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            In memory of my brother Donald.

We led such different lives, and politics was the least of his interests. But I miss him every day and always will.
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            Introduction

         

         If you are reading this, and planning on reading the whole book, and you enjoy it, there are a few names that may be familiar to you that you will have to thank. One, if I may start with a quality political diarist name drop, is Tony Benn RIP, with whom, despite our political differences, I always got on well and with whom, latterly, I would discuss the practicalities of diary writing. The second, likewise a politician of the left and a diarist of some note, is Chris Mullin. The third is Lord Bruce Grocott – Brucie to me – who before taking the ermine was Tony Blair’s Parliamentary Private Secretary and a great friend and support in opposition and in government. What all three have in common – beyond long parliamentary experience and some though not all shared political opinions – is that they nagged me to make sure that, having already published my diaries up to the point when I left Downing Street in 2003, I did not stop there. They all gave me their own version of the ‘owe it to history’ thing. But Bruce had another point, which underlined the difference between contemporaneous accounts written up day after day, as mine, Tony Benn’s and Chris Mullin’s are, and the classic political memoir written towards the end of a career – most of which Bruce felt should be subtitled ‘How I was right all along’. The diary, he insisted, having read mine for 1994–2003, ‘tells it like it was’.

         Nobody has yet to accuse me of turning the diaries into a ‘how I was right all along’ kind of tome. Indeed, when Tony Blair’s chief of staff Jonathan Powell read those which were published in 2007, he commented that far from being self-serving, ‘You come over as a complete lunatic.’

         There are a fourth and a fifth man who have been part of the persistent nagging crew: my literary agent Ed Victor, and Biteback publisher Iain Dale. Iain didn’t exactly beg. But any time I was on his LBC radio show he would always take me to one side and say he really, really wanted to do my post-Downing Street diaries. ‘Why? I left.’ ‘No, you didn’t. You just did it all from a different angle.’

         If you are detecting a slight reluctance in me, you wouldn’t be wrong. Ed Victor likes to call me his ‘most complicated client’ and the reasons for my reluctance are not straightforward. First off, fair to say that the publication of The Blair Years was what the media like to call a publishing sensation. Massive coverage, an instant number one bestseller and in a way defining for me personally because it became the point at which I was perhaps no longer Tony Blair’s spokesman and strategist but also my own. The tour, the fallout, and the demands to talk about the book seemed to go on for ever. I was tired of talking.

         The next part of the problem was a fault of my own making. It had been my idea to do ‘extracts’ for the whole period, published as the first book, admitting that I was sanitising them somewhat so as to minimise any damage to Labour, still in government, and especially to Gordon Brown. But the only way I could justify doing so was to say that one day the full volumes would be published, as indeed they have been, four of them. They were not quite the publishing sensation of The Blair Years but they still got a fair bit of attention and required me to do yet more media and events, facing the same questions over and over again, during four separate periods (oh, five, because I also did The Irish Diaries, publishing everything to do with Ireland, North and South). There were times I felt trapped as a prisoner of my own past. Proud of most of what we did. But unable ever fully to move on from it.

         For another complication will become clear to the reader of this and future post-Downing Street volumes, namely the tension within me, more often closer to tortured agonising, about leaving my political life behind to focus on things like my family and my mental health, while at the same time feeling a strong sense of duty to Labour, and being pressured by many, especially but not only Tony Blair, to go back in some form. The title of this volume is Outside, Inside. It was almost Never Really Left, but the chances of that being misunderstood, in the era of Jeremy Corbyn leading the Labour Party, would have been too high. Outside, Inside captures the reality, however, that for much of the time Tony Blair remained as Prime Minister, and perhaps more surprisingly when Gordon Brown succeeded him, often it felt like I was as involved as ever I had been.

         ‘Do you find your perspective changes now you are not there all the time?’ Tony Benn asked me one evening when we were attending a birthday dinner for his daughter Melissa, a close friend of Fiona, my partner. The answer is yes. But not always in the same way. There are times I can read over past events and relive them with the same kind of emotional intensity as existed at the time. On other occasions, there are events and incidents which clearly seemed hugely important at the time, or else why was I recording them in such detail, yet in the real world of today, I have all but forgotten them.

         One sensation I have repeatedly is that of asking myself how I found the time to write down at the end of the day all the words that I did. Now that I lead a less intense kind of life, I seem less disciplined in the keeping of the diary. But when I was centrally involved, it was almost like a coping mechanism. Writing it down was a way of making sense of it when, often, living through it, it didn’t seem to make sense at all.

         I left. But I didn’t. I left because I was tired of it, and felt I wasn’t doing it as well as I used to. Yet thereafter I kept being told, both by Tony and by Gordon, that I was needed more than ever. I left also because I wanted to show Fiona, finally, that I really did understand and appreciate her desire for a different kind of life. But the reality is it took us years to get to a place where we were happy with the role I played. This volume is bad enough for the difficulties I am having in adapting. The next one is even worse. Worse too in the next one my mental health, and the realisation that I cannot sort it out on my own, that I need – and finally get – proper help.

         Some of the themes, though, will be very familiar to readers of the previous volumes, even if every word of this one is new. Perhaps the biggest narrative of all is the relationship between TB and GB. As becomes clear in the pages which follow, I became something of the go-between trying to resolve the differences between them, sufficient for them to fight the 2005 election campaign together convincingly. But much of that I had forgotten by the time I came to transcribe it all, including just how close, and how often, Tony came to throwing it in. The active efforts he was making at one point to test the waters for a possible tilt at the European Commission presidency is one of those stories I had completely blanked out of my mind, perhaps because at the time I was so scared it would leak out, and force him out before his time was actually done.

         All of the past volumes have large elements of TB–GB and so will the future ones, which we will be rolling out in the coming years. It is one of those political relationships historians, political students, writers and film-makers will look at for a long time to come. The question of whether Tony should have ‘dealt with’ Gordon differently – namely, sack him rather than tolerate and manage him, and ultimately help him take over the leadership – is unfortunately one of the most significant of this period of history. Even having had a ringside seat, and with the benefit of hindsight, I still don’t have a settled view. Some days I think he should have done. Other days I don’t. But I do believe that within the fallout from their fallout we can perhaps see the seeds of Labour’s current difficulties under Corbyn. We did not cement the legacy of New Labour, or organisational and cultural change in the party. And one of the side effects of the TB–GB malaise was that we did not develop talent sufficiently. Indeed, quite a lot of talent was driven away by it all. It was all about Tony handing over to Gordon. By the time Gordon went, the talent pool was shrinking, and by the time Ed Miliband went, it was shrinking even further. One thing is for sure – if I had predicted in my 2003 diaries that by the time they were published Jeremy Corbyn would be Labour leader and Ed Balls would be a former backbencher turning his hand to ballroom dancing on TV, I would have been asked to up my medication.

         All that is for future volumes. This one begins on the first day of a personal freedom that took a long time in coming, and amid the ongoing debates and controversies of Iraq. I am writing this introduction a few weeks after the Chilcot Inquiry on Iraq has been published. This volume, which opens thirteen years ago, begins as we await the Hutton Inquiry on the build-up to the war in Iraq, and the convulsions that it will lead to in the BBC. TB–GB. Iraq. Whither Labour? Will the Tories get their act together? Rows with the media. What am I doing with my life and to my health and wellbeing? There are some themes and questions that run through the diaries incessantly. I hope the events and perspectives around them will be of as much interest to the reader and the historian as Tony Benn, Chris Mullin and Bruce Grocott thought they would be.
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            The Diaries

         

         

         

         

         Saturday 30 August 2003

         Though the numbers of media in the street had dwindled, I still woke to the sound of their arrival, and the subsequent chatter, and couldn’t get back to sleep. I felt tired, didn’t feel any of the release I had been hoping for. I guess that would take time. The papers were OK-ish. Massive in scale and, judging from media monitoring, not all negative by any means. Interesting that though they had been saying for weeks I was on the point of leaving, they reported it as a shock that I had, and a few saying bad for TB (including those who had said it would be good for him if I went). Sun headline ‘Blair loses his brain’. Only the Daily Mail was truly vile, which I wouldn’t have wanted any other way. Fiona [AC’s partner] was in a reasonably good mood, with perhaps a little hint of triumph. It was going to take a bit of time to settle into a new rhythm, I could tell that. Calum [AC and Fiona’s son] and I set off for Burnley v Crewe. Calum was definitely pleased I was out, and was great company on the way up. Every time I was mentioned on the radio, we switched channels. It was still running on the bulletins, but in a very ‘It was a big story yesterday so we have to go through the motions today’ kind of way, with the usual rentaquote hacks on there blathering with not much to say. The only journalist I spoke to on the way up was Kamal Ahmed [Observer], who was doing a big write-through. Alex [Ferguson, Manchester United manager] called, and said he thought yesterday was fine and that I got the tone right. He asked how I was feeling, and I said I wasn’t sure. ‘Yeah, you’ll miss it,’ he said. ‘I’m still not sure you’ve done the right thing, but maybe you owe it to Fiona.’

         TB called and said he had been trying to work out which other political figure would get such massive coverage for his resignation. He had concluded that it was him, Bush and maybe GB. Six or seven pages in the broadsheets, five in the tabloids, huge coverage abroad. The Sundays doing massive write-throughs. I still felt it was a reflection of the media’s self-obsession. They had built me up in part because it built themselves up. They loved it when they could make the media the story.

         Mind you, it had certainly cut through, and when we stopped to get petrol and a coffee at Keele services, people were coming over to talk, more than usual. C [head of MI6, Sir Richard Dearlove] called, said he was really sad I was going, that he had always enjoyed working with me, and he felt TB would suffer because ‘you always give it to him straight’. He felt I had always understood the problems and challenges faced by the Agencies and he was grateful for the support I gave them. He said he wanted to hold a lunch or dinner for me at SIS HQ. John Scarlett [chairman of Joint Intelligence Committee] told Clare Sumner [Downing Street official] he felt real personal sadness that I was leaving and his view was that though I wanted to leave, and Fiona certainly wanted us to leave, I had to some extent been hounded out by the way controversies were generated around me. I’m not sure I agreed with that but I was touched by his support.

         We arrived around half past one. The photographers were out in force at the ground but Cathy Pickup [Burnley FC secretary] organised it so that they would do a few pictures at the start and then bugger off. Everyone was really warm and friendly, lots of supporters wishing me luck, and I think it brought home to Calum that there really had been a change. Stan Ternent [Burnley manager] waved at us as he got to the bench. I shouted, ‘Got any jobs?’ ‘You can have mine,’ he said. It was the best possible place to be today. I really felt at home, and for the first time a strong sense of release. I was doorstepped as we left but just got in the car and off we went.

         TB was calling regularly through the day, and was talking at times as though I was still there – what we needed to do in the coming weeks, how we come out of Hutton,* go on the offensive, get back into domestic issues in a big way. He was gobsmacked that GB’s only communication had been a message from his secretary to Alison [Blackshaw, AC’s PA] ‘thanking you for all the work you have done down the years’, but also felt it typical. He then came out with a belter – he asked me to think about going to Iraq full time to sort things out there. I said I think not at the moment. He said he really needed someone out there who could be his person, and was able to co-ordinate people to work together. I decided not to mention it to Fiona! Later he sent through a positively compendious weekend note, fifteen pages or so. I couldn’t quite face reading it. And then another one came in, even longer. 

         Sunday 31 August

         First call of the day was from TB. He was thinking ahead to [Labour Party] conference, and wanted advice on how to prepare the ground for it. The reality was, though, that Iraq was not going well and that was likely to be the backdrop. The Tories, via IDS [Tory leader Iain Duncan Smith], were now saying that my departure should be followed by TB’s, but it wasn’t really flying. TB wanted me to write a paper to set out a few themes and how he might draw them together. I can’t say I was enthused by the thought of spending my first Sunday out doing another note on strategy, but I settled down for an hour or so and put down a few thoughts. Then I read his note, and amended my own. Our best strengths were still that on the domestic fundamentals we were OK.

         TB was holding up despite Iraq, and the Tories were pretty hopeless. He was pushing for what he called ‘wholesale renewal’ across government, party, policy, organisation. It sounded a little bit same old same old, only with a bit more oomph. He accepted that we had lost some of the values element to what we did, and wanted to reboot the idea of New Labour as the only really progressive force. When it came to messaging, he was a little trapped in the same old arguments about speed of change, opportunity/responsibility, relationship between citizen/state. But at least he was trying to get them wrapped into a message which combined fairness and the future. He was worried if we did not keep winning the battle on fairness then the public would not hear us on the difficult things we needed to do for the future. He was also arguing for a new set of five-year plans for the economy, public service reform, not just schools and hospitals but transport and pensions, also crime and criminal justice, and he wanted more done on the constitution. On foreign policy he wanted to focus on global warming, Africa, Iraq/Afghanistan. On Europe, he still felt we should have a clear euro entry timetable, but we needed to show we could win the reform arguments. 

         He told me later he felt he had lost his voice on the economy, clearly felt he had left it too much to GB, and felt business was less happy with us than they had been. Knowledge economy, science, skills, SMEs [small and medium-sized enterprises], modern manufacturing were the areas he wanted to focus on. He used the same phrase – ‘lost my voice’ – on welfare reform and on poverty and social exclusion, felt we were not focusing enough on the poorest children and the poorest estates. And he said he was worried they were losing direction on education. He was also going on about the need for a major internal shake-up, and for a new approach both to Cabinet and the PLP [Parliamentary Labour Party], which he now defined as dominated by ‘malcontents spreading discontent’. He felt his team were not doing enough to keep the ‘discarded but basically loyal’ broadly onside and to give some of them a sense of a possible comeback. I was worried he was going to throw baby out with bathwater on comms, though interestingly he was thinking about moving to televised briefings.

         On me, the Sundays were mixed, as expected. Loads, needless to say, on how much money I could make. TB said he expected Paul Dacre [editor of the Daily Mail] to make an overture because he would know I was the kind of person likely to go for him. Mrs Kelly [Janice, widow of David Kelly]* was due to give evidence to the Hutton Inquiry tomorrow, which was obviously going to be a big moment. I would love to know what she really thinks. There had been very little sense so far of what kind of relationship they had, and what her views were of what had happened. I didn’t know how I felt at the moment. It was all a bit confused. I was less stressed on one level, as yesterday when driving back from Burnley and feeling that I didn’t have to make half a dozen calls as soon as I got in the car; and at least there was the clarity of knowing I no longer worked there. But I was also very sad, and anxious about the future.

