembered him discussing the possibility: ‘It was at one point very much on his mind. It was certainly one of the options that he talked about seriously.’* But the ministry would not have satisfied his desire to be famous, which had prompted his ambition to be a pop star.


Instead, politics became the vehicle for his moral commitment. ‘It seemed a normal consequence of what we were thinking about and doing for him to go into politics and not to be restricted by becoming a priest in the church,’ said Thomson. Otunna said, ‘it became clearer to him that the way to make a difference, the way to be useful and to help shape the destiny of those for whom he cared, was to work through the established political process’. Twenty-five years later, he came full circle, satirised as a trendy evangelical vicar by Private Eye.


It seems that Blair’s early, unspecific desire to ‘be something’ had become more altruistic. Maybe he still wanted to attract attention, but now by ‘doing something’ as well.





Into politics


It was not immediately obvious how to ‘make a difference’ through the established political parties, however. Blair’s friends in St John’s were mostly left-wing, but had no interest either in the Labour Party or in student politics. Mainstream politics was as deeply unfashionable as dark suits in the early 1970s.


Against a background of economic crisis, Edward Heath and Harold Wilson seemed interchangeably uninspiring, at least after Heath’s retreat from the prototype Thatcherism of ‘Selsdon Man’ in 1972. In the winter of 1973, war in the Middle East almost quadrupled the oil price, and Heath announced a ‘three-day week’ to conserve energy supplies during the coal strike. The February 1974 election confirmed the electorate’s lack of enthusiasm for the two main parties, which both saw their share of the vote fall to the benefit of the Liberals and Nationalists.


Equally, after the romance of the 1968 student rebellions, the doctrinaire and intricate Marxism into which the student left had retreated seemed much less fun. ‘I was very interested in political ideas. I was reading everything from Tawney and William Morris through to Gramsci and Isaac Deutscher,’ said Blair.23 New thinking on the left was still dominated by Marxism. Some strands, such as that associated with Antonio Gramsci, were increasingly liberal and pluralistic, but all started from the same texts and were bounded by the same assumptions. And the old thinking was still working its way through the Labour Party – after Europe, the main internal struggle of the time was over how many ‘major monopolies’ the party wanted to nationalise.


Blair said: ‘I went through all the bit about reading Trotsky and attempting a Marxist analysis. But it never went very deep, and there was the self-evident wrongness of what was happening in Eastern Europe.’24 Thomson was excited by Marxist-influenced radical Christian thought, such as Roman Catholic ‘liberation theology’, but for Blair




Christianity helped to inspire my rejection of Marxism. Whatever subtleties can be placed upon it, Marxism was essentially determinist. It was an attempt to make politics scientific. And it isn’t. It is about people. And they are, of course, influenced by the conditions around them. But human nature is complex. There is free will, individual responsibility. We can choose and decide.





He was writing in 1997, and by then sounded uncannily like Margaret Thatcher in her fundamentalist anti-Marxism: ‘The problem with Marxist ideology was that, in the end, it suppressed the individual by starting with society,’ he wrote, to some extent contradicting Macmurray who followed Marx in starting with social relations.25


Blair may have become politically committed at Oxford, but he did not become active. He was not involved in the two closely fought election campaigns of 1974 – he was, therefore, not even a member of the Labour Party when it won its last General Election before he himself led it to victory in 1997. Nor did he have anything to do with the university Labour Club. He did take part in a sit-in along with 2,000 other students in the winter of 1973, when the university was convulsed by the campaign to secure a central student union rather than college-based unions. Later on he went on two demos against the National Front, which organised meetings at Oxford Town Hall. Another issue which engaged him was the campaign against apartheid in South Africa. ‘I suppose the first issue which got me politically active was the anti-apartheid movement. I think the same sense of moral outrage and moral purpose which lay behind that movement fires most Labour Party members, and I am no different,’ he said.26 He only went to the Oxford Union debating society once, dragged by a girlfriend to see Michael Heseltine give a speech. Heseltine, who was just about to discover the Conservative Party conference and who had yet to swing the mace, was in his prime. Blair was impressed, but not moved.


Farewells


In the summer of 1974, at the end of Blair’s second year, Gallop and Thomson left Oxford to return to Australia. Thomson returned to his post as chaplain at Timbertop School in Australia, little knowing that he had helped shape the politics of a national leader. He and Blair kept in touch. Blair visited Australia with Cherie in 1982, and then with Gordon Brown in 1990. Thomson retired from teaching in 1993, at the age of fifty-seven, to a farm 3,000 feet up in the foothills of Mount Buller, north-east Victoria, but the boredom of watching his cattle grow was soon broken by his protégé’s election to the Labour leadership a year later. Journalists who tracked down the man who had been ‘Blair’s guru’ at Oxford were told: ‘Tone’s come a long way since then, but he’s still got the basic thrust of it all. He’s developed a political realisation of the ideas, but they’re still there. If he can take the people with him he can do great work, I’m telling you.’27 He came to London the next year, to work with the church in projects among the disadvantaged, and to be part of the excitement of ‘Tone’s’ election as Prime Minister.


Geoff Gallop, meanwhile, abandoned Marxism and became a state MP in Western Australia in 1986 and eventually leader of the state Labor Party.


Back in Oxford in his final year, Blair lived with Marc Palley and three women undergraduates in what Palley described as a ‘pretty damp, extremely grotty and very cold’ house, 63 Argyle Street. Blair’s academic career at Oxford was summed up, rather inconsequentially, in the ‘President’s Collections’, a kind of end-of-term report written by the President of St John’s, Sir Richard Southern, a distinguished medieval historian.




Early 1973: ‘Well organised. Apt to leave things till the last minute. But a strong interest in many things.’


June 1973: ‘Pleasing structure to work, but some weakness in content.’


February 1974: ‘Seems extraordinarily happy.’


December 1974: ‘Signs of really understanding the principles of the subject.’


March 1975: ‘Needs to be tougher in thinking through his ideas.’





Blair graduated in June 1975. According to Derry Irvine, head of his barristers’ chambers, he just failed to get a First, because ‘he simply didn’t exert himself’.28 Marc Palley was sceptical: ‘To be fair to you, Tony, I think that’s overstating it. I think he got a good Second.’


When Blair left Oxford, then, he was definitely left-wing, and saw the unfashionable Labour Party as the only possible vehicle for his political interest. His beliefs were still forming, but could already be described as ethical socialist. John Macmurray was the dominant influence, but he had also read several other more familiar works of the ethical socialist canon and rejected any form of Marxism.


While many people’s politics are formed primarily by their parents, this was clearly not the case with Blair. His prep school headmaster, Canon John Grove, said: ‘Father was rather wry about it and said, “Oh, he’ll soon grow out of it.”’ But he never did. Blair’s basic beliefs have not changed since he was twenty. He is the Christian socialist son of an atheist Tory.


Two weeks after he graduated, Blair’s mother Hazel died at the age of fifty-two. She had been diagnosed with throat cancer when he was in his final year at Fettes.




I don’t know why on earth I didn’t realise how serious it was. But I suppose you think your mother is indestructible. It never occurs to you that she can die. She had an operation and then she actually survived for about four years after that, which was apparently quite lucky. She very much downplayed it. She just said that she had a lump on her throat and she had to get it removed, so she was going to go into hospital. Even when she went in for the second time and it was obvious there was something wrong, you somehow felt it would be all right.29





His parents kept the seriousness of Hazel’s condition from Tony because they did not want to distract him during his exams. When Tony went home afterwards, Leo met him off the train and said, ‘I’m afraid Mum is a lot more ill than we thought.’