         Coming out of the ground last night, one of the stewards had said, ‘You look like a ton has been lifted off your back,’ but I didn’t feel like that. Also, the way TB was calling, and the tone of his calls, it was as though I was not really leaving at all. Four or five calls today, and even though one or two of them started with a kind of ‘How are you?’ they were basically no different to the kind of calls I had had from him every Sunday for years. At one point he asked me to brief a couple of journos that I would be staying involved in a different way. I said I didn’t think that was very sensible. 

         As for future work, I had decided I would just ignore all the phone calls and the various offers of things, and take my time. I would make a few speeches to tide us over but not sign up for anything remotely permanent. The Sunday Mirror said I was off to the Lords. They do just make it up, these people. One of them had a story about the kind of money I could make ‘on top of a generous civil service pension’. Another made-up one, as I would be getting no pension at all, part of the bias against special advisors. Mum and Dad [Betty and Donald Campbell] said they were both a lot happier now. Dad had never said he felt the pressure, or that all the fuss had any effect on his various ailments, but I knew it did deep down. Mum was totally open about it. She just hated all the attacks and the poison and all the pressure I absorbed. She had lost so much weight there was hardly anything of her, and I knew a lot of it was the worry about me. I think she had been imagining that my resigning would mean it would be like a tap being turned off, and the media would just stop talking about me. ‘They were still talking about you this morning,’ she said. ‘Don’t listen to it.’ ‘But then I won’t know what’s going on.’

         We went out for dinner with the Goulds [Philip Gould, pollster and political consultant to the Labour Party, Gail Rebuck, his publisher wife, their children Georgia and Grace] and Lindsay [Nicholson, personal friend] at the Camden Brasserie. I felt more relaxed but it also felt weird that in no time at all, I just wouldn’t be involved in that never-ending chatter and running decision-making that had been my life for a decade. There were a few pieces around on Peter [Mandelson] beginning to re-exercise his influence, which was likely to give TB political problems. Peter wouldn’t be able to resist trying to use it to garner a bigger role and profile again.

         Later I read the second of TB’s notes: a big grope right across the policy space, anxious about the economy, fine on health but keen for more reform, raging about bureaucracy in education, anxious about student finance, agitated about the lack of realism in departments’ approach to transport and pensions. Sometimes these notes were just TB letting off steam and the crime and criminal justice stuff was full of it. So many things that needed to be done, he had been banging on about them for ages and yet there was a sclerosis in parts of the system. Sentencing, and the use of non-custodial. The loss of the rehab side in prisons. Drugs, organised crime, crap IT in the courts. And then on asylum he was off again: why did he keep having to ask for the same things again and again when with the public this was no. 1 issue? He said the system was already gearing up to try to frustrate new legislation but it had to happen and in the Queen’s Speech.

         Monday 1 September

         The papers were still groaning on and though the press I was getting wasn’t that bad, Peter M was getting a bit of a kicking. Mrs Kelly gave evidence down the line and she used some pretty powerful language so we were back into another bad rash of media for the MoD [Ministry of Defence] and the government in general. It didn’t add much to the overall substance and though for obvious reasons she wasn’t pushed hard, I think people – including Hutton – will think there was something a bit odd that Kelly didn’t discuss things with her at all until the day the statement came out about his involvement in the [Andrew] Gilligan story [the Today programme report which led to AC’s dispute with the BBC].

         TB was seeing his key people at Chequers [UK PM’s official country residence] and it did feel odd to think that was going on, I wasn’t there and instead was having a very nice, easy 10-mile run down by the canal. The reports back, from David Hill [AC’s successor] and PG, were that he was on good form, had rediscovered a bit of his fizz and was motoring ideas wise for conference. But both DH and Philip were angry about a second meeting, which had been chaired by Peter M, with John Birt [advisor on ‘blue-skies thinking’] alongside him, on political strategy. Philip said it had been a bit galling to get lessons on political strategy from JB.

         I knew they were calling to try to get me involved in turning TB against the idea, but I was reluctant. I think I genuinely needed a break, and not least from the internal politics. TB would know Peter would be trying it on, for good reasons as well as bad, wanting to fill the gap I was leaving. Also, TB would be wanting him involved. But it would not be good if he started off by deliberately annoying David and Philip, or trying to undermine them. John Birt had a lot of talents but I am not convinced political strategy is his forte. I went into the office to pick up a few things, tie up a few loose ends, and deal with some of the mail that had come in. The doormen, the duty clerks and the cleaners etc. were really nice, several of them saying words to the effect that the place wouldn’t be the same, and I should change my mind.

         The letters from the public, both from pre-leaving and the ones seemingly written on the day, were overwhelmingly positive. A few green-ink jobs [irate and seething readers’ letters to newspapers], and a few worrying about what it said about politics that I felt I had to get out. A nice one from Anna Ford [BBC newsreader] saying she thought if the BBC had any sense they would hire me straight away. Harry Evans [former Sunday Times editor] called from the States. He and Tina Brown [wife of Evans, journalist and editor] had been following it all closely. He felt I was leaving with my dignity intact and that the state of BBC journalism was dreadful. ‘The media will want to say this is about the state of politics, but it is actually about the state of media,’ he said. He had always been a bit of a hero of mine when I was starting out in journalism, so it meant a lot to hear that from him.

         I picked up in a roundabout kind of way some of the things Bob Phillis [chair of a review into government communications] was planning to say in his report. They sounded very different to what he had suggested when we met, including getting rid of the Order in Council [the special measure that allowed AC and chief of staff Jonathan Powell to instruct civil servants despite being special advisors]. I had already warned TB there would be a bit of civil service retrenching around my departure and this would send the wrong signal and undermine DH from the start. I understood why TB wanted to use my departure to signal a new relationship with the media, but long-term he must not let the changes we had made on cross-government co-ordination to slip back.

         I went to see Tom Bostock [AC’s GP] re my asthma, which had flared up again. He was perhaps not the best person to see, given he had been totally opposed to my leaving, and deep down felt the decision finally to leave was driven by Fiona feeling she was neglected, and not about a real assessment of why I did the job, why I needed to and why others needed me to. He said he was worried, he felt that after a while it would dawn on me what I had given up, I would feel resentful and angry and collapse into a deep depression. He also felt the kids would miss the idea of their dad being really close to the centre of events. ‘You are going from virtually running a country to doing nothing. You won’t be able to cope with that. You have to find a replacement and you’ll find there is nothing to replace it.’

         He felt it was disastrous for TB, and disastrous for me, and he really wished I hadn’t done it. He said I had stomach problems, breathing problems and a record of mental problems. I had to be very careful, he said, or I would be on a downward spiral. He was so over the top I ended up laughing. ‘I come to see my doctor for a prescription for Ventolin and Symbicort, and get a warning that I am probably going to go bonkers again.’

         Tuesday 2 September

         TB called at 7.20, asking what I thought of Mrs Kelly’s evidence. He felt that it was becoming clearer and clearer that it was a personal tragedy, that the political ramifications were not as great as our opponents hoped. We both had a residual fear that Hutton himself was bound to be influenced by the media coverage, day after day projected to put us in the worst possible light, but TB said his sense was of someone who would make up his own mind based on fact, and that in so far as he had made impressions of the key witnesses, we will have come over better than [Greg] Dyke [BBC Director-General], [Gavyn] Davies [chairman], [Richard] Sambrook [head of news] and Gilligan, none of whom did well. We agreed that it was sensible for me to stay low-profile until the report was published.

         Before long, we were on to the usual theme – what to do about GB? He said he was clear it couldn’t go on indefinitely like this, GB pulling in a different direction while pretending not to. He felt he would have to offer him a move which he knew he wouldn’t accept, and then just move him out. But as he said it, I could tell he wasn’t sure. There was a hesitation and a thinness to the voice. He was aware of the scale of the problem finally, but unclear about a solution. He kept coming back to the point that though GB was impossible, in terms of sheer ability he was the only talent who got near to TB. ‘The ones asking me to kick him out don’t actually have to make the decision, and they are not really thinking through the consequences,’ he said. ‘They are just assuming that if he leaves the government, he leaves the scene and that is that. It would be very different.’

         I asked him what pills he had been taking at the weekend given the compendious notes he sent over. ‘What did you think?’ I said I thought there was a lot of good stuff in there, but I could sense his frustration at the difficulty in making it happen. He asked me to talk to Andrew Adonis [policy advisor] and Peter Hyman [strategy advisor] about the manifesto process, which had obviously been a big part of his thinking in the notes. AA had done a good note on process, suggesting policies should be in place, and some unveiled, in the pre-election conference, alongside the themes he hoped to fight on. Both he and Pat McFadden [special advisor] felt TB had lost his ownership of the education agenda, and Pat in particular felt ‘community’ and especially poorer kids and families, should be TB’s big progressive cause up to 2005.

         AA felt a development of Sure Start* was the way to do both. He had also done a good note analysing the weaknesses of the 2001 manifesto, both in terms of content, feeling it lacked the scope and scale of ’97, and also that the process had failed to involve party and policy makers properly, let alone engage the public. He also had some very good ideas for making the policy development process far more open and inclusive.

         David Davies [Football Association executive] popped round. Both the FA and the Football Foundation were keen for me to work with them, and he also had a notion that he and I could go into some kind of business partnership together. I explained that for a while I was going to take it easy, not make firm commitments until I started to get clearer in my own mind what I wanted to do. I had always felt that if I was in the job, but thinking about the next one, I had effectively stopped doing the job, so although I had agonised about staying or leaving for ages, I had not really thought about what I was going to do in a post-No. 10 existence. So things felt odd now. A few days after leaving, I literally had no idea what I was going to do with myself in the future. Or today and tomorrow even.

         I had a meeting with David Hill and just went over the various personnel inside No. 10 and in departments, talked him through who was who, who was good, who was less good and which departments he had to keep an eye on. In truth, compared with when we first started out, we had pretty good relations across Whitehall, and the problems we had on the co-ordination front were as much about the political side of thing as the civil service. David was definitely the right choice to take over from me. He would calm things down with the media, TB liked him, and also he wouldn’t mind if TB kept a line open to me for extra advice.

         I think we knew each other well enough, and liked each other well enough, to make sure that didn’t become a problem. I told him he could always call on me if he wanted to, and likewise he could always tell me to butt out if I wasn’t wanted. He said he knew TB would always rely on me to some extent and he welcomed that. I said getting the balance between foreign and domestic was always hard. Pre-empting the cross-cutting issues that needed early central co-ordination was always harder than it should be. I told him I would not be offended if he tried to develop a different style which used me as a foil. I felt DH would do a good job, though he was the first to admit he was more a hands-on media handler than a strategist. 

         We went out for the premiere of Calendar Girls, black tie and all that, and it felt a bit odd being shouted at by the paps as we went in. I had very mixed feelings about it all. There was something very superficial about it. I’d noticed in recent weeks just how much more I seemed to get recognised around the place. Sometimes I liked it, because it made me feel I had done something, and also because it indicated all sorts of options for the future. But sometimes I hated it, just wanted to feel normal again. Grace [AC’s daughter] and Sissy [Matilda Bridge, friend of Grace] were loving it, of course, all the red carpet bollocks and the snappers shouting out. Fiona less so. She said having spent years walking two steps behind Cherie, now it looked like she’d have to do the same with me.

         I did a gaggle of interviews on the way in, which were meant to be about promoting Calendar Girls and Leukaemia Research, but half of which were about me and leaving the job, which I danced around. I was also asked to do a speech to kick the whole thing off, talking about my own role with the charity, so was suddenly out on stage in front of a packed theatre, but I spoke about John and Ellie [John Merritt, AC’s closest friend, who had died of leukaemia, and daughter Ellie, who was also killed by the disease] and why I got involved, made a few allusions to the recent fuss, and it seemed to go down well enough. Given the subject of the film, and the role in it of the Women’s Institute, I made a joke about TB’s Women’s Institute slow handclap [when addressing a WI Wembley conference].

         Ian Hislop [satirist, broadcaster] was there, his mother having died of leukaemia, and was asking me to do Have I Got News for You? I was intending to say no to most things for a while. A bloke came up to me at the dinner, and said there was something very Zeitgeist about me being there, at this film, about this illness, set in the part of the world I came from [Yorkshire] at a time I was so much in the news. He said I should not underestimate how much people saw me as my own man, not just an extension of TB, and I should focus on that. Angela Baker, the woman played by Julie Walters in the film, knew Mum, having been a singer in the Grassington Singers [community choir]. She was also the registrar at [AC’s brother] Graeme’s wedding. They were such palpably good people and it was a nice evening all round.

         I had a lovely chat with Lindsay [Nicholson, widow of John Merritt] and her new bloke, Mark [Johansen]. He was not what I expected, very different to John, but they seemed happy together. I had mixed feelings about that too, even if I knew I shouldn’t. It was ridiculous to think someone widowed so young would never marry again, but I suppose it just hammered home even more than ever the finality of death, and the fact that memories fade with time, and life has to go on.

         The film was terrific, and the girls loved it. I got a warm reception everywhere, which Fiona said was down to the fact I no longer worked for TB. I said she was going to have to get over the negativity she felt towards him. It was pointless, added to which I was still going to be involved with him in some ways, including at the next election. He called again later. He said he was aware that for the next few months it was going to be like being inside a tunnel. The media and the Tories sense his vulnerability. They think he is in a swamp and to some extent he is. ‘What they underestimate is my ability to swim through it,’ he said. The key is sorting domestic policy, and somehow managing GB. GB had clearly been at JP again, who last night had been echoing the line to TB that ‘we just make it worse by going on about crime the whole time’.

         Matthew Rycroft [Downing Street foreign affairs private secretary] called, to say that we had been informed who the other parties in the Hutton Inquiry wanted to cross-examine. The BBC wanted me, John Scarlett and Julian Miller [Cabinet Office official], so clearly they were going to focus on the dossier in the main.* The Kelly family wanted Tom Kelly [No. 10 spokesman] re the Kelly/Walter Mitty comment.† I got home to a stack more messages – offers from The Observer, LBC [London-based radio station], ITV, a commercial radio network, the [London Evening] Standard offering me a sports column, a US speaking agency, a Dutch agency. At least I had plenty to choose from when I finally decided to make some choices. For now, none of it held much appeal. 

         Wednesday 3 September

         Angela Baker had made a real impression on me. She showed me that there are so many different ways to make a difference. She had started out trying to raise a few bob for a sofa in a hospital waiting room, after her husband [John Baker] had died, and now she was the stuff of books and films, and making loads of money for the charity. She was also such a nice and warm human being, as were the other calendar girls, but she really had something quite special. I definitely want to get more involved with the charity. I went in for a meeting re Hutton and was called into TB’s meeting to discuss his next press conference.