‘She’s not going to die, is she?’ Tony asked, expecting the answer that it wasn’t that serious, but Leo replied: ‘Yes, I’m afraid she is.’30 They went straight to the hospital, where Hazel had only a week to live.




It was terrible how she had suddenly aged at the end. She knew she was dying but she was very, very lucid. She saw each one of us in turn and went through things with us … She was very keen as to what type of future life we should lead … I was always the wildest of the three [and] Mum was worried I might go off the rails. Also she was very anxious that we were a credit to Dad. She was insistent on us promising that we’d get ourselves sorted out and not do stupid things.31





It is possible that, if Tony Blair reacted against his father’s politics, his mother’s gentleness and social concern provided an alternative base. ‘My mother always supported Dad in his politics, but I never thought she was really a Tory. We never got around to discussing it, and she died when I was just coming out of university.’32 Peter Thomson, who had stayed with the family in Durham, said: ‘It was absolutely clear that she doted on Tony and that Tony adored her. She also had a really deep social conscience and I think Tony has turned out to be the type of human being that she would have wanted him to be.’33


Olara Otunna remembers him going home at the time:




He took such trouble to care for his father who had been, I think, even more affected by this, and his younger sister Sarah, who was terribly affected by it. This was something that one could see meant a good deal. He took a great deal of trouble to make sure that the family pulled through this.





His father Leo said: ‘He was very solicitous towards me, very kind. He was a very loving son. His mother adored him.’34


Hazel’s death also heightened her son’s ambition:




As well as your grief for the person your own mortality comes home to you. And you suddenly realise – which often you don’t as a young person – that life is finite, so if you want to get things done you had better get a move on35 … For the first time I felt not so much a sense of ambition as a consciousness that time is short. My life took on an urgency which has probably never left it.’36





Many – perhaps most – people leave university not really knowing what they want to do. When Blair started his training as a barrister in London, he had gone into law for want of any strong pull in any other direction. Becoming a barrister (again following his brother) rather than a solicitor had more appeal to the show-off in him. His days as a junior love-god of the rock ’n’ roll stage were over. But he saw the law as a base rather than a career. ‘I would never have been satisfied as a lawyer,’ he admitted in 1997, rather contradicting his presentation of himself as a rounded human being who could always give up politics and earn a living at the Bar.37 The skills of persuasive public speaking are a good grounding for politics: there are more lawyers in the House of Commons than any other occupational group.


Blair has said of his time at Oxford, ‘I had no thought of going into Parliament.’38 However, Geoff Gallop said – of Blair’s second year – that he ‘was starting to see politics as a future, he was starting to be geared up to go into polities’. And Marc Palley said that when he moved to London with Blair, politics was ‘definitely in his mind’ as his vocation.
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MEETING A WOMAN AT THE BAR


London, 1975–80







‘Once you succumb to Tony’s charm, you never really get over it.’


—Cherie Booth, 1997





When Tony Blair joined the Labour Party in the autumn of 1975, the most important issue dividing the party was Europe. He was still at Oxford when he voted in the referendum, on 5 June, in favour of Britain’s continued membership of the EEC, along with the 67 per cent majority in the country, and most of Harold Wilson’s Cabinet, but probably against the majority of the Labour Party membership. On this central issue of British politics, Blair’s private beliefs have been consistent – although, when the party’s policy swung against Europe once Labour was out of power, he toed the line in public.


Blair moved into a basement flat in Earl’s Court, west London, with his university friend and fellow lawyer Marc Palley. The flat, at 92 Ifield Road, SW10, was in the Redcliffe ward of the constituency of Chelsea, safe seat of Conservative Nicholas Scott. A fellow constituent was the new leader of the Conservative Party, Margaret Thatcher, elected that February in a coup of the Tory modernisers against the traditionalists. Harold Wilson, already preparing to resign the following year in favour of James Callaghan, was absorbed in a time-consuming struggle to quarantine Tony Benn in the Industry Department. Meanwhile the Labour Party was still dreaming of achieving the ‘irreversible shift of wealth and power in favour of working people and their families’ promised in its manifesto, through ever-more unlikely programmes of state ownership and planning agreements. Both government and party were oblivious to the threat from Thatcher, who gave the Conservative Party that autumn her vision: ‘A man’s right to work as he will, to spend what he earns, to own property, to have the state as servant and not as master.’1


The Redcliffe branch of the Chelsea Labour Party had become inactive, and Blair arrived at the same time as two long-standing members decided to try to revive it. Sandy Pringle and Tim Bolton, then chairman of the Chelsea Labour Party and now a local councillor, wrote to all the members in the ward and asked them to come to a meeting in Pringle’s flat.


Blair was one of the twenty people who turned up. Pringle said he was ‘very encouraged to think there were all these young people around’. Pringle became branch chairman and, at his first meeting, Blair became secretary. Branch secretaries are automatically members of the General Committee, the body which runs the constituency-wide party, and which in those days chose parliamentary candidates. Thus Blair received an early initiation into the ancient rites of Labour’s internal machinery. Branch and General Committee meetings were sometimes held at the Gunter Arms pub on the Fulham Road. Although they did meet in people’s homes, said Pringle, they did not meet in Blair’s basement flat – ‘the sort of place where students would live’.


Pringle found Blair ‘exceedingly bright and engaging’, a ‘fairly competent’ secretary, and they became quite good friends. He recognised him as a ‘chap of ability’, and thought his politics were like the old or Tribune left – as distinct from the new, more Marxist-influenced Labour left. He had ‘definitely radical views in his attitude towards the Establishment’, and had a ‘healthy disrespect’ for it, said Pringle.


Labour lawyer


Tony Blair started his one-year course at Bar school in September 1975 and early the next year turned his mind to the question of obtaining a pupillage. In order to practise as barristers, students who pass the Bar exams have to gain work experience as a pupil in a set of chambers – a group of barristers who share offices. As is still often the case, pupils were not paid, but the Inns of Court awarded scholarships to support some of them. Before Blair’s interview for a scholarship in the spring of 1976, he waited in the Old Hall of Lincoln’s Inn with other candidates seated in alphabetical order. He found himself next to Cherie Booth, one of the most academically outstanding of that year’s students. Brought up in Liverpool, she shone at Seafield Convent Grammar School in Crosby, where every lesson began with a prayer and ‘we were taught you worked hard for the glory of God and whatever you achieved was not enough’, according to a classmate of Cherie’s, Patricia Murphy.2


Cherie was ‘one of the most intelligent pupils I ever taught’, said her history teacher Margaret Oliver. She took four As at A-level, in History, Geography, Economics and General Studies, topped by the highest First in law at the London School of Economics. Like Blair, she was interested in politics, although she had joined the Labour Party earlier than him, at the age of sixteen in 1970. Her application for a scholarship was successful. His was not.


Blair noticed her over the next year. ‘I always remember Cherie being in the Lincoln’s Inn library when everyone else would go down to the pub for lunch, she would be eating her sandwiches in there, poring over her books.’3 It soon became clear the two of them would have more to do with each other when he applied to be a pupil at the chambers of Derry Irvine.4 At the time, individual barristers took on their own pupils, although decisions to award a tenancy – a permanent place in chambers – would be made by members of chambers as a whole (nowadays most pupils are taken on by chambers and then allocated to work with individual barristers).