         I was arguing he needed to get back on to a values message, the same TB that was elected, pursuing policies aimed directly at improving people’s lives. He kept coming back to saying that the way to deal with trust was to persuade people we were doing the right thing. We just went round in circles on it. I said I felt that people thought he had floated off. He said it didn’t matter as long as we were doing the right thing and in Iraq and on public services, he remained convinced we were. But people didn’t believe it because of what they were told about him, day in day out, and yet he would not attack the press.

         Charlie Falconer [Lord Chancellor] called, said he felt my evidence to Hutton had gone really well and I would be fine. He felt that I would go mad if I didn’t have a big project, and I shouldn’t hang around. Allison Pearson’s column in the Standard said people were obsessed with me because I was devilishly sexy, which cheered me up. The press seemed to be reacting favourably to David Hill’s appointment but I still felt it was a mistake to lose the Order in Council, which had allowed me to have civil servants working to me. I wasn’t convinced it would stop them going for David, and making it explicit that he could not instruct civil servants might lead to a retrenchment of sorts, which would become a real problem if they thought power was slipping back to the Tories.

         Our submissions to Hutton went in, the main points that it was clear the BBC story was wrong, an explanation as to why our anger was justified and why David Kelly had to appear at the select committees. The BBC submission had a lot of blather and rubbish in it. Insofar as there was substance, it was mainly focused on the dossier. The family’s submission was a very harsh document, particularly vis-à-vis the MoD. They wanted Geoff Hoon [Defence Secretary], Bryan Wells, Martin Howard, Pam Teare and Martin Hatfield [MoD officials], and also Tom Kelly on the Walter Mitty point. They also wanted Gilligan.

         Charlie got my hopes up a little when he said the feedback Garry Hart [Falconer’s special advisor] got was that the judge was impressed with me and there was an outside chance I wouldn’t be called back. I doubted that. The Private Eye front cover had me and Calum on it, pictured at the football on Saturday, with Calum saying, ‘What did you do in the war, Daddy?’ and me saying, ‘I started it.’ I thought it was quite funny but a number of people called and suggested I should do something about it. No point. It was one of four pictures on there, suggesting they hadn’t been able to decide what to do as the cover. There was the one with Calum; one of me next to a desk fan in the office which had a speech bubble, ‘I’m your only fan’; one with TB and David Frost asking him, ‘What will you do without him?’ and a blank speech bubble next to TB; then one of Peter with the bubble: ‘I am the new face of no-spin Labour.’ I called Hislop and asked for a proof to frame. [It now has pride of place in AC’s downstairs toilet amid dozens of cartoons.]

         Jonathan [Powell, No. 10 chief of staff] held a staff meeting to go over some of the changes planned following my departure, but by all accounts it didn’t go terribly well, not least because he didn’t have any Q&A. I got home, and ran for an hour.

         Thursday 4 September

         TB called when I was still in bed to resume the conversation of yesterday, namely that he didn’t know what the press conference was supposed to be about. We were arguing it was about trailing the values-based message pre-conference. But he lacked confidence or purpose at the moment. I went in later to go through more files and I had barely got in the building when Alison said, as she had said so many times before, ‘The Prime Minister wants you to pop round and see him.’ We had two more conversations of the same ilk, round and round in circles, and at one point DH gave me a look that said, ‘What have I come into?’ At one point, TB just picked up the sports section of the Telegraph and read it for fully five minutes while the rest of us sat there making small talk before he came back to the same point. I said to him afterwards he was giving every impression of slightly losing the plot.

         The press was full of the former DIS [Defence Intelligence Staff] man Brian Jones, who said at the Hutton Inquiry yesterday that there had been real disquiet over the 45 minutes point.* John Scarlett and Julian Miller came in to see to TB to explain the background: that the DIS people on the JIC did not make John or the JIC aware of these concerns. John said that he felt that what was happening post my resignation was that things were moving away from me being the big bad beast to him being the problem because he did not heed warnings. There were also concerns that the ISC [Intelligence and Security Committee] were going to be very critical of John and David Omand [Cabinet Office Security and Intelligence Co-ordinator], even to the point of them having to resign. John was looking even more worried than usual and TB had to tell him not to be concerned. Also, [Hoon special advisor] Richard Taylor’s evidence was going to add to Geoff Hoon’s problems. John came round for a chat, said he was coping well, but he was clearly finding it very tough, everything being so public.

         TB’s press conference went OK but the tension was there between saying no change, we hold firm on the one hand, while emphasising the importance of renewal. I was just tired of having the same conversations. David H said, ‘Is it always like this?’ I nodded. Hutton part one came to an end. [Former United Nations Special Commission weapons inspector] Olivia Bosch’s evidence was good for me and bad for Gilligan. Richard Taylor was bad for GH. Hutton was very measured and said it should not be taken as a sign of criticism if he recalled witnesses. I bought a new pair of running shoes and ran home. It was astonishing how much more often I was recognised and pointed out as I ran, and it was all a bit weird.

         Friday 5 September

         Some of the media were picking up on TB being a bit less confident, and some linking it to my departure. I went in later and he called me out on the terrace before his meeting with [US General John] Abizaid. He said we had lots to do. He was still talking as if I was still there, and going to be there in the future. I was deliberately wearing sports gear, and not a suit, to signal I wasn’t really there, but I guess he was used to seeing me in running gear, so it didn’t seem to have much effect. He said for the first time he felt a barrier growing between him and the country. ‘It is not hostile out there, but some of the warmth from some of the people has gone.’ He felt it was partly Iraq but mainly non-delivery. I said don’t underestimate the drip-drip effect of all the personal stuff, lifestyle, CB [Cherie Blair]/Carole Caplin [friend and advisor to CB] etc.* The message going out the whole time is that you are no longer one of them. He didn’t really want to buy into it. 

         He had had JP at him all morning about Peter M having been at Chequers, which sounded a total rerun of the Chewton Glen meeting in opposition, Peter there, JP not. [Chewton Glen, a Hampshire hotel, had been the venue for a Labour away-day in opposition from which JP felt excluded, to his annoyance when he found out Mandelson had been there.] Also GB was successfully winding up John against foundation hospitals and top-up fees. TB looked very down, said he couldn’t see how he was ever going to get the show back on the road again. GB was hostile and now extending hostilities to try to get JP over. TB said I must do a column in the Sunday Times, where I’ll be heard, have a voice and use it for us. I wasn’t sure I could be bothered with doing something every week like that. I would rather write something when I felt like it. He was still confident on Hutton.

         Neil [Kinnock, former Labour leader, Vice-President of the European Commission] came in for lunch, spent an hour or so going over his problems at the Commission, lacerating [Commission President] Romano Prodi re his management skills. I could sense he was a bit down and worried about it all. He also felt the mood was moving against Tony, and he might have only a couple of conferences left. There was definitely a whiff of departure, which I supposed I fuelled a bit with my own resignation, and TB had to act fast, decide one way or the other and then act on it. Neil felt TB had not looked after people well enough, and so created more enemies than he needed to, also that his language was less rooted in ordinary families than it used to be. And of course GB was there the whole time, breathing down his neck.

         I went with Gail [Rebuck, CEO Random House] to the home of Sonny Mehta [chairman, Knopf publishing company] for a general chat about diaries and Sonny’s assessment of the interest in the States. I hadn’t decided what if anything to do with them, but he said he was sure there would be interest in America. Gail and I had never really discussed publishing them, but it was pretty clear if I did, I would do it with her. Then back to the office for a meeting on Hutton. Jonathan Sumption [AC’s lawyer] felt John Scarlett and I were the two most likely to be recalled. 

         He felt it was a bit odd that Hutton had agreed almost without question to a BBC demand for further documents, but wondered if it was because he was actually basically with us and wanted to be seen to be fair. The ISC [which had carried out an inquiry into the Iraq War] was beginning to leak and it seemed that it was good for me re 45 minutes and ‘sexing up’, and would say I had not, but did say that with hindsight it would have been better if the 45 minutes point had not been in there because its inclusion caused the subsequent confusion. Ridiculous. It did no such thing. It only became a huge issue long after, with the BBC report.

         I felt TB should speak to Ann Taylor [ISC chair] to underline how important it was that they defended the JIC’s and John Scarlett’s integrity in any media around the report. TB was not sure they would respond too well to any pressure. But John was worried the pressure was moving from me to him and that they would go for him on the quality of the intelligence because no WMD [weapons of mass destruction] had been found. I said it made tactical sense to get the focus back on to me. At the end of the Sumption/Hutton meeting, JS [Scarlett] took me aside and asked everyone else to leave. He said TB would miss me and so would he, because in a world where friendship was not easily built, I was a good friend to have. In a way, my going had definitely put extra pressure on him but he was just very nice, warm and supportive and I appreciated it. I felt it was inevitable we would both be recalled by the Inquiry, in my case in part for PR reasons.

         Saturday 6 September

         To Stoke v Burnley with Calum. Lunch with Peter Coates [Stoke chairman, Labour supporter] and his wife Deirdre. He felt we were in much weaker shape than before, but couldn’t see us losing the next election. The Tories just weren’t where they needed to be and showed little sign of working out how to get there. TB called from Balmoral (he and CB were there for the annual PM weekend with the Queen) halfway through lunch. He said there had been a bit of booing when he arrived at the Balmoral Show, but he was not sure whether it was SNP, anti-Iraq protesters or raving Tories who thought he and CB – who was pictured yawning – shouldn’t be there. He hated that kind of thing though, not least because it meant it would be the only thing anyone knew or heard about it. He said the Queen had been asking after me, but I couldn’t quite tell if he was joking.

         It was a great game, with Graham Branch [Burnley footballer] playing really well. I really like these guys – in whatever walk of life – who get hammered – in his case last year by the fans – but then keep going and win back respect over time. That was the thing TB had to build on. I felt it in myself too. I got a very friendly reception from the Burnley fans today, some of whom did an ‘only one Ali Campbell’ chant when I first arrived, and from some of the Stoke people when we were walking round to the away end, and I was thinking that if these people believed even half of the shit they had read, I wouldn’t be able to walk anywhere without protection. That being said, Peter Coates had asked for a few security people to take me round. But the reaction showed people didn’t believe a lot of the shit, or at least that they understood in politics, if someone had it in for you, there might be an ulterior motive. We drove over to Mum and Dad’s afterwards. She was telling me how upset Calum had been when she spoke to him after I went back from France to give evidence. Calum certainly seemed a lot happier now I was out.

         Sunday 7 September

         Ran for an hour, then we set off home after lunch. Dad was not looking so great, a bit breathless, and his eyes tired, but he and Calum had a good chat about football, school, usual stuff. Calum was taking the mickey out of me writing a diary when I have nothing to put in it ‘now that you’re unemployed and basically just my driver and banker’. Out for dinner with the Goulds and the McEwans [novelist Ian and his wife Annalena McAfee, author and journalist]. Ian had been following the Hutton Inquiry very closely and had a very good take on it, had sussed out the main characters and why, on the BBC side, their arguments were so weak. He may just have been saying it to make me feel better, but he said he felt I would come out fine.

         TB had sent over a note AA had done a while back on how the Tories had prepared for their third term under Thatcher, and there were some very interesting lessons for us in there. It was odd how AA was so loathed by so many in the party – not least Fiona on some of the education stuff – because what was interesting was how much he put the role and interest of the party at the centre of his thinking. He said part of what the Tories did pre-’87, from a very weak position around the time of Westland* was to develop strength through a strategic [Chancellor Nigel] Lawson budget, which got the tax cut dynamic back in play, stepping up privatisation, public service reform, especially when Ken Baker replaced Keith Joseph at Education, and above all by bringing it together under a programme totally focused on the future and a pre-election slogan ‘The next moves forward’, which became the title of the manifesto. AA was recommending that we have the same systemic approach, by setting up a dozen or so pre-manifesto policy groups and getting much of the reform agenda up by conference. Interestingly, his analysis barely mentioned Maggie’s [Margaret Thatcher’s] foreign policy profile, feeling these broader domestic changes were far more important and driven by what he called ‘intellectual ascendancy’. Again, he felt we had the same intellectual ascendancy now but were not making enough of it. I sent him a message saying I thought it was a superb analysis and TB should follow his suggestions on process ASAP.

         Monday 8 September

         A nice warm day and I went into No. 10 to read more Hutton stuff, and did a couple of meetings. The letters were still coming in and still broadly supportive. I saw TB out on the balcony and he was very down re GB, said he couldn’t see how to improve things with him. ‘He is a complete nightmare at the moment.’ I bumped into GB in No. 11 on my way through to my old office in No. 12, and he could not have been more charming. Real hail fellow, well met stuff. ‘How’re you doing, how’re the kids, regards to Fiona’, like he used to be. He said I looked really fit, and asked if I was happier being outside? He made a joke about my departure getting more coverage than if TB had gone, and I said something about wishful thinking and he laughed. He said he was doing lots of exercise too, 45 minutes running and swimming every day if he could find the time. He was his old charming self, not a word about any of the current problems. 

         I spent the afternoon sorting through hundreds of files, and trying to separate what was personal and what was government. Alison and her team really had done a brilliant job for me. They had kept pretty much everything in all sorts of different files. It brought home to me just how many huge events we had been involved with in the last few years. When I was at the running track later, Catherine [Rimmer, head of research] and Clare [Sumner] called and read through the letter from the Hutton Inquiry, confirming I would be recalled to give evidence again, and going through areas for questioning and possible criticisms. These included the fact that I was involved in the dossier at all. Also, getting over-angry with the BBC. Also the fact that I suggested ‘leaking’ Kelly’s name – which I didn’t – on 3 July. Tom [Kelly] and Godric [Smith, AC’s former deputy, now co-spokesman with Kelly] were also being recalled, which was ridiculous.

         Everyone had said I could hardly have done better first time round, and maybe deep down I had been raising hopes I wouldn’t be recalled at all. But now I felt really low, not far off being depressed, just like when I got the first letter out in France. I tossed and turned all night. It was the thought of psyching myself up again, dealing with the media circus outside again, going through what was bound to be a much tougher ordeal the second time around. Fiona was being much nicer and more supportive now that I was out. She went through the diary extracts for the first time and didn’t think they were that bad, apart from the reference to ‘fuck Gilligan’, which of course was part of what they wanted to publish.* The first time I gave evidence, they had referred to the diaries, but now intended to publish some of the relevant parts, and ‘fuck Gilligan’ would be part of that, and send the media into a frenzy no doubt.

         Tuesday 9 September

         I was up early and off to see Les Hinton [executive chairman, News International] at his house in Hampstead. He had lots of ideas of things I could do but I wasn’t keen to commit to anything. He was very down on GB, felt he was basically old Labour and serious people noticed that he was not loyal. He even asked whether I thought TB would fight four elections, and clearly felt he should. He was probing on whether I thought anyone other than GB was up to it. He felt I was uniquely placed and agreed that I shouldn’t rush. But he hoped I would consider doing something for them, and was intending to put together a big package of politics and sport across the titles. I felt more up for the sport than the politics. 

         In for a meeting with the government lawyers, Alan Maclean and Adam Sharples. They felt I had to co-operate with the Inquiry’s request to publish some of the diary extracts and I was modestly relaxed about that. They felt that the extracts they were going for, and asking to publish, suggested it was more about GH than me. He and I were due to give evidence on the same day. TB meanwhile had received a letter warning that areas where he might be criticised – though nothing was finalised – might be having an input into the document, also whether he was vicariously responsible for an underhand naming strategy re Kelly. He was rightly worried about that, felt that if it stuck, things would be really difficult. The lawyers couldn’t really understand the process, whereby we could all be cross-examined but without really knowing what the possible criticisms might be. It all felt very hostile, but both Charlie [Falconer] and Cherie thought Hutton was just going through everything he had to go through in a very thorough way. I was really fed up with it though, as was Godric. Tom was putting on a brave face. I spent three hours working on a draft supplementary statement. I was also worrying about whether I could go ahead in doing the Great North Run the day before I appeared again, and also whether I could do any private sector work at all before Hutton reported, which could be months and months away.

         The ISC report arrived. It exonerated me, wasn’t bad for the JIC but they were critical of GH because he had not been open re the DIS criticism. I was pleased personally, given the exoneration was pretty clear, so that meant both select committees had cleared me [AC had previously been cleared by the Foreign Affairs Committee (FAC) of wrongdoing in relation to the build-up to war] but a part of me just felt the anger once more that this had even happened. TB’s general take on Hutton was that it would be OK for me, less for the government. We had a meeting on how to respond to the ISC report. John S said his wife was in a rage that he was to be cross-examined by the BBC. I knew how she felt but we just had to get on with it. Clare Sumner said she had assumed I had stopped doing my diary. I said certainly not and she laughed, then threw an orange marker pen at me.

         I got a fantastic letter from Bertie Ahern [Irish Prime Minister], really personal, and a lot about the role Joe Lennon [Ahern spokesman] and I played in the Good Friday talks. He said there were times when it was only the creativity we showed in keeping the media occupied and at bay that gave him and TB and the others the space to get things done. He could not have been warmer and said TB could not have achieved what he had done as a leader and PM without the support I gave him. There was a letter from GWB [US President George W. Bush] too, saying news of my departure had reached Crawford [Bush’s Texan home], he wished me well and said I had served my country and TB well. It was handwritten, and I remembered the time Karl Rove [Bush advisor] had said Bush reached the top by writing more thank-you letters than anyone else. Fiona signed up to do a fitness column for The Guardian. I said it was the first step to being a lifestyle guru to the chattering classes.

         Wednesday 10 September

         I was back to not sleeping well, waking up the whole time, fretting, Q&A going on endlessly in my head. Today’s media problem was the ISC report, which was leaked to the Standard, who nosed on the point about GH misleading MPs, drowning out any sense that I had been cleared, but also somehow making it look like it came from No. 10. It was pretty obvious the leak came from the Tories or the Libs and it was a total set-up for IDS at PMQs. Geoff [Hoon] had been trying to persuade Ann Taylor to go a bit softer on him, but the leak made it virtually impossible. I went in to keep going through the thousands of files with Alison. I was amazed at how much stuff there was to go through. Clare Sumner felt that where I was not 100 per cent convincing in my statement was on contacts with [Times journalist Tom] Baldwin. That was because I couldn’t remember all the many conversations with him so I worked through a note trying to figure out where I may have contributed to the various Times articles.

         I had lunch with Jamie Rubin [former US Assistant Secretary of State] at Wiltons. He had been through something similar when he left as Madeleine Albright’s spokesman, and had lots of good advice. Do lots of speeches at first, here and in the States, to make sure there are no financial worries. Use six months at least to work out what you want to do. Once the speaking bids fall a bit, do TV and punditry to raise the profile. He said he had enjoyed leaving the administration but then there came a day when he missed the phone not ringing. That’s when you have to start to work it all out for yourself. On Hutton, though he had always felt we made a mistake in getting too sucked into the Bush post-9/11 agenda, he thought people could see the difference between taking the wrong decision – as he believed we did – and lying or deliberately misleading the public, which he believed we didn’t. He said there were people in his social circle who didn’t like me or TB, but who did not believe the conspiracy theories.

         TB called and said he wasn’t sure why but he was very confident that Hutton would not be bad for either of us and I really shouldn’t worry. I said I do worry. He asked if there was anything in particular I worried about and I said no, but I don’t like having to wait and trust the judgement of others. I was getting into the mindset of imagining the worst all the time. He said the TUC [Trades Union Congress] speech last night went OK. The press had made spin the issue by saying that TB didn’t say what had been briefed in advance. He felt David would be able to get the press more onside but what he still wanted from me was strategic breadth and depth. Philip [Gould] felt that Peter M trying to fill the gap I left was not being successful because while everyone in No. 10 and around government had a basic respect for my abilities, Peter is not seen in the same way because of his independent political profile and ambition. Jamie had said over lunch that the first time he ever met Peter he had gossiped about several ministers before the starters had arrived, and he thought if that’s what he’s like with strangers, what’s he like with people he knew?

         TB did fine at PMQs, partly because Duncan Smith went OTT on Hoon, ISC, trust, me. Adam Sharples and Alan Maclean came in at 5, having done a very good job on my draft supplementary statement. I felt I had been thorough and clear but they had spotted a few gaps and also bits where it could have been clearer. I was really impressed by their work. As I left, I bumped into TB, who was at the bottom of the stairs to the flat talking to Sue Nye [GB special advisor, and wife of Gavyn Davies, BBC chairman]. For understandable reasons, I guess, she was a bit cool, though not hostile.

         TB asked me up to the flat to discuss Geoff’s situation. As we trudged up the stairs and he pinged in the door lock code, I was trying to think if I had had a single day since leaving without being back in for some reason. Every time I had gone in, either for Hutton meetings, or just to sort out all the files and where they should go, he found out and asked me to have a chat. He wanted to make a cup of tea but I said I wanted to get back for the football. On Geoff, he was clearly worried. I said if Ann Taylor said he should resign it would be very difficult, but anything short of that he should tough it out. On the way out, I bumped into GB again, not quite as gushing, but still clearly not wanting to discuss anything but small talk. I got home to find messages asking me to do Desert Island Discs and present Have I Got News for You? Both suggested has-beenology, and worried rather than excited me. England 2, Liechtenstein 0.

         Thursday 11 September

         Ninety-minute run along the canal, back through the parks. As Fiona said, it was indicative of how negatively some people saw us that anyone was prepared to believe that we would have leaked the ISC report. It was building up pressure on GH. I don’t know whether it was because the run had cleared my head – at one point on the canal I realised I had gone several miles and had not really been aware of where I was – but I was already feeling a bit more distant from it. Just one brief chat with TB about my statement for phase two questioning and his letter setting out possible areas of criticism of him. Only a handful of us knew that he had received a letter. Sumption spent much of the day focusing on that and making clear that both potential criticisms – one, that nobody but the JIC should have been involved in the dossier and two, that TB was vicariously responsible for the Q&A and so a Kelly naming strategy – were unfair and wrong. My only worry was about Baldwin and which of his various stories I had contributed to because I couldn’t be 100 per cent sure and I hated the possibility of it looking like I was trying to dissemble.

         Catherine dug out some excellent examples to blow apart inconsistencies and inaccuracies in the BBC case: for example, Dyke briefing at the weekend of the governors’ meeting and the Sunday Telegraph saying he and Davies rejected a deal. Also a two-way by Norman Smith [BBC political reporter] which said at the time that the reason I was at the Foreign Affairs Committee was that the story was just not going away. I was in No. 10 for several hours in the afternoon, going over it all once more. Stan Ternent called about tickets for the Burnley match on Saturday. He said if you want a man-in-the-street view, it’s that the BBC should apologise. I drafted my own version to deal with the point about why I got so angry. Ann Taylor was fine today and GH did OK. Needless to say the point about me being totally exonerated was just getting buried in all the other stuff. The Tories behaving like total twats, as ever. Richard Norton-Taylor ran a horrible piece about John Scarlett in The Guardian saying he should go. A nice call from David Manning [diplomat, former TB chief foreign policy advisor] in the States. I felt by the end of the day that my statement was pretty strong, if a bit long. We also had to decide whether it was too personal. Both Ian Austin [GB aide] and Ed Balls [Chief Economic Advisor to the Treasury] were being very supportive when I saw them around the place, so maybe GB was trying to change things a bit.

         Friday 12 September

         Still not sleeping well so I went out early for a run on Hampstead Heath. The media were expecting to get the Hutton recall list today so we had crews outside again but I gave them the slip by going out through the Bridges’ [AC’s neighbours] house. In the event, Hutton only gave out Monday’s witnesses, so the story was going to be Dyke called to give evidence. I went in for another session with the lawyers. Bruce [Grocott, MP, TB advisor] came over, helpful as ever, and said he felt I should cut out expressions of regret, which would get blown out of proportion. He felt I was on strong ground without it and if I gave an inch, the media would take a mile. He said he felt I had been part of Labour’s history, the best ever at what I did and I should now make some money, have a good time for a while, but make sure I was back before the election. He was also adamant that ‘you owe it to political history’ to write books, firstly because I can write, but also because I had recorded it every day. I did a call with Sumption, who was starting to plan out his BBC cross-examination. Catherine’s team did a really good job trying to analyse Baldwin’s various sources, which clearly included the BBC.

         I did a little farewell for my inner team at No. 10, and read out parts of [John Major’s former press secretary] Jonathan Haslam’s handover note (on the strengths and weaknesses of the press office staff) to me back in 1997. He had got some of them right and some of them very wrong. I told them they had been a superb team and I couldn’t have got through the last period without them. David Hill would be starting properly next week and I wanted to get my desk totally cleared before that. Even as I was speaking, Catherine was still working away at my computer. She and Clare had been absolutely phenomenal. Sumption told me he was minded not to cross-examine Dyke, though he would make a judgement dependent on his evidence. But he felt Davies was very weak.

         I had been worrying about whether to go ahead with plans to do the Great North Run so close to giving evidence again, and he said he thought it would be fine if I did it, that actually it was a good idea ‘but I hope you don’t die. If you do, it’s better that you’re murdered than that you die of natural causes. You see, I’m learning, and thinking about the presentational impact.’ Everyone had said he and I wouldn’t get on but I liked him and respected his ability. We agreed that he and I would meet on Monday so that he could help get my head in gear. I still felt I was being unfairly treated with regard to being the only one asked to provide my diary, and now for parts of it to be published, but when I said that, he just said, ‘It has to be. You’ll be fine.’

         Saturday 13 September

         It was nice not to have to do all the usual Saturday conference calls. JR [John Reid, Health Secretary] called, said it was really weird last week to do Frost without me phoning him before, during and after. We set off for Norwich v Burnley, lunch with [Norwich City owners] Delia [Smith] and [husband] Michael [Wynn-Jones] and their mothers, who were brilliant. Delia had told me her mum was my biggest fan and sure enough, she spent the whole lunch telling me so, and telling me Tony still needed me, and she hoped I saw off everyone and went back. She said she felt I would have been a better PM than Tony. It is such a nice club, and the mood in the bit where Delia has lunch very down to earth and un-corporate. They got me to do a little Q&A for fans, almost all about football, just a couple of half-political questions. Charles Clarke [Education Secretary] and family arrived and Fiona was talking to them while I was talking to Phil Webster [Times journalist], who said the feeling was that we would be fine, though of course nobody could know. I reckoned I would probably be challenged over relations with The Times and said to him it was dreadful that journalists who actually did what they believed to be right, like him and Tom, should be pilloried.

         The game was OK but we lost 2–0 thanks to some dreadful defensive errors. Charles was worried TB would be a lot more vulnerable to GB attacks without me there, and that Peter would not fill the gap because he would be thinking of his own position not TB’s. He felt Gordon would be a disaster as leader, everyone knew it and yet the longer he stayed where he was the likelier it was that he would see off everyone else. We headed to Lavenham and dinner with the Goulds at the Angel. Philip had some good thoughts on my statement, mainly the need to explain what I actually did and legitimise it. There was a danger that ignorance about the need for a role like mine meant that people, even someone like Hutton, would not understand why TB had to have someone like me doing what I did. He felt it needed more context about the nature of modern politics and the modern media. He also felt I needed to make the Baldwin section less defensive, and be clearer in the explanation why I was involved in the dossier. He was going on endlessly about how much of a vacuum I had left because there was nobody there that people trusted to be strong with TB. Peter M was the only one really, but he was divisive. I wasn’t missing it at all at the moment but Philip felt I should be more involved not less. He said he was not sure he could bear to be in there day in, day out if I wasn’t also in there making sure TB was on the right track.

         Sunday 14 September

         I did a half marathon, Lavenham and Sudbury, just over 1.45, which was OK. While I was out running, an idea popped into my head, about a possible book – ‘Demons’ – about my nervous breakdown, and broader lessons, which I thought might be a useful and counter-intuitive first book, rather than what was expected, and I started to draft out possible structure and sections in my head as I ran. I was struck when I resigned that a few people mentioned my recovery from the breakdown as being a significant part of what I had done and achieved. Some of the mental health charities were now pressing me to get more involved.

         I called C to commiserate about tomorrow, and the fact he was having to give evidence, and to wish him luck. He sounded very fed up. He felt that the media expected too much by way of openness and that one day people would realise that the strength of the secret services lay in the secrecy and their ability to work in ways that were not always understood. The oversight and the ISC had been big steps, but he felt there would be more and more pressure until they just became another service. He had been to see Hutton and James Dingemans [counsel to the Inquiry] in private, and said they were pretty apologetic, but felt they had to call him. He was happy to go, not least because he could support John re the JIC process. Hutton had made clear he didn’t want a circus, and Richard [Dearlove] was going to be allowed to do it down the line from SIS HQ, rather than have to run the media gauntlet as we had done. C had been absolutely clear he wouldn’t talk about methods or sources. He strongly felt that what we had done was fine and proper and like me was angry at the way John S had been treated. He was furious at [former JIC chairman] Rodric Braithwaites’s piece in the Standard about what a JIC chairman should and shouldn’t do, and said that if he saw him he would tell him he was a fucking disgrace. Both he and John got how in the modern world you have to adapt and change, maybe be more open than you want to be.