Blair arrived at Irvine’s office through his public school connections. He had met Colin Fawcett, the head of another chambers, at a friend’s twenty-first birthday party at Beaconsfield Golf Club. His legal career thus began in the same deeply Conservative Home Counties town as his parliamentary career, launched by the Beaconsfield by-election six years later. Blair asked Fawcett for advice: he recommended Irvine, and agreed to ‘effect an introduction’. Irvine had already taken on a pupil, and Blair applied late, but ‘he bowled me over with his enthusiasm’, said Irvine, so he took him on as well as the highly impressive student he had already recruited – Cherie Booth. As a former lecturer at the LSE’s law department, Irvine would have known the lecturers who could testify to her outstanding academic ability. She said Blair’s arrival ‘didn’t please me at all, because I’d been assured that I was going to be the only one’.5 Indeed Irvine has always claimed that he did not intend to have two pupils, but he certainly needed them both, and he took two pupils again the following year. One of these, Julian Fulbrook, said Irvine was ‘colossally overworked’. At thirty-six, he was only two years away from becoming the youngest of his contemporaries to ‘take silk’, that is, to become a Queen’s Counsel, one of the barrister élite.


A driven and rigorous intellectual meritocrat, Irvine can be abrasive. According to Blair, on one of his first meetings with his mentor he was confronted with the question: ‘So, your parents were rich enough to send you to a public school then?’


Blair tried to reply tactfully: ‘Well, of course you can criticise my public school education—’


‘I bloody well will!’ was the terse reply.6


Irvine, who himself was a scholarship boy at the fee-paying Hutchesons’ Boys’ Grammar School in Glasgow (and whose own sons were later educated privately), joined the Labour Party at the age of seventeen at Glasgow University, where he was a friend of fellow law student John Smith. In the same year that Smith was first elected for the safe Labour seat of North Lanarkshire, 1970, Irvine stood unsuccessfully for parliament in Hendon North. More significantly, he just missed being the Labour candidate for the safe South Wales seat of Aberdare for the 1974 elections. When Blair started work in Irvine’s chambers, Smith was a rising minister in the Labour government. Irvine’s political contacts were to prove important in Blair’s future career, although Irvine said that politics played no part in his decision to take Blair on – indeed, he thought that of the two Cherie was the fledgling politician.


In the summer of 1976 Booth confirmed Irvine’s judgment by coming top in that year’s Bar exams. Blair achieved an undistinguished Third class. He explained that he did not treat the exam ‘with the seriousness that – well, actually I think I did treat it with the seriousness it deserved, but anyway I didn’t work particularly hard at it’.7 Booth began her pupillage straight away, while Blair spent the summer in France. He worked in the bar of the Frantour hotel in Paris, where he ‘got quite good tips’ from American tourists because he spoke English. This led to ‘my first lesson in applied socialism’, he said twenty-two years later in his address (in French) to the French National Assembly. ‘The others told me to put all my tips into a communal pot. But at the end of the night I discovered it was only me who had been putting my money in.’8 (Centre-right deputies broke into delighted laughter and applause, while their socialist opponents were unamused.) He also taught English to managers at an insurance company, which gave him a large enough bonus to pay for a cycling holiday in the Dordogne.


When he returned, he and Booth were locked in competition for a permanent place – a tenancy – at Irvine’s chambers. They knew that the chambers would only take on one of them at the end of their year’s pupillage. They both had to work hard in any case, because Irvine often handled four or five Employment Appeal Tribunal cases a week, as well as two conferences with clients which needed detailed preparation. Every Friday, however, Irvine would unwind, taking pupils, former pupils and – as often as not – John Smith to El Vino’s in Fleet Street for a drink (Cherie taking a dim view of the fact that at that time women were not served at the bar there).


Instead of driving them apart, the competition between Booth and Blair had the opposite effect. Initially, she appeared to have the advantage over him. ‘She’s a brilliant lawyer,’ said Blair. ‘In the first bit of the pupillage I was struggling a bit … She helped me enormously.’9


The professional and personal balance changed gradually. She said: ‘I was with someone else at the time, but by the end of the pupillage I’d finished with him and started going out with Tony.’10


He confessed: ‘She did have a boyfriend at the time, but when you’ve met the person you believe you want to spend the rest of your life with, you’ve got to go for it, haven’t you?’11


To begin with, ‘she wasn’t quite sure whether I was what she was looking for. She felt I’d had it easy which in a way I hadn’t. But I’d been to Oxford, which she could have done and decided not to,’ he said. ‘When I first met Cherie she was quite difficult. She had that slight Liverpool chippiness. She was a woman who’d had to struggle.’12


At a party given by a friend of Cherie’s at Christmas 1976, they played a team game which involved physical contact, passing a balloon held between their knees. A few days later they went out to lunch with Irvine in Covent Garden. Irvine thought they were there to celebrate the end of a case, but eventually realised that other business was being transacted and made his excuses. ‘Derry took us out for lunch, and he disappeared after a time,’ said Blair. ‘And I remember we were still there at dinner time, so something must have happened along the way.’13


In 1977, the chambers awarded Blair the tenancy on Irvine’s recommendation. ‘We always did what he suggested in relation to his pupils and he did not recommend taking them both, he only recommended Tony,’ said Michael Burton, now a High Court judge. ‘So we voted accordingly at the chambers meeting.’14 This contradicted Irvine’s account. He avoided saying he made a choice, saying she found somewhere else – but she would only have done so if it had been indicated to her that Blair would be preferred.


Blair not only won the tenancy, he got the girl. ‘Once you succumb to Tony’s charm, you never really get over it,’ she said.15 She had to look for a tenancy elsewhere, but at least had the consolation of going out with the intensely persuasive young man who had snatched her crown. She joined the chambers of George Carman, one of the most famous libel lawyers. It was a small set of chambers, which did not particularly fit her interests, because most of her work was in family and employment law.


Irvine said Blair was a very good lawyer: ‘He was absolutely excellent. I have no doubt that he would have become a QC. He had a very keen sense of what was relevant. He was very good at getting to the point. He was a fast gun on paper, possessing an excellent facility with the English language.’16


Most of Blair’s work was on commercial cases. One friend said: ‘He is in fact basically an extremely able commercial lawyer.’ But Irvine’s chambers also acted for the Labour Party, and Blair also developed a practice in employment law, acting for both employers and trade unions. This prepared the ground for his future career: not only would trade union law become a political battlefield, but he could present himself as a fighter for the legal rights of trade unionists facing redundancy or victimisation, and the contacts he made, in the party and in the unions, would help his political advancement.


His ambition had become more certain. When his university friend, Geoff Gallop, returned to Oxford to study for a doctorate in 1977, ‘we would talk about what we were going to do when we got elected’, the Australian said.


Why did Blair want to be a politician? He was asked this question in one of the earliest profiles of him, by Martyn Harris in the Sunday Telegraph, 18 March 1990. His answer was curiously evasive and prosaic, as if he were slightly embarrassed by his early idealism: ‘I was interested in politics, and in trade union law. I decided this was what I wanted to do.’


‘But what did you want to do exactly?’ asked Harris.


‘Well, get into government. Actually run something.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, I suppose you could go into all the slightly twee motives. I suppose you just look at the world around you. Think things are wrong. Want to change them.’