         I was still working on my statement, a new Baldwin section to make it clearer, and a new section about the nature of the modern media which was why I had been involved in the dossier. Sumption decided against using the second bit. He said that while he understood what I was trying to do, in terms of public consumption of my statement, his only concern remained the judge and he felt it was unnecessary, that in the first round of questioning he did not feel Hutton shared any view that somehow my role was illegitimate.

         Monday 15 September

         I spent most of the day working on the statement and also agreeing the letter to go to the Inquiry about my diaries. I watched Dingemans on TV, going through the questions for phase two and who he wanted back, with the focus very much on me, Hoon and Gilligan. The news today was focused on the DIS guys, who were OK, and C, who was very good. He called me afterwards, said it was a bit weird being at the end of a microphone but he felt he got his points over, also that he had a go at Kelly when he was told that he discussed CX [classified intelligence material] with Susan Watts [BBC journalist]. Dyke was really poor and even the BBC news said it had produced some very awkward moments for him. I had a meeting with Sumption. He still felt there was no need to get Dyke recalled for cross-examination but I felt that we should. He wanted to keep the focus on Gilligan and Richard Sambrook, and felt Dyke had damaged himself anyway. He was sure that Hutton would have been unimpressed by Dyke, who he would have found cavalier. He seemed to think that the demeanour you might use on a sympathetic chat show was the one to take to a public inquiry headed by a judge.

         Sumption was looking particularly shabby today, his clothes not quite fitting, very old-fashioned braces and his shoulder twitching away, but he was very welcoming and full of good humour. He said he felt I should now not over-prepare, that I was basically on top of things, and provided I adopted the same approach as first time round, things would be fine. I did feel on top of all the substance, so the most important thing was to get proper rest and make sure I was on form on the day. Bradders [David Bradshaw, No. 10 special advisor, longtime friend and colleague of AC] and Catherine were by now pretty much obsessed with the whole thing, to the point of it being almost comic. They could quote just about anything that anyone had said. Mention anyone involved in the whole story and they could reel off a stack of facts about them, quotes from their evidence, stories in the media about them.

         TB called, mainly to talk about Hutton, I think looking for assurance that I was in the zone. Inter alia, he said Carole [Caplin] had told him she would never sell her story. She had got rid of Ian Monk [PR advisor] and now Martin Cruddace was in charge of her. My old lawyer at the Mirror! I said don’t put her up anywhere. If she has to do anything, let it be an article not an interview. TB said she was a victim in all this, that the real evil people are the Paul Dacres and the Ian Monks. Martin Cruddace popped up to do a clip on her, so it was going to be difficult for a while. Some of the papers were saying she was writing a book, others saying she wasn’t, and the former inventing the idea that TB would take her to court to stop it.

         Tuesday 16 September

         Another day working on the statement, in particular the section on the ‘leak’ idea post-Hoon conversation, where I wanted to say that I was not envisaging hiding the sourcing. Godric was a bit worried about it. Sumption was very against the idea of me addressing the nature of the modern media, said we had to avoid anything but fact. He said he had drafted a paragraph on the parliamentary importance of the document. I did something similar and we married them through the day and after a few cuts and a bit of tightening, got it finished. Once it was done, I took it away, hid in Gordon’s little lounge in No. 11, and read it through on my own one last time before signing it off. It felt strong to me, had benefited from all the toing and froing and all the different comments. In the end, as before, I was happy to go with Sumption’s judgement on anything that he felt might impact one way or the other on the judge. John Scarlett came over, said he was trying hard not to get angry. We went over what we would say on the 45-minute point and the allegations of concealment from the FAC. I felt comfortable with all the arguments.

         Dyke did so badly that Sumption seemed to be enjoying himself setting out his strategy and why he didn’t want to cross-examine. He really felt strongly there was no need to cross-examine Dyke, because he had been such a bad witness. He was sure that he could get what he wanted from Davies, Sambrook and Gilligan. TB likewise felt Dyke had been so bad that he could only do better next time, so leave him. Sumption and Maclean felt he was a wounded beast and we should just leave him there. Nobody felt he had done well. Catherine felt he had exposed a deep antipathy towards me, which again was unlikely to play in his or their favour. By mid-afternoon I had got my statement signed off, the letter re the diaries agreed, and I then settled down to read. The Hutton cross-examination process started. The family QC, Jeremy Gompertz, just seemed to be chasing headlines. He was pretty tough with Martin Howard. Kate Wilson [MoD chief press officer] did well, which was important. Sumption told me he really wasn’t interested in the headlines, all that mattered was the judge and he intended to be very forensic. I was just trying to get in the zone now. His strong advice was to relax, not focus too much on it, but that was easier said than done. He said he was confident, based on my performance last time, and I really should not worry.

         Wednesday 17 September

         Gilligan and Sambrook were giving evidence. Sumption’s debut. It went OK for us on substance, Gilligan and Sambrook saying sorry for getting things wrong. Needless to say the media didn’t really go for them. As Tina Brown said when she called later, if that had been me or a government official, we were dead in the water based on a performance like that. I stayed at home all day, continuing to read through everything. It was a beautiful day and I felt myself getting in the zone for Monday. I was a bit up and down as to whether doing the Great North Run was the best preparation, even if Sumption seemed to think so. I missed PMQs, just forgot it was on, which was funny in a way. I did a conference call on Hutton. Philip called and said he was really worried about the way No. 10 was working. He hadn’t fully realised how much I extended across the whole place, not just comms and politics. He felt the decision-making processes had become less clear, less crisp, more complicated.

         Ed Victor [AC’s literary agent] came round to discuss various book options. Gail had always been a fan and a friend of his, and she felt he was definitely the right guy for me if and when I decided to do the diaries. I mentioned a few other book ideas I had, e.g. sport, and also the mental health book. He said fine, but it would be odd not to do the diaries first. When I first came across Ed, I had really not imagined him to be my kind of guy, a bit too plugged in, a bit too social scene and all that, and he was a splendid name-dropper, but I liked him and I could tell he has judgement. I also liked that he wasn’t rushing me, or making me feel I had to decide like right now. I went out for a half-hour run.

         Thursday 18 September

         All day working on cross-examination with Catherine, Clare, Adam Chapman and Stephen Parkinson [government lawyers]. The big area was my evidence to the FAC on why I didn’t mention that I had made a point (in discussions on the dossier) about the 45 minutes. I was clear I didn’t need to, but it could be difficult. We went over it for ages and agreed I should address it in evidence in chief. On the point about me getting too angry, which was one of the areas where I had been warned I might be criticised, I felt fine on that but they felt there were some weaknesses in the letters I wrote, so we went over how to address those if raised. I felt pretty justified in having been angry, given the nature of the allegations against me, knowing them to be unjustified, and therefore felt confident I could explain satisfactorily why I had expressed myself as I did. Fine, they said, but do it without reliving the anger. Do not come over as angry and aggressive. John Scarlett came over for an hour or so to go over the dossier issues again. I felt we were OK on pretty much all of the questions they were putting. The areas for me to worry about were pretty clear – dossier, why was I involved? I felt fine on that. Was my evidence to the FAC misleading? Again, I didn’t feel there was a question I couldn’t answer, and it was only because the lens through which this was all being viewed had changed that others felt I might be vulnerable on that. Did I deliberately and wrongly raise the temperature too high, e.g. at the FAC, when I went for the BBC and said I would not leave it until they apologised, or when I did the Channel 4 interview and really went for them again? Contact with Tom Baldwin [Times journalist]. The leaking – so-called – of the fact of Kelly coming forward to say he was probably the source. And also the general mood I created, this idea that I was so driven on this that it created a completely different atmosphere and set of priorities within No. 10 and more broadly. I felt OK but really wanted it to be over now.

         Anthony [Measures, No. 10 official] came back from court. He said the Gilligan PalmPilot stuff was inconclusive, but the general sense was that it was moving in our favour. I spoke to a couple of others who had been there who said Gilligan came over really badly, and Hutton, while not giving anything away, did not seem to take to him at all. I said that means something’s bound to go wrong. GH sent me a written message from Cabinet to say could I call him on Sunday and not go through Switch [No. 10 switchboard]. Clearly he was worried his people would be listening in on him. I got home and read hours of transcripts from the first wave of evidence.

         Friday 19 September

         Woke up to news we had lost Brent East by-election to the Libs, then back to preparing. I was really just honing things in my own mind. I was flicking through the files, cutting them down with Clare and Catherine, not wanting to take too much up with me to Newcastle. I met Fiona, Audrey [Millar, Fiona’s mother] and the kids at King’s Cross and was reading through the shortened file on the train. I actually felt Sumption was probably right that a weekend out of town would do me good, and that having the family there meant I would have to switch off from preparation a bit too. But I spent most of the train journey up just flicking through various passages, then looking out of the window, imagining the worst possible questions and thinking through how I would best answer them. We were picked up at the station, taken to the hotel, then Brendan [Foster, former athlete turned businessman and TV commentator, founder of the Great North Run] came down with Sue [his wife]. He had been totally supportive, over the past few months had sent lots of little supportive messages and texts. It was a massive weekend for him, with the GNR expected to be bigger than ever, so it was great of them to give over the Friday before the race to be with us. The boys thought Brendan was a top bloke, and Rory loved grilling him about his athletics career and the guys at the top now. He said there were more people at the BBC on my side than I thought. He had been in there for a planning meeting a while back and he said people who knew he was a pal of mine had been very supportive. He said people were amazed how I had managed to stay sane. He felt I was getting in the right place mentally for Monday.

         Saturday 20 September

         Slept OK. I called GH to go over all the issues. I said he really had to find an opportunity to take responsibility, and be clear he was going to do that. We went over what we would be saying about the diaries. It was clear we had different recollections and just had to live with that. He felt the MoD had a better week last week, as we all did and he was very much in ‘keep going’ mode. There was something very plodding about his style but he was basically a decent enough bloke and it was totally unfair the way he was being done in. We went down to the quayside to watch the mile races. Grace met Basil Brush, which was a laugh. Brendan was really pushing the boat out for us. He had been so solid through all this. Steve Cram [former athlete turned BBC commentator] was there too, and Allison Curbishley [former athlete and commentator] who I’d never talked to properly before. She was nice, very lively. Cram was trying to get me to get properly involved in athletics, said it was all a bit of a shambles and could do with the kind of nous in the political world that I had.

         Rory was running in the Junior GNR and did well considering he was at the low end of the age range. He was 50th after half a mile, 32nd after 2 miles, 17th at the end. I was really pleased and he looked so happy when he came back, even if he was being a bit Jack the Lad. Cathy [Gilman, Leukaemia Research director of fundraising] collected me to go and do a Leukaemia Research event. I didn’t have a clue what I was supposed to be doing, but she seemed happy enough and at least it meant the BBC covered it, even if there was more of Hutton than there was of Leukaemia Research. TB called later, said he was not at all happy re the by-election. He felt we could win it back. He said David H was going to be fine on the press side but he was still going to need me to help re strategy. I know, I said.

         Sunday 21 September

         I was up early having not slept well. I had breakfast with Dick Caborn [sports minister] who was also doing the race, then did Radio 5 and Breakfast with Frost. David [Frost] asked me a few things he shouldn’t, e.g. Hutton – on which they knew I would say nothing – and the by-election, but I pushed him back to LRF [Leukaemia Research Fund] and the GNR. Cathy was thrilled with it. It was a lovely sunny day and after all the doubt about whether I should do it the day before giving evidence, I was glad that I did. The atmosphere was warm and friendly and it was a good way of taking my mind off things. We got driven out to the start, where I did some interviews with Brendan and Mark Knopfler [musician]. The organisers provided a very nice chap called Graham to run with me and it really helped having someone to pace me, fetch me water, also move in if people got a bit too close. I didn’t mind, but I hated it when they started conversations. Talking slowed me down too much and interfered with my breathing. There were a few ‘good luck tomorrow’ people, which was nice, but I would just nod and try to keep focused on running. There were some quiet parts to the route, unlike the London Marathon, but where there were crowds, they really helped. There was a good laugh near the end, before the drop down to the sea, where there was a slight incline. I was struggling a bit and an old woman yelled out, ‘Go on, Mr Hoon, you can do it.’ I did 1 hr 41 which was a lot better than I expected to, though I collapsed in a heap at the end.

         I did a stack of interviews then met Fiona, Audrey and the kids in the marquee, where Grace had struck up a friendship with [athlete] Sonia O’Sullivan’s daughter. Lots of the BBC sports guys were there – John Motson, Ray Stubbs, Mark Lawrenson [commentators] – wishing me luck for tomorrow. I beat them all, plus plenty of former pros. I was starting to seize up and had a shower and a quick massage. Then by helicopter into Newcastle for the train home. I was back to reading all the files again, but I felt pretty much on top of it all. I just wanted it to be all over now. We got home and CR [Catherine Rimmer] came round to go over it all one more time. The files were getting thinner and thinner, thank God, as we dispensed with all the material we didn’t need any more. What a total star Catherine had been. She was probably worth me hiring for the future and she was clearly interested. I was getting messages of support from the usual people, often accompanied by a warning not to lose my temper if any of the lawyers tried to rile me. Alex [Ferguson] called to wish me luck, and said just do the same as last time. Brendan called and thanked me for going up to do the run and all the media I did. But actually I had him to thank for having given me a great and in the event pretty relaxing weekend surrounded by nice people, and giving the family such a good time. TB’s main worries seemed to be GH, and the diaries. 

         Monday 22 September

         I slept a lot better, and didn’t feel as stiff as I feared I would, though walking down the stairs was a bit tricky. I left home around half six. One of the photographers said her camera didn’t work as I left and would I do it again? Pur-lease! I had a bit of foot repair work to do once I got in, with a couple of blisters and a bruised big toe. Catherine Rimmer and Clare Sumner came into the office with a stack of files and folders. We were just going through the honing process now. I wanted to be able to go in with a small folder and a few key points on a couple of pages, and my main points on the inside cover. Dossier process and why it was robust. Why so angry at the allegations. No naming strategy re Kelly. CR did me a single-page grid on all the post-18 September email changes. We then drove down to Brick Street Chambers for a meeting with Sumption, Alan Maclean and Adam Sharples. Sumption had a big smile on his face when I walked in, said he was looking forward to it. I said yes, I am sure this will be marvellous for your growing fame and profile.

         He took me through all the areas he was going to ask me about, though I couldn’t have the list – why I was involved in the dossier, why I got so angry with the BBC. Obvious stuff. He would draw out the facts he wanted to highlight, and then the other lawyers could have a go. Just answer them in the same way as you do me, he said. If any of them tried to irritate you, don’t let them. Just find the actual question in what they said, and then answer it. He was clearly enjoying the whole thing. We had also developed a rapport and now had a good laugh from time to time. I told him the only lie I told first time round was that I respected BBC journalism. I got him going as well when I said I may have to give him a new name because there were now so many JSs in my diary – John Scarlett, Jack Straw [Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary], John Sawers [senior diplomat] and now him. ‘Do you want to be JSu?’

         I think Alan and Adam, who were clearly a bit in awe of him, as indeed were most people in the legal profession apparently, were surprised both that we got on so well, and also that I could take the mick out of him and he didn’t seem to mind. He said be exactly as you were first time round, calm and factual, say it like it is, come over as the man on top of the detail. TB had said the same – don’t treat these lawyers like lobby journalists. Don’t get into arguments with them. Listen to the question and answer it. Sumption’s last words were: ‘Don’t relive the row with the BBC. There is no need. He has all the facts. Just answer the questions and talk directly to the judge.’ I asked how to play Andrew Caldecott [BBC lawyer]. He said he would play fair. He would not pull tricks but he may try to provoke. Just don’t rise. ‘He is not like Gompertz who is a Rumpolean fathead.’ I said I must take a note immediately for tonight’s diary. I scribbled down ‘JSu calls Gompertz Rumpolean fathead.’ Laughter. I asked how much I should say about the political call I made re not admitting the 45-minute observation to the FAC. He said be straightforward about it. If pressed, you’ll have to, so be relaxed.

         Catherine was worried I would go too far in saying I felt there had to be a plan for Dr Kelly, and it would put the MoD back in it after they had done better last week.* I said I had to say what I thought and I really thought we could have done this differently, and handled it better from Kelly’s perspective. Sumption left for the court and I stayed in the meeting room at his office and carried on honing. A few good omens. A couple of days ago CR had the same cab driver I had told her about when giving evidence the first time around. He told her, ‘I had that Alastair Campbell in the back of the cab. Bloody good bloke.’ I walked over to the court with Adam. Several people said ‘Good luck’ on the walk over. A very nice security guy and a friendly usher took us to the waiting room, a bit grubby, apparently it was the old judges’ robing room. Sumption came in briefly, said, ‘Congratulations on your elevation to being a retired judge.’ He said GH had done much better second time around. He said there was nothing new to worry about emerging from his evidence, maybe the fact that he gave a different emphasis to some of the content of the diaries, but we just have to accept that. He paced up and down while I ate a pastrami sandwich and a piece of chocolate cake. I was glad Geoff gave us nothing new to think about, and now I was just focusing on my own evidence.

         The plan was that Lee Hughes [Inquiry secretary] would ‘read the diaries in’ and parts of them would be published. I finally went in, and got into my stride fairly quickly. First Sumption, who helped me get all the main points over. Caldecott used literally ALL his time asking about the dossier, but I felt I got the better of him. I was a bit wary early on but, as Alan Maclean said afterwards, once I got a feel of the bowling I started to play him well. I held very firm on the 45-minute point, held firm on my role in the dossier, denied I had transformed it. Caldecott didn’t seem to know where to go. At one point Hutton intervened as if to say, ‘Where is this all leading?’ and Caldecott waffled and suddenly looked nervous. Hutton then paraphrased something I had said and asked if he had accurately summed up my position, and I just said, ‘Yes.’ He seemed to me totally to get the difference between strengthening the dossier and ‘sexing it up’. 

         After the Hutton intervention, Caldecott asked for a break. I thought he would then go to my anger with the BBC and try to show I went over the top, but he never touched it. Instead we had more on the dossier and again I didn’t feel he got near me. He seemed unsettled when I just answered his questions and then stared at him, waiting for the next one. He gave me a file of papers to go through but I kept asking to see them on the screen, so that I could delay a bit and get more time to think. He was clearly a bit of a technophobe, on a par with me I suspect. At one point I accidentally knocked over a glass of water which went all over my grid of changes to the dossier, which was annoying. Nobody seemed to notice apart from the usher, who passed me some tissues to wipe it up.

         I kept saying to myself, ‘Be Geoff Boycott not Colin Milburn [two former England cricketers with differing styles] – dead bat, don’t yield, nick a single if you can, nothing dramatic.’ Then Dingemans, who as before was fairly gentle but of course the diaries were tricky. We went through them pretty much line by line. I rather underestimated how big the diary stuff would go. I hadn’t done what I should have done, gone through it all line by line and worked out all difficult questions from every line. I tried to defend GH, saying the way I had recorded it in my diary risked being unfair to him. Hutton intervened, asking what I meant by ‘it’ at some point, and I wasn’t very good on that. It was not easy being grilled line by line on words often knocked off in a rush at the end of a busy day. I was tired and flagging a bit, and whereas first time I gave evidence I felt I had got stronger as I went on, this time I felt myself fading a bit. The media were going to have a field day with the diaries, especially my reference that we would ‘fuck’ Gilligan, and also Dingemans’s handling of them. I just had to hope Hutton didn’t think it changed the substance of anything, or that he might give me points for openness. Most of Hutton’s interventions were OK.

         I felt I did OK but I wasn’t happy with my finish, maybe tiredness after the run yesterday. I didn’t feel I was as good second time around, though the lawyers seemed to think it was fine, Clare and Catherine that it was even better than the first time. I went back with Catherine and later up to see John Scarlett to go over the points for him when he gave evidence tomorrow. It was pretty clear they were heading towards saying that he allowed me to interfere. There was a mini drama over one of the documents that had been put to me purporting to show the difference in two drafts of my memo to the FAC but in fact one was indeed a draft, and the other was a memo I had written to TB to explain why I felt I should attend the FAC when I did. The lawyers decided to complain. We went over the various problem areas for John – his note to TB, our discussions, the changes to the draft. He and I had a private chat at the end. He said it had been hard to do his job properly with all this going on but now he was hoping to get back to it. He felt TB, he and I would be fine but he wasn’t sure about Geoff. Geoff called later, said he felt he did better, clearly there were differences between us re the diaries but he had been grateful I had given them to him early and also that I had volunteered the point that they risked being unfair to him. I had made the point, at Sumption’s suggestion, that I was happy to defend what I wrote, but that others should not have to defend what I say about them.

         I watched the news, as ever slanted to the BBC line. Sumption called, said he felt I had put on another vintage performance, done really well and he was very confident. ‘You honestly could not have done better,’ he said, ‘and I can promise you I do not say that to everyone I represent.’ Would you have told me if I had been terrible? I asked him. ‘I might not say you were terrible, but I would not say you were good unless you were.’ I felt relieved but still on edge, and knew I wouldn’t sleep properly. TB called from Chequers. I warned him the diaries would go big but it would be fine for him, just get me back in the frame for being obsessive. Everyone seemed to think Caldecott didn’t lay a glove on me. I didn’t really feel I got out a case about the BBC, but Sumption felt the balance was just right. I told TB about the woman 11 miles into the Great North Run shouting out, ‘Go on, Mister Hoon, you can do it,’ and also Stephen Hepburn [Labour MP for Jarrow] giving me his considered opinion that ‘naebody up here gives a flying fuck about Hutton’. 

         Tuesday 23 September

         The papers were absolutely wild about the diaries. As TB said, Campbell swears shock. They were totally over the top, and again left us hoping Hutton was not influenced by the media. There was next to no coverage of the dossier issue on the BBC, so presumably they had woken up to the fact they were probably on losing ground there. I felt that if I was criticised it would be for getting too obsessed and creating an atmosphere that led to Kelly being put in a difficult position. Tom and Godric did well by all accounts, as did Scarlett. He called me after giving evidence and sounded exhausted. He said, ‘Just reporting in to my handler to inform you that the assignment went well.’ He said he felt totally drained. I had told him after my session that Caldecott clearly didn’t like being stared at and, according to Catherine and Clare, JS stared at him the whole time, didn’t give an inch, stayed totally with me on the main points. ITN led on a Jonathan email which wasn’t even new while of course the papers today were totally obsessed with me saying ‘fuck’ in the diaries. God knows what Hutton made of the whole thing. I felt I didn’t deal with the diaries well and at one point Hutton made an intervention which I didn’t fully understand, so I’m not sure I answered it too well. But everyone felt it was OK, so maybe I was beating myself up too much.

         Wednesday 24 September

         I was still having to spend most of my time on Hutton. I had been psyching myself up with the idea that once I had given evidence for the second time, I would be able to get out of things for a while, until he delivered his report, but I had to go in again, this time working on the statement of oral and written submissions which Sumption would have to present. Again, I felt it was a bit dry, that it could do more about the whole emotional impact, also that the story about the BBC was not stated clearly enough, and I wasn’t terribly happy about us accepting that on Channel 4 I went over the top.* I put through a few comments, otherwise not doing very much and went home to get Grace from school. Sumption did his first draft of the closing speech. It was clever, but I put through a few ideas for changes. As throughout, he was playing only to the judge, not the non-existent jury or the headlines. 

         Thursday 25 September

         A new version of Sumption’s speech came through. I had a few little changes to suggest but he was now being fairly resistant. To be fair, he had built a very strong argument and I had to trust him to do that. But I wasn’t keen on the way he had expressed himself about my Channel 4 interview. Godric felt the BBC had gained something by their earlier apology. Sumption’s manner was getting a fair bit of attention in the press. I made a few cracks about his hair and whether he ever brushed it. He said not but that very occasionally his wife would brush it as he was running out of the door. He was absolutely clear that he needed to get the big picture over, but didn’t really want to go for the BBC at this stage. People in the office were feeling that he had missed tricks all over the place, but he had said to me at the start that all he was going to focus on was the judge and I felt very confident in him, even if it meant day to day we were probably getting worse media treatment than if he played the game a bit more.

         Audrey [Fiona’s mother] came round and we watched all the closing submissions live. Gompertz wasn’t bad, better than when questioning, and the family were pretty heavy towards Hoon and Hatfield. Sumption got through two-thirds of his speech before lunch, first on the dossier, defending our right to be involved, and also the BBC row, which I thought he put well. After lunch Kelly. I also wanted him to deal with the diaries, both the false Mail story claiming that I had tried to keep them out of evidence and also to protect Hoon a bit more because the family brief was clearly to go for him. Sumption was pretty tough about Kelly and the anonymity point. He was very good dealing with Hutton’s interventions. Caldecott was poor on interventions but did OK with very bad material overall. Gilligan’s brief, Heather Rogers, was absolutely excruciating. Dingemans was not as sympathetic towards us as we hoped, sceptical on the dossier, not remotely heavy enough on the BBC, nice to the media generally and far too many references to me, e.g. losing it on Channel 4 and also re the naming of Dr Kelly. He was also far too emotional. Hutton’s summing up was OK, really just thanking everyone and then he said he hoped to report in bloody December. Jesus! It meant the next few weeks would be difficult for all sorts of reasons while the press would just go on and on about there being no WMD. 

         Catherine and Clare were both very down. I think they had been hoping that it would be a very clear-cut thing and over quickly. We were probably reading too much into everything but it was all a bit dispiriting, now all in the hands of a judge none of us could read. I called Ian Kennedy [personal friend, academic lawyer] who had been following it and he advised me not to read too much into Dingemans’s tone. He did not believe he would be speaking to instruction, but wanting to get written up well, and also having to show he was showing no favour to any one side.

         Friday 26 September

         Ed Victor was due to come round but there were still photographers in the street so I went round to his flat in Regent’s Park. Beautiful place, very bookish of course, but also light and airy and with some fabulous flowers on top of the table where we sat to talk. ‘Well, I think anyone who didn’t realise that you had diaries, and that they are colourful to say the least, will know now,’ he said. He was making the fairly obvious point that the longer I waited to do memoirs or diaries, the lower the value. He couldn’t believe that I didn’t have a photocopy of all the diaries, or that I hadn’t kept them anywhere safe. We arranged for them to be copied and put in a vault. We both assumed that at the end of the day, out of friendship, I would do something with Gail, but Murdoch and his people were already expressing a lot of interest and I wanted him to be the buffer for all that. Both he and Gail were clearly thinking I’d do something next year or the year after, but I was feeling I wouldn’t do anything that might clutter things in the run-up to an election. I felt comfortable with him, enough to trust him with taking it over. Also, the volume of work required just to transcribe them was pretty overwhelming when I thought about it.

         Philip G was phoning me the whole time about how bad things were, both at party HQ and at No. 10. He was basically saying I needed to get in there more. There was nobody there that TB didn’t basically just tell to fuck off if they put something different to his own ideas. TB seemed to think that any idea that people inside No. 10 were putting forward was an exhortation to move to the left, whereas in fact they were simply asking for a reassertion of basic values. But he had to get the balance right between listening and leading. It was going to be very odd not going to conference. I couldn’t even remember the last time I didn’t, some time back in the ’80s, I guess. The general feeling on Hutton was that the BBC were going to get hit; even they seemed to accept that.

         Saturday 27 September

         I spoke to TB before he left for conference. The press were all basically moving against him. The Sundays were working up polls trying to give a sense of a leadership crisis. GB was operating, that was pretty clear from the tone of his usual friendly hacks. TB had done an OK draft but there was a clear tension within it – on the one hand we were saying renewal/journey/transition and on the other we were saying no retreat. Philip was driving me slightly bonkers with his phone calls, which were mainly about how much harder it was for him if I wasn’t there, how there was no guiding hand controlling the process of the speech writing. TB went down to Bournemouth via a visit to Southampton, where someone yelled out, ‘War criminal’, so ensuring that the news wasn’t that great. Iraq was still the dominant problem. And of course it was all very difficult with GB motoring as he was, and clearly feeling emboldened, so that the attacks were no longer even particularly coded.

         I went for a long run and then later with Calum to Milton Keynes for Wimbledon’s first game there, against Burnley. We were up in the back row behind the goal but were spotted. The Burnley fans were very protective, abusing the photographers, especially the guy from the Sunday Times who came right into the stand. Then a kid of about seventeen came over and was asking how he could get involved in politics. He said he was worried he wasn’t bright enough, but he was actually a lot more insightful than quite a lot of people in Parliament. He was very bright and it was such a shame that he thought he wasn’t. The game was OK, though we threw it away from a 2–0 lead to draw 2–2.

         I was still feeling a bit like a fish out of water, not wanting to do much, anxious about Hutton. Now the Public Administration Committee wanted to call me, which was a total fucking pain. How many more bloody committees? TB called just before 10 p.m. and was amazed that I was in bed. I said where do you expect me to be, I’ve got nothing else to do. He said he needed help on the speech. I said fine, but what do you really want to say? He said he wanted to signal change but did he really, I wonder? It was clear from his interviews that his message to the party that retreat would be a disaster was the dominant one. But he also needed to persuade people that what he believed in was what they believed in. I agreed to write a passage on trust, also why he was still up for the fight, another on the clash between courage and caution. He said it would be far better if I went down there, but though I agreed this way of working was pretty hopeless, I didn’t particularly want to go. Philip was calling every hour or so, clearly trying to direct proceedings. He said it had only really just dawned on him how I had overseen everything – messaging, drafting, writing, the press, the jokes, TB’s psychology, management and organisation – and they were floundering a bit.