That advancement was on hold, however, while James Callaghan attempted to nurse the Labour government towards a break in the electoral clouds. After little more than a year in the Chelsea Labour Party, Blair and Marc Palley had moved. Palley said they discussed ‘moving into an area of London which had a stronger Labour Party’. Instead, they moved to another ‘extremely grotty flat’ in St Edmund’s Terrace in St John’s Wood, near Primrose Hill, in another Conservative constituency, Marylebone. When Palley moved out to live with his girlfriend, in September 1977, two other friends from St John’s College, Oxford, David Fursdon and Martin Stanley, moved in. Blair was not active in the Marylebone Labour Party, although his new girlfriend was. Cherie Booth lived in the neighbouring Lord’s–Hamilton Terrace ward and was a member of the constituency General Committee. She and Blair used to listen to Bruce Springsteen records in the flat – Blair chose one of them, ‘Fourth of July, Asbury Park’, for his Desert Island Discs.17


At the start of 1979, he moved again, south of the Thames, to 41 Bramford Road, SW18, by Wandsworth Bridge, the house of a lawyer friend, Charles Falconer. He transferred his party membership to the Fairfield branch of the Battersea Labour Party, of which Falconer was already a member.


The two had met in inauspicious circumstances when they were both at private schools in Scotland. Blair was going out with Amanda Mackenzie Stuart at Fettes, and was furious when she turned up at a party on Falconer’s arm. ‘We got on very, very badly,’ admitted Falconer, who was at Trinity College, Glenalmond. After Blair left school, Mackenzie Stuart ditched him to go out with Falconer. The two rivals met again towards the end of 1976, as barristers working in different chambers in the same building, quickly put the past behind them, and became good friends. They both attended Amanda’s wedding, to a business school lecturer, joking that they had moved in together in order to get over her.


Falconer said ‘it never occurred to me’ that Blair might one day be leader of the Labour Party. ‘It is quite surprising. But he has got a sort of determined, self-disciplined, slightly obsessive quality, which makes him the sort of person who will become leader of the Labour Party – or leader of a political party. He’s quite skilful.’


Blair worked hard. ‘When I was a barrister I was a lark, sometimes in chambers to work on cases at 6.30 in the morning,’ he said.18 Falconer once misleadingly compared their lifestyle in Wandsworth to the student anarchy of The Young Ones (the other choices he was given were Withnail and I and This Life). ‘I was the Rik Mayall character who was a fan of Cliff Richard,’ he said.19 His style may have been more relaxed than Blair’s, but he too was certainly capable of hard work, becoming a QC at the age of thirty-nine before joining his old friend’s government.


For young members of the Labour Party at the time like Blair, Booth and Falconer, their starting-point was disappointment with the governments of Harold Wilson and James Callaghan in the 1970s, and what Blair described in 1982 as the ‘tired excuses of pragmatism from the Labour right’.20 Callaghan inherited a weakening and directionless government which had, and still has, few friends. It collided first with the demands of global capital in the form of the International Monetary Fund, and then with organised labour, in the wintry guise of the public sector unions. Party members were further antagonised by a series of illiberal acts, most symbolically the virginity testing at Heathrow airport of Asian women claiming immigration rights on marriage, quickly reversed when it became public.


On 3 May 1979, James Callaghan dolefully observed ‘a sea change’ in Britain as he was turned out of Downing Street by the Conservative leader he had so often patronised. It was a comforting view for a prime minister who had misjudged the timing of an election he could conceivably have won the previous autumn. However, there was no fundamental change in public attitudes, rather an impatience with trade union obstinacy and Labour’s inability to deal with it, or with the mounting economic chaos. Margaret Thatcher seized her chance and the Labour Party imploded, ensuring that it would be out of power for eighteen years.


Falconer went with Blair to a meeting at which Alf Dubs, the new Labour MP for Battersea, reported back on the mood of the party at Westminster. ‘Mr Callaghan was broadly quite unpopular, he was seen as a sell-out merchant by the grass roots of the party. Having lost, all that had gone before looked a miserable failure, which in some respects it was, but not in every respect,’ said Falconer.


In those days, to be a Labour Party member disappointed with the Labour government was to be left-wing. And most party members were – especially the activists who dominated General Committees. But, through Derry Irvine, Blair knew personally one member of that discredited government – John Smith – even though Smith had not been in the Cabinet long enough to share fully in the collective responsibility for its failure. As a chasm opened up between the parliamentary leadership and party, Blair found himself suspended in the middle.


It was at this moment that he first took part in public politics, writing his second published article (the first was a dutifully dull review of a hundred years of drama at Fettes College for his school magazine in 1970) in the Spectator of 18 August 1979 – a hard-hitting and clear analysis, liberal rather than left-wing, of the arbitrary powers of the Immigration Service.


Over the next two years, ‘Anthony Blair’ wrote eight articles for the left-wing New Statesman and another for the Spectator. (He was called Tony at Durham Chorister School, and occasionally Anthony at Fettes. As a Labour candidate in the Beaconsfield by-election in 1982 he was Tony, and thus he has remained ever since.)


His first article in the New Statesman, on 16 November 1979, like most of those that followed, was on employment law. He was paid £45 for it. These early articles were significant in that they consistently advocated a broad definition of legally permissible secondary strike action. In one case, he supported the steel union ISTC calling private sector steel workers out on strike in support of their public sector colleagues. Blair had acted for the ISTC in court against the British Steel Corporation (BSC); in 1994 the union’s executive was the first to nominate him for the Labour leadership. The Court of Appeal ruled that the private sector strike was not ‘in furtherance of a trade dispute’, because it was ‘political’. Blair accused the court, led by Lord Denning, of having ‘massively overreached itself’ in a ‘staggering’ decision. He argued:




Spreading the strike to the private steel sector will put pressure on the government to end the strike. No one seems to have dissented from that. If that is so, then of course the action in spreading the strike furthered the dispute with the BSC.21





This was a definition of legitimate strike action so wide that it would allow almost any group of workers to strike in support of any public sector employees. It would clearly have fallen foul of the definition that he was to propose ten years later, as shadow Employment Secretary. His 1990 policy was that a second group of workers must have a ‘direct interest’ in the outcome of a dispute to be allowed to strike.


Lord Denning was Blair’s bugbear at the time. In December 1981, he attacked another Denning ruling, against Harriet Harman, solicitor to the National Council for Civil Liberties. Harman was a friend of Cherie’s: Tony and Cherie were both members of the NCCL. Harman had agreed to contribute a chapter about the case to a booklet published by the National Union of Journalists called Taking Liberties, but she asked Blair to write it instead. The booklet was a blast against the ‘sustained, deliberate and dangerous attack upon civil liberties’ by the judiciary, with a retrospective salvo aimed at Labour former Home Secretaries Roy Jenkins and Merlyn Rees, and Attorney General Sam Silkin, whose photographs, framed like traitors, adorned the cover. Blair’s article, however, was measured and restricted to the narrow point at issue: Harman had been prosecuted for contempt of court for showing Guardian journalist David Leigh documents which had been read out in open court. Leigh could have obtained the information had he been in court, or had the Guardian paid for an expensive transcript. The documents revealed internal Home Office doubts about the legality of its prisons policy, other aspects of which had already been criticised by the European Court of Human Rights. ‘It is difficult to resist the conclusion that it was precisely to forestall such criticism of the Home Office that the judges decided the matter against Ms Harman,’ wrote Blair, describing Denning and his colleagues in the Court of Appeal as ‘an elderly triumvirate of black-letter lawyers’.*


The following year he accused Denning of effectively condoning racism and undermining the Race Relations Act in his ‘momentous’ ruling – later overturned – that it did not apply to Sikhs, because they were a religious rather than a racial group.22


The proposal


In the summer after the 1979 election, after they had been going out with each other for a little more than two years, Blair and Booth became engaged. Blair had decided beforehand that he would propose during a two-week holiday in a rented flat in Tuscany. In personal interviews in tabloid newspapers in the run-up to the 1997 election, he described the big moment:




I was twenty-six, Cherie was twenty-four, and I’d come to the complete conviction in my own mind that this was the person I wanted to marry. I kept thinking about it, I was very nervous and then quite near the end of the fortnight I suddenly thought, ‘Right, it’s now or never’23 … I kind of went up to her and gave her a hug and said, ‘Will you marry me?’24





She said Yes, and they were married on 29 March 1980 in the chapel of St John’s College. They chose Oxford not so much because of Blair’s devotion to his old college, but because Cherie’s mother Gale lived in the city. For the wedding, Cherie bought a dress in the Liberty sale – ‘she’s always been careful with money’, said her friend Maggie Rae, who made the dresses for the bridesmaids, Cherie’s sister Lyndsey and Tony’s sister Sarah. Tony’s brother Bill was his best man. They were married by the college chaplain, Dr Anthony Phillips. ‘I had no idea I was marrying a future prime minister. They were perfectly ordinary people, both devout.’ Significantly, the ceremony was Anglican: though Cherie was a devout Roman Catholic, she was theologically liberal.