         Sunday 28 September

         I spent half the morning working up a few sections for his speech. The papers weren’t great, which made him even more up for a ‘No surrender’ kind of message. He said it must be weird for you not being here. I said it was very odd. It would be very odd watching it on TV. Philip said TB was constantly asking what I thought of this or that draft, that it was as if he felt he should not be phoning me the whole time but wanted advice and approval for what he had done. TB and I had a couple of long chats and I agreed to do a line-by-line write-through. I said don’t send me every draft but when you get to the end of the evening, send me the latest version and I will get a line-by-line rewrite to you within a few hours. He said again it would be easier if I went down. I said maybe, but I am not going.

         Monday 29 September

         I watched GB’s speech on TV, upstairs at my desk, with Philip on the phone. We lost count of how many times he said the word ‘Labour’. It was endless, almost comic. It was actually quite a good speech but bound to be seen as a possible leadership effort, which in the end wasn’t good for GB. He was looking much more confident than usual, though, and all his people were sitting together looking very pleased with themselves – Alistair Darling [Secretary of State for Scotland], Andrew Smith [Secretary of State for Work and Pensions], Douglas Alexander [Cabinet Office minister], Nick Brown [former Minister of State for Work], Ann Keen [Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Chancellor of the Exchequer]. NB was apparently out and about saying we had lost trust. TB was off at [Leader of the Lords] Gareth Williams’s funeral (he had died aged sixty-two) but called on his way back. He said GB was really operating big time now. Delegates were being friendly but there was a part of him that was worried that there was almost something of a sympathy vote attached to it all, which was the last thing he wanted. He really wanted to hit home the message, without being arrogant, that he was staying put, and get the right balance between listening and leading. In reality, though, he really wanted to tell them they had to face some home truths and grow up about the nature of modern politics. His best message was in the area of fairness allied to the future. It was where he felt comfortable. It gave values and modernisation. I had done a line-by-line rewrite but that was the area I worked on most. He was right not to get shifted off it, but we had to watch the dynamics, particularly after GB’s speech today.

         After the meeting with Ed Victor, I had agreed to start transcribing as and when I could, just so that we could get everything down in a form others could read, so once GB had finished, and I had another go at TB’s speech, I started to transcribe diaries from 1994. Looking at the books piled up, I couldn’t even begin to work out how long it might take me. It was going to be a very slow process. Most days filled a full A4 page of my tiny shorthand and scribbles, and particularly busy days had extra scraps paperclipped in, and there was also stuff I had sometimes scribbled in notebooks when on the move, so it was all a bit of a logistical nightmare. I decided to view it as a trip to the dentist. It just had to be got through. I would not set myself a timetable, just do it as and when I could. On the content of the first few pages, it was all extraordinarily similar to what was going on now, almost ten years later. TB worrying about GB. JP worrying about not being on board. Peter M diddling with the press and undermining David Hill. I felt both better and worse about not being there. I felt frustrated that I couldn’t do more from where I was but at the same time I didn’t want to be all-consumed by it. I knew I was letting TB down in a way, because sometimes the best work on speeches came from being there, part of the team, part of all the conversations, open to ideas coming from all manner of different directions. TB called again and we chewed over ways of saying ‘Not for turning’ and came up with ‘I’ve not got a reverse gear’. It wasn’t great, to be honest, but the best we could think of right now. The general feeling down there was that GB had overshot but we would see. Rebekah Wade [Sun editor] called me later to say The Sun was going to be distancing itself, that TB was on a ‘yellow card’. Really. 

         Tuesday 30 September

         The new draft was much tighter and he felt a lot happier with it. There was no point this being anything other than his own voice. Philip must have called ten times before ten o’clock. It was a nightmare going through it page by page on the phone but there were also many literals in it, which was driving me mad. The ending still didn’t work. I tried to redo the listen–lead section as an ending to go with TB’s section on the letters from relatives of UK soldiers killed in Iraq. We just about got there but he would have to give a lot in the delivery. Philip said the team had risen pretty well, though TB felt a bit let down on the policy front. He called me a couple of times, really wanted me to work on the ending and was reasonably pleased with what we finished with. But the combination of the general mood, The Sun clearly off board and the response to the GB speech made him nervous. I felt GB had overshot. TB was late starting but got a terrific reception when he went on and seemed almost taken aback by it. He got through Iraq fine, the policy section was not as boring as usual and then he was away. The warm mention of Neil [Kinnock] really worked, so did the ending, and he got a loud 7-minute ovation. Even though the press would not be universally great, he was in far better shape than everyone predicted. As ever, the press had overshot at the weekend in terms of predicting how he would be received and GB overshot yesterday in trying to create a negative frame for TB to walk into.

         I went to Watford v Burnley and so missed any of the coverage. But the message was pretty clear – that he was staying put, thank you very much, and what was absolutely clear was that even with all the problems, quite a large section of the party was more than happy with that. Not for the first time, GB had done well on an individual basis but the party had sensed that was the basis on which he was operating, looking out for himself rather than the government as a whole, and they didn’t much like it.

         Wednesday 1 October

         I had sent Gail and Ed a few diary extracts. They were both amazed. Gail thought even the bits she had seen, which weren’t even of highlights, were riveting. ‘How on earth did you ever find the time to do something as detailed as this?’ Philip and I had discussed it last night and agreed I had to be very careful not to be thought of as disloyal or causing problems for people I had worked with. I felt I should plough on transcribing, but keep my options open about timing, and have in mind that I won’t do anything damaging to TB. I did about four hours today and covered less than two weeks. I was already well over 20,000 words. I had a long chat with Philip again. I think I was probably clinically depressed. He said the problem was I had gone from having a driving purpose to now not knowing what I wanted to do. I told him what Bostock had said, and he said maybe I should go and see him and tell him he was right. The trouble was it also meant getting lectured on Iraq and on having left in the first place. I knew that it wouldn’t be enough just making money but I would need something, maybe in sport, maybe charity, maybe a political cause, maybe a mix of all of them. But at the moment I couldn’t clear the fog in my head enough to do anything.

         There were a stack more bids coming in for speeches, events, but I was feeling very lethargic. A speaking agency had called yesterday offering 25 grand for a speech in the south of France, and I couldn’t be arsed. It didn’t help that virtually everyone I spoke to from the conference, like Rebekah, David Hill, Philip, JP, went on about how TB kept saying how much the operation missed me, and how we had to find ways of getting me more involved without it becoming a big thing again. He got a good press for his speech, but it was uncanny going through the ’94 diaries to see how all the same themes were running – TB–GB, JP feeling insecure, Peter M and the PLP, Carole [Caplin], the press. Jamie Rubin called to say he had been approached by Wes Clark [ex-US General, now running for Democratic presidential nomination] and was thinking about going out to help him in Arkansas and what did I think? I had been holding back a bit on Wes, probably because of [General Sir Mike] Jackson and [General Sir Charles] Guthrie, who were both pretty down on him. I said I liked him in many ways,* and he was clever, but there was something just a bit odd that stopped me from thinking he was the real deal as a politician. Jamie felt he was the most attractive of the Democrat challengers and he was clearly wanting to do it, and I said go for it and give it a few months. Jamie had made some decent money since getting out of government but was clearly keen to get back into politics, so maybe this was the best route. God knows how he and Christiane [Amanpour, wife, CNN journalist] operate.

         There was a defeat at conference on foundation hospitals but the talk was all still about TB’s speech, the effect of which had been overwhelmingly good in the party. The general view was that GB, despite a formidable performance on Monday, had overall had a bad week, in part because he had been so formidable, and everyone knew he had been trying to put over the sense that he would be a better PM than TB.

         Thursday 2 October

         It wasn’t exactly fun going through the diaries. It brought back a lot of memories, good and bad. I was also beginning to worry about issues of confidence, also the fact that so much of the material was about personality splits etc., which wasn’t exactly edifying. Apart from the Hutton stuff, this was the first time I had ever gone back and read anything, and it was clear that a lot of what went down there depended not just on events, but also the kind of mood I was in. Some days it just felt like an emotional dustbin, whereas other days I got a real sense of having been involved in stuff that was big and worthwhile. But what was most surprising in a way was how much I had completely forgotten. It was odd not having the phone going the whole time, and the kids were beginning to take the mickey about me being unemployed, a dosser whose big decision was what time to get up and which daytime TV programmes to watch. We had dinner with Tessa [Jowell, Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport] and David [Mills, Jowell’s husband]. She felt the press having whipped up the leadership issues, GB had overreached and therefore had a bad week, whereas TB did fine. But she also felt there had to be much deeper engagement with party and public.

         The ISG [Iraq Survey Group] was reporting overnight and saying yes, there was evidence of programmes but no actual WMD, so that was becoming more and more difficult for GWB as well as for TB. Also Hutton was hanging over everything like a shadow, and when I read the draft submission from Sumption, I was clear that I was at the centre of every bit of difficulty and controversy. The evidence session to Hutton out of the way, and now TB’s speech done, I was definitely on for a big dip. I could feel it this morning and it is even worse tonight.

         Friday 3 October

         Into the office to try to reply to some of the correspondence post-resignation. Very nice letter from Douglas Alexander [Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster]. Warm and personal. He was sometimes seen as a GB clone, but in fact he was his own man in many ways, was able to see GB’s weaknesses as well as strengths, and TB’s strengths as well as weaknesses. The same could not be said for all of GB’s people, either in his team or in the media. I had a good chat with Jonathan Powell about shared concerns on the Hutton submission. He agreed that there was a risk when leaving things to lawyers that they would be too blind to the political needs. But, as ever, he was managing to keep his spirits up, and seemed pretty unfazed.

         We had dinner at Rachel’s [Kinnock, daughter of Neil and Glenys] with Neil, Glenys and Audrey. Glenys said conference had been unreal. Everyone felt GB made a great speech, but the moment it was seen as a leadership bid, the positive impact was gone. He just overdid it, overtipped the balance. Neil felt if he had actually presented the successes of the government as a joint thing, the result of him and TB working together, he would have looked more like a leader. Neither of them were terribly keen on TB’s speech and felt he only got the reception he did because the party knew he was under pressure and wanted to rally round. Neil was very down on GB, more so than I had seen or heard for a long time. He said it was a tragedy that we had a Prime Minister and a Prime Minister-in-waiting who was not mature enough, as seen by the fact that GB allowed his speech to run in the way it did. He felt GB should have done a big defence of TB and shown they were together, but he can’t do it and he got rumbled. People realised he was trying to undermine him. He said it was a tragedy, that he couldn’t understand it, that it’s less than a decade since they were the best of friends.

         He recalled taking them to a dinner with Thabo Mbeki [South African politician] around the time of [former leader of the Labour Party] John Smith’s death. You were proud to take them anywhere, but now there’s just this bitterness and nastiness and it can’t be concealed any more. He felt that TB would probably have been ready in the not too distant future to hand over, but it would be hard to hand over to GB if this is the way he behaves. He said, ‘They have to realise they are playing with the future of the Labour Party and that’s why people like me get angry.’ GB has got to show there’s more than just burning ambition for himself, but an understanding that TB has made us the assumed party of government and we have to keep it that way. Glenys was clearly more favourably disposed towards GB but Neil felt that TB was more sinned against than sinning, which was something of a shift. Rachel and I reminded them of what we had said for a long time – GB would never get the job. Something would happen. Audrey said that TB was a terrific PM, Gordon a good Chancellor, and they should both carry on doing what they are good at.

         Sunday 5 October

         Out for lunch and in the evening out with the Goulds to see David Blaine [illusionist] in his glass box down by the river.* I couldn’t understand the fuss but Grace Gould thought he was brilliant, a real star for our times. The tabloids were going on an alleged rape by Premiership footballers. They were virtually identified; it certainly wasn’t hard to work it out. The way the media skirted around the contempt laws was pretty extraordinary. I was feeling lethargic and depressed and not remotely clear about the future. I was so not used to this kind of meandering, not-sure sort of existence and I couldn’t see where or how I was going to settle it down. Added to which I was having to adapt to life without the infrastructure around me. I had barely used a computer for years. I had never used email and I was now having to learn all manner of new skills without knowing what use they would be put to. Fiona was being helpful but there was a tension there because she knew that I felt in some ways I had been forced out by her constant negativity about the impact of the job on our lives. Neither of us was yet really ready to go beyond me just feeling that, rather than bringing it out into the open, but there would come a point when we would have to. She asked why I didn’t go to see Tom [Bostock, GP] and maybe get something to lift my mood, but I couldn’t face it. I felt sleep was the only thing I wanted right now, but was finding it hard to sleep.

         Monday 6 October

         Grace was ill and off school so I sat with her the whole day just watching kids’ films and doing a bit of diary transcribing. But I was hopeless on these fucking computers and for the second time I hit some random button and bang went 11,000 words. It brought back the time Fiona wiped out an entire bloody novel I’d written in 1986 or 7, when I just curled up in a ball under the bedclothes. I felt a milder version of the same thing now. Above all I felt it was a symbol of meaninglessness. What a fucking pointless thing – write 11,000 words then wipe them out and have to start all over again. I told Fiona I felt purposeless. She said why wasn’t it enough of a purpose to get back to some kind of normal family life? I said that was all fine but there had to be something else. I was treading water. Bill [Wells] the messenger came round with the latest submissions to Hutton, which were vastly improved. Bill said I was really badly missed, that the place just wasn’t the same. It didn’t exactly help but he is such a lovely bloke. Sarah Hunter [special advisor] called – Patrick Carter was wondering if I wanted to chair a review of UK tennis. So that was football, athletics and now tennis asking if I could advise on strategy, or even take up a full-time position. Even for something like that, I couldn’t muster any enthusiasm. 

         Tuesday 7 October

         Peter Hyman [No. 10 special advisor] came round for a chat, nice as ever. He felt it would take me longer than I thought to work out what I should do, and I should take my time. He was moving towards leaving himself. The office was pretty mad at the moment. I had left a big hole and Peter M and John Birt were trying to fill it, which was not going down well. At meetings, they sat there with masses of paper, grids, plans, analyses and both went through the same material and arguments. ‘Literally, Peter will go through it, and then John will go over the same thing. Some of it is fine, some of it is absolute nonsense.’ It all sounded a bit odd. He reckoned he needed to move on by Christmas. Fiona was trying to be helpful but I was feeling very down and I don’t think she really got it at all, the feeling of redundancy and lack of purpose or direction.