She had been brought up a Roman Catholic in her father’s strongly Catholic household, although her mother never became one. Cherie’s father, the actor Tony Booth, was famous for his part as the ‘Scouse git’ in the television serial Till Death Us Do Part. He was also famous for drinking, womanising and supporting the Labour Party.


He married Gale, an actress who had just turned twenty-one, in London in 1954. She was the first of six wives or partners who took his name. They met in a repertory company playing The Princess and the Swineherd on tour the previous year: she was the snobbish, self-centred princess, he was the swineherd who taught her humility and who turns out to be a king. ‘Our courtship wasn’t very long, about nine or ten months, but it was pure Romeo and Juliet,’ said Gale, in the only interview she has given.25 While performing in Rhayader, mid-Wales, they stayed for a week in a café and guest house where they were charmed by Cherie Hoyle, the eight-year-old daughter of the owner. ‘She climbed out of her bedroom window each night and sneaked to the theatre to meet my parents at the stage door. They were enchanted by her and promised to name any daughter of theirs after her,’ said that daughter. ‘It could have been worse. If I had been a boy, they would have named me Tarquin’ (after Laurence Olivier’s son).26


Cherie was born in Bury, Lancashire, on 23 September 1954, an event which was announced to ‘bemused theatregoers’ at the end of a performance in that Lancashire town of No Time for Sergeants, a madcap comedy of military life in which Tony Booth was playing, and which later transferred to the West End, running for a year.27 Tony and Gale moved to London, and had a second daughter, Lyndsey, two years later. In 1958 they moved in with Tony’s parents in Waterloo, the poorest part of Crosby that is closest to Liverpool, but Tony was often on the stage in London. In 1960, when Cherie was five and Lyndsey three, he told Gale he had met someone else in London. Cherie and Lyndsey grew up in the home of their paternal grandparents, while their father himself was rarely there. His account of this period of his life in his autobiography, Stroll On, is one long bacchanalia of hell-raising and ‘crumpeteering’, in which – at Gale’s request – his wife and children are not mentioned. According to Gale, there was no clean break:




We didn’t split up exactly. It was never as clear-cut as that. He met Julia and went to live with her. I was terribly upset of course – devastated, heartbroken. But that was that. I didn’t sit on the doorstep or bang the door. I thought, if that was what he wanted, then let him get on with it. And in the acting profession you don’t look at things in quite the same way as ordinary people. We aren’t normal people, you know. I had to get on with life.


Lyndsey and Cherie knew their dad wasn’t there. There was no need for me to say anything about it. They saw him now and then, but when they were older, around nine and eleven, he landed his role in Till Death Us Do Part. At that time he was drinking really heavily and I wasn’t bothered particularly whether the children saw him. But he wasn’t like that when I was with him and he isn’t like that now.28





Gale refused to give him a divorce, but when Cherie was nine he and Julie (Julia) Allen, his new partner, had a baby and it was clear that his first marriage was over. According to Tony Blair, ‘Cherie was hurt very badly as a child when he left.’29 Her own public account is matter-of-fact:




I had a fairly uneventful childhood until, at the age of nine, my parents split up. This was fairly unusual in those days, particularly in my school, which was a Catholic one. I started not paying attention to my schoolwork. But I was lucky. I had a farsighted schoolteacher who suggested to my mother that I needed a challenge and that I should be moved up a year in school. This proved to be a great success and I often think that I owed my later success to that teacher.30





The teacher was Denis Smerdon, a former Spitfire pilot known as Biggles.31 Cherie was, then, an ‘accelerated pupil’, and the original model for a scheme proposed by her husband in January 1996 in an attempt to associate Labour with promoting the most academically able.


Gale and the children continued to live in Tony Booth’s parents’ house in Ferndale Road. Cherie recalled: ‘There was myself, my sister Lyndsey, my mum, grandma, grandad and my great grandma, all in this little terraced house in Waterloo. God knows how we fitted in.’32 For some of the time, Tony Booth’s sister Audrey lived there too and helped look after the girls. They were, said Gale, ‘a very close family’. So much so that she lived there until Lyndsey left home, when she and Tony Booth finally divorced and she moved to Oxford.


Tony Blair was obviously not allowed to forget that, while his socialism was an intellectual choice, Cherie’s was a class identity into which she was born. Her mother came from a solid Labour family in Ilkeston in Derbyshire; her mother’s father was a shot-firer at the pit there, a shop steward, Labour activist and cornet player in the Salvation Army. Tony Booth’s family went to a different church, but were just as working-class. The matriarch of Cherie’s childhood house, Tony Booth’s mother Vera, ‘wasn’t particularly politically active’.33 But Tony himself was a rebellious left-winger just like his famous character, Alf Garnett’s bolshie son-in-law, and he was one of the leading celebrity Labour supporters of his day. His grandmother, Cherie’s great-grandmother, who also lived in the house, had come to Liverpool as a poor Irish Catholic immigrant, while the male line can be traced back through four generations of factory labourers in Lancashire. Booth also claims to be related to the actor John Wilkes Booth, who assassinated Abraham Lincoln. In his memoirs he recalls his father’s response when told he was going to be an actor: ‘We don’t want anything to do with the theatre. The last time a Booth was in the theatre was a disaster as far as our family was concerned!’34


Gale gave up being an actress when Lyndsey was born and took as many jobs as she could, including one in a fish and chip shop. ‘It’s difficult being a single mother now, but I think it was even more difficult then, and Gale was a tower of strength,’ said Maggie Rae, a lawyer friend with whom Cherie shared a house before she got married. Despite the adversity of their childhood, Cherie and her sister ‘certainly weren’t deprived’, said Gale. She got a job at Lewis’s Travel Bureau. ‘We got concessions so we went on holidays that most people couldn’t afford then. We went to Ibiza, the Costa Brava, Bulgaria and Rimini for £27 on a sleeper coach.’35 The girls were brought up with middle-class, academic values. ‘As a young girl I read Noel Streatfeild’s Ballet Shoes,’ Cherie said. ‘My dreams of becoming a prima ballerina collapsed, though, when I realised I had two left feet and lacked any sense of balance.’ Like Tony Blair, though, she continued to show an early appetite for the stage, encouraged by her mother. ‘Although my career in ballet was short-lived, I continued to perform throughout my childhood as an actress and a musician.’36


At the age of sixteen, she was recruited to the Labour Party youth wing, the Young Socialists, by Mrs Speight, a teacher at her school who was a Quaker: ‘I joined with a number of my friends and I suspect that our motives were more social than political at first, as it was a good way to meet boys!’ On the other hand, the issues which engaged her were hardly trivial: ‘It was the era of Cathy Come Home and the start of Shelter, so homelessness was a big issue, as were the docks in Liverpool.’37 School friends had already taken seriously her declaration at the age of fifteen: ‘I want to be Britain’s first female prime minister.’38 Nine years later, Margaret Thatcher beat her to it. But when she and Blair married, friends thought one of them would be prime minister while the other would be a famous lawyer, although they got them the wrong way round.


While Tony Blair’s upbringing was materially privileged, he and Cherie shared a sense of insecurity. ‘It has been a long journey from Crosby and I am always conscious of that,’ she said.39 ‘Her childhood means Cherie doesn’t take money for granted. Like lots of people who come from virtually nothing, I think that there’s always a lurking anxiety it might all disappear one day,’ said Blair.40


They were married soon after Cherie’s father, bankrupted a second time and nearly burnt to death in a fire in 1979, gave up alcohol and, although he had never lost contact with them, sought forgiveness from his older daughters. Blair underwent a more minor reformation on his wedding day: ‘I had my last cigarette at 1.45pm and we married at two. It was my wife’s idea, one of the terms of the contract, and I’m glad to say I still think I made the right bargain.’41




Notes


1. Speech to Conservative Party conference, 10 October 1975; Margaret Thatcher, The Revival of Britain, p. 23.


2. Sunday Mirror, 30 April 2000.


3. BBC Radio 4, Desert Island Discs, 23 November 1996.


4. The chambers, at 2 Crown Office Row, were headed by Michael Sherrard QC. In 1981 Irvine set up his own chambers with nine other members of these chambers, including Blair, at 1 Harcourt Buildings, now 11 King’s Bench Walk.


5. CBS, Sixty Minutes, 2 February 1997.


6. Interview with Imogen Gassert, a sixth-former at Fettes, by then fully co-educational, for the school magazine, the Fettesian, in December 1991.


7. BBC Radio 4, Desert Island Discs, 23 November 1996.


8. Speech, 24 March 1998.


9. BBC Radio 4, Desert Island Discs, 23 November 1996.


10. New Woman, May 1994.


11. Sue Evison, Sun, 19 November 1999.


12. Lynda Lee-Potter, Daily Mail, 22 April 1997.


13. BBC Radio 4, Desert Island Discs, 23 November 1996.


14. Dominic Egan, Irvine, p. 58.


15. Lynda Lee-Potter, Daily Mail, 22 April 1997.


16. Ibid.


17. BBC Radio 4, Desert Island Discs, 23 November 1996.


18. London Evening Standard, 16 November 1993.


19. BBC Online, 15 November 1999.


20. Australian lecture, 1982. See p. 69.


21. New Statesman, 1 February 1980.


22. Ibid., 6 August 1982.


23. ‘Tony Blair opens his heart to the Sun’, 27 February 1997.


24. Lynda Lee-Potter, Daily Mail, 22 April 1997.


25. Daily Mail, 16 March 1996.


26. Speech at a theatrical charity function, London, 9 September 1999.


27. Cherie Booth, London Evening Standard, 27 July 1995.


28. Daily Mail, 16 March 1996.


29. Lynda Lee-Potter, Daily Mail, 22 April 1997.


30. Contribution to a book for the Dyslexia Institute, A Personal Reflection, sold at charity auction and reported in the press on 31 October 1997.


31. The Times, 1 November 1997.


32. Lynda Lee-Potter, Daily Mail, 22 April 1997.


33. Cherie Booth, article in Labour Party magazine, Inside Labour, April 1999.


34. Tony Booth, Stroll On, p. 52; the Daily Mail’s genealogical researches found no evidence for this link, however (8 February 1997).


35. Daily Mail, 16 March 1996.


36. London Evening Standard, 27 July 1995.


37. Inside Labour, April 1999.


38. Sunday Mirror, 30 April 2000.


39. Inside Labour, April 1999.


40. Woman magazine, 10 March 1997.


41. London Evening Standard, 16 November 1993.







* ‘Black letter’ is an unusual way of saying old-fashioned, referring to the Old English or Gothic typeface. I am grateful to Tim Gopsill at the National Union of Journalists for unearthing a rare copy of this booklet.




















5


THE RACE FOR A SEAT


Hackney, Beaconsfield, the North-East, 1980–83







‘You’ve got to wear all the right badges.’


—Sandy Pringle, Blair’s first Labour Party branch chairman





After a honeymoon in Tuscany, Tony moved in with Cherie in her friend Maggie Rae’s house, 14 Wilton Way, in Hackney. They shared a ‘battered and temperamental Volkswagen Beetle’.1 Later in 1980, they moved round the corner into their first home, 59 Mapledene Road. They transferred their party membership to the Queensbridge branch of the Hackney South Labour Party. Now Blair was to devote his energy to Labour politics. It was from Hackney that he launched his parliamentary ambitions, and it was here that he was to forge a set of political friendships which have stayed with him since, and through which he oriented himself in the charged and swirling politics of the Labour Party. His arrival coincided with Labour’s national crisis. At the Blackpool conference in October 1980, the left had won its demand for a change in the way the party elected its leaders – which was then decided by a vote of Labour MPs alone – but delegates had been unable to agree on a new system. The conference therefore adjourned until a special session at Wembley the following January.


Thus it was that, when Tony Blair and Cherie Booth attended their first meeting of the Queensbridge branch on 6 November 1980, the minutes record that it was dominated by a debate about the principle of one member, one vote in the party – the very issue which, thirteen years later, would help propel Blair to the party leadership. Three days earlier, in order to pre-empt the election of Tony Benn as leader by a new electoral system, James Callaghan had resigned as Leader of the Opposition and Labour MPs had chosen Michael Foot to replace him. Foot was also a left-winger, but more acceptable to the middle ground in the party.


At the Queensbridge branch meeting, two rival motions were proposed for a new system for electing the party leader in future. Both were ‘model’ resolutions, drafted by factions organising for the Wembley conference. One motion, which Blair and Booth supported, proposed that the leader should be elected not just by MPs but by all the individual members of the party: ‘one member, one vote’.2 The other was a standard wording circulated by activists of the Bennite left, which proposed that the leader should be elected by an ‘electoral college’ made up of block votes divided 30/30/40 between MPs, constituency parties and trade unions.


Both sides wanted to broaden the franchise beyond MPs, but the Bennites wanted to give power not directly to party members but to their representatives on constituency General Committees and to trade-union delegates. Some of the right-wingers who were belatedly organising against the left thought one member, one vote was the best way to outflank them, by passing power directly to the ‘moderate’ mass membership. But it was a dangerous idea, associated with the Gang of Four – Shirley Williams, Roy Jenkins, William Rodgers and David Owen – who were poised to leave the Labour Party. There were only ten members in the Labour Club on Dalston Lane, but the meeting followed all the fatuous procedure of Citrine’s antique ABC of Chairmanship. One member, one vote was rejected by 5 votes to 3. The democratic choice of the Queensbridge Branch Labour Party, carried on the casting vote of the chair after a 4–4 tie, was the Bennite electoral college. This was the formula which prevailed at the special conference at Wembley on 24 January 1981, and which lasted until John Smith’s reform of 1993.


Many on the left saw their victory at Wembley as a staging-post on the road to electing the one leader who could be trusted to deliver their demands: Tony Benn; many on the right thought it was the end – the day after the Wembley conference, the Gang of Four issued the Limehouse Declaration, setting up a ‘Council for Social Democracy’. It had become obvious not only that they would leave to set up a new party but that it would attract wide support from the public. The mood in the Labour Party started to tilt against Benn: those right-wingers who decided to stay were galvanised, while some on the left began to doubt the wisdom of presenting Labour to the electorate as a fratricidal rabble. Most of the left, however, thought Labour’s unpopularity was a temporary and necessary price to be paid, and that if the traitorous old guard departed it would be good riddance. They were determined to press on: the next battle would be for Benn to use the new system to challenge Denis Healey for the deputy leadership.


That was how things stood when Tony Blair started looking for a parliamentary seat. His first experience was daunting. In December 1980, he was one of seventeen who applied to be the Labour candidate in Middlesbrough, near his boyhood home of Durham. To be considered, he had to be nominated by a branch of the party or by a local affiliated union or society. He got one nomination, from a branch of the electricians’ union, but failed to make the shortlist. Stuart Bell, a fellow barrister, was the successful candidate, and is now a backbench MP, having been overlooked for ministerial office when Blair became Prime Minister. He said: ‘I met Tony Blair for the first time in the office of Tom Burlison, who said, “I’ve got this young lad here looking for a seat.”’ Blair was certainly in the right place. Burlison was a significant power-broker in Labour politics in the north, as the Regional Secretary of the General and Municipal Workers’ Union (later the GMB). But Bell had already secured that union’s backing. Burlison said of Blair: ‘My thinking was that he had to serve his apprenticeship in the Movement. He was quite a charismatic character, but he was young, pretty fresh-looking. I didn’t think he was going to get a northern seat.’ In fact, Bell had the seat sewn up. Blair may have been nominated by the electricians’ union, the EETPU, but Bell said: ‘The EETPU did a deal with me that they would nominate him but vote for me.’ It was a fitting initiation in the parliamentary selection game.


‘Too fat and affluent’


Back in Hackney, Blair threw himself into the fight against the Bennites. He first organised to win a position at the lowest level of Labour’s scorched grass roots. A member of the branch for just four months, he ousted the then hard-left Branch Secretary, Mike Davis, at the annual general meeting on 5 February 1981. The coup involved persuading the old-style local councillor, Miles Leggett, to ask some of the ‘old ladies’ from the council estate to come to the meeting. Friends of Blair’s also called on members beforehand, urging them to come to vote for him, because he was ‘such a nice man’. It is most unusual to have house-to-house canvassing for such a humble position in the Labour Party. But it was necessary: at the meeting, Blair was elected secretary by just 17 votes to 15 for Mike Davis. Someone who was there saw a ‘glint in his eye; I realised that here was a very ambitious man’. He also made no secret of his desire to become an MP, at a time when it was often considered improper to be so open about your intentions. Another member remembers: ‘You were supposed to want to be a good comrade – if others urged you to put yourself forward, you would do it reluctantly, for the good of The Cause.’


At that moment, however, the Labour Party did not seem to be a good bet for an ambitious would-be politician. On the day Blair was elected Branch Secretary, Labour’s former deputy leader, George Brown, was one of many to sign a Guardian advertisement in support of the Limehouse Declaration. This was particularly significant to Blair because the MP for Hackney South was George Brown’s younger brother Ron. Blair’s father-in-law Tony Booth once shared the platform with George Brown at a Labour Party rally at Wembley during the 1964 election campaign, when Brown proudly declared that he had found his brother Ron a seat, at which Booth shouted: ‘This party is against nepotism!’ The cry was taken up by many in the audience: ‘Nepotism, nepotism!’3


Blair presumably considered the possibility of succeeding Ron Brown, then fifty-nine, although it would have quickly become obvious that he was out of tune with the Bennite vanguard then sweeping to power in the constituency party. Brown himself said of Blair: ‘He followed me quite closely. He supported my views on Europe – he was very supportive of Europe. He was a sensible man, very able.’


Some members of the Queensbridge branch were not prepared to wait for Brown to retire. They thought he was unacceptably right-wing and wanted to deselect him. Their first move was to demand that he repudiate the Social Democratic Party when it was launched in March. The minutes of the meeting of the Queensbridge branch on 2 April 1981 are in Tony Blair’s handwriting: Item 4, correspondence, notes the receipt of a letter from the MP, Ron Brown. Skating over the intense controversy, Blair recorded drily: ‘It was felt by some members that the letter did not reject in sufficiently personal terms the Social Democratic Party.’


Blair was an active member of the group of Brown supporters who organised to defend him. In the atmosphere of the time, it was an awkward task. As Chairman of the London Group of Labour MPs in 1981, Ron Brown was in the front line of the battle against the left-wing insurgency in the capital. Ken Livingstone, elected leader of the Greater London Council in a left-wing coup in May, described him as a ‘particular problem’ who ‘did everything possible to sour relations between Labour MPs and the GLC’.4


With Blair’s help, Brown was successfully reselected. He then almost immediately defected to the SDP, in October 1981. John Lloyd, the Financial Times writer and later editor of the New Statesman, was also a member of the Hackney South Labour Party. He thinks Brown’s defection hurt Blair:




For people like Tony and me and the others who were Ron loyalists it was an absolute smack in the face. It would have been wonderful if he had fought on for what he believed in. But actually to say then, ‘I’ve got a magic carpet called the SDP,’ was awful. So the left clearly said, ‘We always told you, this guy is a traitor,’ and what could we say?





Brown lost the seat at the following election, and the bitterness lasted. ‘It’s ruined my life, but at least we’ve proved the point. I’m not saying I’m happy about it, but now they’re all like I am.’


Blair himself was never tempted to join the SDP. ‘I wasn’t born into this party, I chose it,’ he later said of his loyalty to the Labour Party.5 But his allegiance to his chosen party was just as tribal as that of someone raised in the Labour tradition.


His political views during this period are preserved in detail in the text of a lecture he delivered on the other side of the world the following year, in August 1982. He flew to Australia with Cherie to visit his friends from Oxford University, Peter Thomson and Geoff Gallop. He was also returning to the country in which he had spent three years as a small child. Gallop now taught politics at Murdoch University in Perth, and invited Blair to give a seminar to the staff and postgraduates at his faculty. Blair wrote up the lecture at the end of 1982 for publication in an Australian political journal, and Gallop kept the invaluable twenty-three-page document.6 It provides Blair’s detailed assessment of the state of the Labour Party at an extraordinary juncture in its history.


There was an edge to his hostility to the SDP breakaway at the time which was later airbrushed out of his personal history:




To read the press, you would think that a major change in British political thought had occurred. ‘We are breaking the mould,’ say the SDP leaders. They are strange mould-breakers: Roy Jenkins, Shirley Williams, David Owen, Bill Rodgers. If anything, they are the failed representatives of the old mould. They all held office in the last Labour government; and not merely did they hold office in it, they were, in a very real sense, its ideological lieutenants. The SDP rank-and-file are made up largely of middle-aged and middle-class erstwhile Labour members, who have grown too fat and affluent to feel comfortable with Labour and whose lingering social consciences prevent them from voting Tory; the Tammany Hall working-class Labour politicians; and that ephemeral group of supporters that always clusters round anything new …





He was, of course, quite wrong to say the SDP represented continuity with the failure of Wilson and Callaghan. The main lesson it drew from the previous Labour government was the need to separate the party from the vested interests of the trade unions, an argument which would later form the basis of Blair’s own claim to be a ‘moderniser’. It is instructive to study the hostilities which most animate a politician: as a Labour loyalist in the early 1980s he felt the Conservatives were uncaring, the traditional Labour right complacent and the Bennite left ‘misguided’. But the real acid was reserved for those closest to what he himself was to become.


He wrote that the SDP and Liberals, who had entered into an alliance, ‘show a humane, bland, unobjectionable face that says very little that is not “moderate”, and nothing that is efficacious. They lack any distinctive image save for one of niceness.’


One of the reasons he gave for not joining the SDP defectors was because, ‘by their disastrous embracing of the Tebbit Bill, which curbed trade union rights, they have isolated themselves from organised labour, a fatal mistake for any radical party’. For an early supporter of one member, one vote, who did not think Labour should be the political arm of the trade unions, this was a curiously fundamentalist view of the role of ‘organised labour’ in politics. But it fits with his unreconstructed views on employment law in his New Statesman articles, and in his lecture he even described ‘traditional trade union militancy’ as one of ‘the necessary strands of radical thought’ within the Labour Party.


Typically, he also gave an entirely pragmatic reason for staying with Labour: ‘The Social Democrats haven’t a hope of winning a general election,’ he wrote, because the unemployed and low-paid made up ‘40–45 per cent of the entire country’s workforce’, concentrated in the inner cities, the north, Scotland and Wales. ‘Certainly under the present electoral system, they will provide Labour with a solid 200-seat base.’ How astute that observation turned out to be: despite winning almost as many votes as Labour, the Liberal–SDP Alliance won only twenty-three seats.


Soft right: Solidarity and CND


Blair’s hostility to the SDP, a combination of kicking against the (Old Labour) Establishment and hard political calculation, offers little help in solving the puzzle of his position in the internal politics of the early 1980s Labour Party. The right-wingers who stayed with Labour were just as contemptuous of defectors as the left. In the first edition of this book, I identified Blair as essentially of the Labour left, and one of the first to show the ideological flexibility which characterised the ‘soft left’ which would break up the Bennite coalition and align itself behind Neil Kinnock’s leadership. Closer examination, however, suggests that it makes more sense to see Blair as essentially a Labour right-winger who showed a flexibility which could have him described as ‘soft right’, and which enabled him to pass himself off as one of the crowd of revisionist lefties.


Over the summer of 1981 the Benn–Healey deputy leadership contest tore the Labour Party apart in a poisonous atmosphere. As it reached its climax in September, Denis Healey was shouted down at two Labour Party meetings in Cardiff and Birmingham, and Tony Benn made the fatal mistake of refusing to condemn the intimidatory tactics of some of his supporters. It was an important moment for many MPs and party members who held no brief for the old right – and it was the moment Blair chose to join the anti-Bennite Labour Solidarity Campaign. Solidarity took its name from the Polish anti-Communist trade union movement, Solidarność, whose world-famous logo it copied. It had been set up by Roy Hattersley and Peter Shore after the Wembley conference in an attempt to rally the grass roots members who thought the left were pushing their demands too far and at too great a cost to the party’s electoral prospects. Blair wrote to Solidarity’s pre-conference newsletter in September 1981:




Like many within the party, I have not joined or been associated with any particular group before. So I felt some hesitation in doing so now. But, as I understand it, Solidarity represents both traditional left and right opinion in the party, united by a growing concern at the unrest that sectarian elements from the ultra-left are causing. The effect of this unrest has been to undermine our effectiveness as an opposition to the government and to aid the defectors to the Social Democrats … It is only by exposing in argument the fallacies of these sectarian elements and the dangers they pose for parliamentary democracy that the wounds in our party can be healed. We all want socialism but not totalitarianism.7





Indeed, when Solidarity was founded it was not exclusively right-wing in Labour policy terms: it was neither pro-European (Shore was a committed anti-Marketeer) nor did it have a view on the equally divisive issue of nuclear weapons. Although most of its leading lights and certainly its organisers were identified with the old right, it tried to present itself as a broad-based opposition to the ultras. This strategy had largely failed by the time of Blair’s letter, because it had been drawn into the deputy leadership contest as a front for the Healey campaign.


In any case, Blair’s letter was hardly the ‘Innocent of London E8 writes’ which it seemed. The secretary of Solidarity was Mary Goudie, who worked as an adviser to Hattersley and was the wife of the barrister James Goudie, with whom Blair shared an office in chambers. James Goudie had stood unsuccessfully for Parliament in the 1974 elections in Brent North, and was Labour leader of Brent council in north London in 1977–78. The Goudies were active members of Solidarity’s predecessor organisation, the Campaign for Labour Victory,8 which included David Owen as one of its leading lights and Roger Liddle as one of its organisers. The CLV broke up when many of its members left to form the SDP, and those remaining in the Labour Party formed Solidarity. (Liddle joined the SDP with Owen, but eventually returned to the Labour fold, through his friendship with Peter Mandelson, to work for Blair in Downing Street.)


Although Blair did not meet Hattersley until later, he knew John Smith, who was also a member of Solidarity although he played a less visible role. In 1981 Blair wrote a paper for Smith, who was then shadow Trade Secretary, on legal aspects of privatisation. At the time, Smith was busying himself with his legal practice in Scotland, waiting to see if the Bennite flood would ebb. But he did spend some time at Westminster, and sometimes dined at the Commons with Irvine and Blair.


Blair’s early forays into seat-hunting would have taught him how important factional networks were in making contacts and mobilising support in constituencies where he would otherwise arrive as a stranger. Another Solidarity organiser, John Spellar, now a government minister, was then the political officer of the EETPU which saw itself as the Praetorian Guard of the Labour right. The union, which had nominated Blair in Middlesbrough the previous year, worked as hard as the left to secure delegates to General Committees in seats where the Labour nomination was being contested. The right won unexpected victories against the left at Labour’s annual conferences in 1981 and 1982, despite the depletion of its ranks by defections to the SDP, but public association with Solidarity would have been death to the hopes of any aspiring candidate in the vast majority of constituencies.


It was around this time that Blair also joined the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. It was unusual to be a member of both CND and Solidarity, but not impossible. The simplest explanation for joining CND is opportunism – it was later said on Blair’s behalf to be the ‘minimum requirement to get anywhere’ in the Labour Party of the time. This was the period of checklist socialism, when left-wing purity and commitment could be measured by ticking off the policies supported and membership cards held.


Sandy Pringle, Blair’s first Labour Party mentor, from Earl’s Court, recalled meeting him and Cherie Booth at a Greater London Labour Party conference in early 1982. Pringle knew that he was looking for a seat and asked, ‘Any luck, Tony?’


‘Not so far,’ said Blair.


‘You’ve got to wear all the right badges.’


With which, said Pringle, ‘Blair ruefully agreed’.


There may have been more to Blair’s membership of CND than a badge, if not much more. It later came to be seen as axiomatic that the policy of one-sided nuclear disarmament was a vote-loser, but that was not so clear in 1981, when the new Reagan administration in the United States frightened many people with plans to fight a ‘limited’ nuclear war in continental Europe with cruise missiles. The old Atlanticist Labour right had no patience with what it saw as pacifists or Communist fellow travellers, but someone less bound by its traditions, like Blair, might have felt the public mood was changing. While he was far from being a convinced unilateralist, he sought in his 1982 Australian lecture to harness the impulses behind the peace movement. In addition to ‘traditional trade union militancy’, he thought the other ‘necessary strands’ of Labour’s revival included




a new and vital commitment to democracy and accountability within the institutions that govern us; an appreciation of the ever-growing danger posed by the nuclear arms race; a recognition of the multicultural society in which we now live; and a traditional belief in social equality and justice through public ownership and the welfare state.





There was no doubt, he thought, that the issues of ‘nuclear disarmament, ecology, race relations, feminism … represent a genuine, if limited, social movement’. And in a significant passage, he urged Labour right-wingers to accommodate it:
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