         Peter M sent me a text, asking if I was free for lunch. He wanted to set up weekly meetings with him, me and Philip. I couldn’t decide in my own mind if I wanted to be drawn back in like that. Philip was asking if I wanted to set up stall inside his office in the Express Newspapers building. Again, not sure. I hadn’t seen any TV or listened to the radio yesterday so I had my first real instance of finding out something from the papers – Hilary Benn was the new Secretary of State for Development, Valerie Amos Leader of the Lords. Again it brought home that however much you stay in touch, willingly or less so, you are not in the loop in the same way. Godric called for a chat. He was in Rome with TB. He said TB was saying he felt I should get stuck in with a few public interventions sooner rather than later.

         Wednesday 8 October

         Tom Bower [journalist] did a ridiculous OTT attack in The Times Thunderer column on Fiona [a specialist on education and parenting issues] re her debate on comprehensive education. I had another not doing much kind of day. I did several hours on the diaries and slowly got into 1995. Ed called from the Frankfurt Book Fair. He had seen Vicky Barnsley from Harper Collins and it was obvious Murdoch’s people would pay a lot, probably more than Random House. They were clearly hoping a big press deal now, as set out by Les Hinton when I saw him, would help persuade me to do the book with them too. He said he wasn’t sure how I would get on with Vicky, that she had come across as a bit manipulative, trying to make a big point that it would be bad for the whole book project if I did it ‘with Philip Gould’s wife’. I had told Ed that I felt there were at least three volumes to be done – opposition, first term, second term, and I was not keen to do them anything other than chronologically.

         Philip called, said today was exactly the kind of day I should be doing a sports column, because there was the Rio Ferdinand drugs test story, and the whole FA v players battle that was raging.* I was talking to Alison about her working for me while keeping a foot in No. 10. Arnold Schwarzenegger was elected as Governor of California, which was pretty bad news. It led to a dreadful row with Fiona later when I said how awful it was and she said I ought to be happy because ‘it’s your American party’, at which point I switched, and eventually stormed out. I was due to do [former footballer turned broadcaster] Eamonn Dunphy’s new chat show in Dublin, with Roy Keane and Bob Geldof, which they were really building up, but I was worried he would try to take me down tracks I didn’t want to go. I spoke to Eamonn and he agreed he would only briefly touch on Hutton and would stay off Carole Caplin. PG said TB had been on great form today but both he and Matthew Taylor [new Downing Street policy advisor] said Peter M was really getting backs up at No. 10, effectively trying to operate as a mix of me and Jonathan.

         The Tories were having a nightmare week and IDS really looked now like a dead man walking. He has also developed a bizarre new karate chop when he speaks, which made him look really weird. It was hard to see him surviving to the election.

         Thursday 9 October

         Alison came round, said she felt any civil service job would be really boring after working for me, and that obviously she expected David would do things in a different way. We worked out how she might be able to do half me, half No. 10. I did a really long run on the Heath, then went with Fiona to her education debate at the Royal Geographical Society. We went upstairs and I hung back while they briefed her and the other speakers on the pre-meeting. Chris Woodhead [former head of Ofsted], who despite his fall remained unbelievably smug, Melanie Phillips [journalist] vile and humourless, and Claire Fox, formerly of Living Marxism [Revolutionary Communist magazine], who was at least articulate but unpleasant in a Trot kind of way. Tony Giddens [academic] and Tim Brighouse [educationalist] were not nearly sharp enough. Fiona was the best on her side of the debate but they still lost the vote. I went to [former Mirror photographer] Kent Gavin’s farewell, all the old Mirror crowd there, good fun, Gavers chuffed I went.

         Later I watched a rerun of Duncan Smith’s speech at his conference. It just about did the job for him internally but I found it a bit embarrassing, first because of the organised standing ovations and also because of the autocue on the floor. I read it later, and it really was a poorly put-together speech. The content was bad, the delivery dire. There is no way the Tories are going to let him fight an election campaign for them. He got very close to accusing TB of being responsible for David Kelly’s death and also cracked a joke about [Lib Dem leader] Charlie Kennedy’s drinking. Pathetic. He was getting bad advice from somewhere and worse, he was taking it.

         Friday 10 October

         TB asked me to do a note for him on the interview he was due to do with The Times. I was suggesting the emphasis on renewal because it hadn’t really worked at conference and he was best placed at the end of the conference season to have another go. He hadn’t watched IDS but said what he had heard made him pretty sure he was not long for this world [as Tory leader]. Our new accountant came round and advised setting up a company with Fiona. I had a fair few speech events now in place, and started to work on a few, but I still didn’t really view it as a meaningful form of existence. We were both clear we did not want to set up a company if it was just a way to avoid tax. I flew to Dublin from City Airport. Dublin was looking great and I was staying in the Merrion hotel opposite Bertie’s office. The show was being recorded at a university, and the fees they were paying, twenty grand for me and I guess similar for Roy Keane and Geldof, plus the pretty high production values, suggested they were really investing in it, and hoping to take on The Late Late Show [long-running, hugely popular TV show].

         Dunphy was a real livewire, endless effing and blinding, terrible name-dropping, chain smoking and always telling the staff how brilliant they were. Geldof was on great form, gave me a big hug, said he wanted Fiona and me round for dinner so that he could talk me into getting more involved in Africa. He had been speaking to TB re doing a ‘Blair Report’ on AIDS/Africa, building it up on a par with the Brandt Report.* Bob said he had told TB he was doing this show tonight with Alastair and TB said, ‘What, my Alastair?’ to which Geldof said, ‘Not any more.’ Bob was on first so while he was on I was sitting chatting with Roy Keane and his lawyer Michael Kennedy. I took to him straight away as something of a kindred spirit. I told him TB had always called me Keano when he wanted me to calm down. He was very open and frank, said he couldn’t decide who he hated more, Mick McCarthy [football manager, formerly of Republic of Ireland team] or Niall Quinn [international Irish footballer], who he said made him sick the way he posed as Holy Joe. He was clearly quite pro-Gerry Adams [Sinn Féin President], as were a lot of people I met today. The mood on Bertie Ahern wasn’t great and the only hint of hostility I got from the audience was when I said how much I liked him. Dunphy was fine, very soft on me e.g. re Iraq. The audience was very warm.

         Keane did a really strong interview, went over his career, possibility of future management, talking up Alex as a contrast to McCarthy. He was a lot more handsome in the flesh, and a lot more intelligent than the image. Afterwards there was a big crowd having a few drinks, including the mother of one of the three IRA guys held in Colombia. She had sixteen kids. I drove back to the hotel with Keane. He reckoned Bobby Charlton was the best ever, Paul Scholes the best today. Back at the hotel, we had a bit of a teetotal bender, Keane and I swapping stories about pressure, media scummery etc. Dunphy had a pretty sharp political mind. He felt TB had blown it on EMU [European Monetary Union] because of all the capital lost on Iraq and Bush. Keane had a good sense of humour, and was OK with people who were coming over to say hi, but you always sensed a tension and anger in there. I got him to give Rory a ring and tell him to keep going with his running. 

         Saturday 11 October

         I got to the airport and realised I had left my phone behind in Dublin. I was absolutely lost without it and got the TV people on the case. I got home and Fiona said TB had been calling. I called back and said there was a case for him watching the whole of the IDS speech because it showed up clearly both his strategy and his strategic failings. TB said he’d be wasting his time, because the guy’s a goner, as early as this week. But he felt that even if they got the necessary twenty-five names to trigger a race, IDS would stay and fight and we could end up with the best of all worlds, a fight and no improvement for them.

         He was no further forward on GB but felt he had really damaged himself at conference by trying to exploit the media’s build-up. He said their last meeting had been dreadful, Ed Balls asking him why he didn’t want to say that we believed in old Labour values. He said it was like listening to a GC [constituency general committee meeting] in the ’80s. TB was not sure how to bring it to a head. He asked what I was up to and I said bits and bobs, also starting to think about books. I thought I might start with opposition, certainly do nothing about government yet. TB felt Robin Cook had really finished himself with his book. The approach wasn’t serious enough. He could easily have become a European Commissioner, but not now that people would just think he was happy to shop them, and not always accurately. He was very attracted to Bob Geldof’s big approach on Africa, and felt I should take up the idea of getting more involved, that I would really like working with Geldof.

         There had been a very interesting example of the media still twisting things on Iraq. The coverage of [Archbishop of Canterbury] Rowan Williams’s speech at the church service on Iraq was of it being very pointed criticism of TB, like a warning, but TB said in fact it was a really good speech, very measured and exactly the kind of thing he should be saying. He still felt the armed forces were onside. He had met the families of soldiers who had been killed. Most were OK, two or three very angry, some just keeping their counsel. On WMD, he felt none would be found until we got Saddam and some of the people around him. I watched Scotland beat Lithuania, then England draw with Turkey (earning a place in finals of Euro ’04).

         I read over some of the diary stuff. I worried there were too many confidences in there, that I would end up being seen as disloyal, somebody who did damage to Labour, including a future GB government. I needed to think this through very carefully. It didn’t help that the tensions in it were so close to home. On the one hand Philip wanted Gail to land a big book but on the other he was like me in not wanting to do any damage to Labour, past, present or future.

         Sunday 12 October

         David [schools minister] and Louise [Miliband] came round for breakfast. David felt TB did well at conference but he was really worried about TB–GB. He couldn’t see how things between them would improve from now on in. The lines and the habits were too well set, people too entrenched, and GB just not someone who would change his ways. They were still waiting for the call on adoption to say that their baby was ready to be collected. What a nightmare the whole thing must be, having life on hold waiting for a call to fly over there [the United States] and meet a child about whom you knew nothing, but knew it would change your life. Peter M was really pushing for a regular meeting with me on strategy and campaign planning, but Fiona, who had just read the diary extracts from ’94, said, ‘What do you think David Hill would think, remember how you felt when Peter was doing things you didn’t know about or approve of?’ I didn’t feel that me– David would be the same as me–Peter, because David and I could be confident of each other’s roles. The problem with Peter was the constant need for it to be said and thought by others that he was at the centre of everything. I decided not to do any political writing for now but instead put together a paper to send to The Times with the idea of a multimedia, interactive series to decide the greatest sportsman on earth. They loved it, and wanted me to get going as soon as possible. I felt that the creative juices had flowed a bit since Dublin, and when they found my phone I felt a lot better. I did a long run on the Heath, part of it reasonably fast. 

         Monday 13 October

         Peter M and I agreed to have lunch but then he decided he needed more time to work on the speech he was doing tomorrow. He dropped into the conversation that he thought I would transmogrify in the next few months into a big media figure and then get back to working for TB in some capacity. He had also clearly been talking to either TB, Philip or both about the diaries. He said I have to work out whether and how to do them without damaging my own reputation. I was spending several hours a day now transcribing diaries on my own, all a bit of a chore even when it was interesting, and something at the back of my mind said I would probably never publish them, not for a long time anyway. I went running with the boys and heard a radio somebody was listening to at the track, a news item re TB and something he was announcing on anti-social behaviour. I was still not used to hearing the news and hearing things about TB I hadn’t known about or planned.

         Tuesday 14 October

         I had forgotten just how dreadful the JP–GB hatreds had been back in opposition. Really dreadful. Alex F called wanting me to get involved in a dinner for a property company that had approached him. It was good money but didn’t feel right, and I said I’d go with him next time, once he had sussed it out more. Then Brendan [Foster] called, said he had been dining out for ages on the walk I did into the High Court the day after the Great North Run when I was giving evidence to Hutton. He said it was a walk every athlete in the world knows, when your legs are as stiff as wood but you didn’t want to show it. He wanted me to go out to Ethiopia to do the Great Ethiopian Run, which sounded brilliant. I had not been there since covering the famine for the Mirror in the ’80s.

         Keith Blackmore [sports editor] from The Times came round. They were dead keen on the sports series idea and willing to pay well. The basic idea I had given them was to decide a longlist of great sports stars, try to interview sporting greats and agree at the end of it who is the greatest of all, almost certainly Muhammad Ali. I liked Keith, and could tell he was really enthused about the idea. I had a long chat with Godric about his future. I felt he needed to get out and do something different, but like me he was worrying the whole time about Hutton and its possible impact on his reputation. I took Calum to Ipswich v Burnley. We lost 6–1, five down at half-time, really crap. 

         Wednesday 15 October

         IDS/Betsygate was getting worse for them.* Fiona and I went for lunch with Joe Haines and Bernard Donoughue [former Harold Wilson advisors]. It was nice to hear some of the old stories of the Wilson era, where the divisions and enmities seemed a lot deeper, probably because there was more a policy and ideological base to them. They were both very down on GB. Bernard, who can be a terrible gossip, said he had once been driven by a cabbie who said he once had GB in the back of the cab and he was shouting at Sarah. He thought GB had all sorts of issues that made him worried about his fitness to be PM. Both of them were very down on the BBC and thought there was a case now for taking away the licence fee. They saw Gavyn Davies as a friend and former colleague but felt he had been totally out of his depth. Bernard was also vituperative about the rise of the two-way, felt it was becoming a real problem, that the news was just a collection of uninvited opinion from correspondents. Joe was on good form, and it was great that these two had stayed such good and close friends. They saw each other every week without fail.

         Thursday 16 October

         Another sign of newfound out-of-touchness. When I spoke to him earlier in the week, TB had suggested I go in for a chat, so I called to see what a good time would be today, to discover he was in Brussels for two days.

         Friday 17 October

         Breakfast with Gail and Ed Victor. I had sent them extracts from the stuff I had done so far. I told them I felt it would be difficult if not impossible to do anything while TB was there because although in all sorts of ways he came out well, so much was about the difficult personality clashes, the stuff that drove me mad, and I worried that if I did anything perceived to damage them I was not far off from being the kind of disloyal and dishonourable person that I despised in others. They looked disappointed, but seemed to accept it, and Gail had clearly half been expecting it. I said I was not even clear that I could do anything after TB went, if GB took over, not least because so much of the damaging stuff was about him. They seemed surprised as well as disappointed at that. 

         In recent weeks I had been amazed at how much I had forgotten, particularly of the bad stuff, and although we always seemed to get there in the end, the journey was often a nightmare. I just knew that having been so much part of getting us into power, I didn’t want to damage this or any future Labour government. We moved to the idea of themes, maybe taking a theme that avoided the stuff I was worried about, and use it to advertise the fact of the diaries, the full version of which could be done another day, long in the future. Gail suggested the special relationship. I suggested the five major military situations we had been involved in, or maybe Ireland. So at the end of it at least we agreed there was the prospect of doing something at least within a few years, though not the full thing.

         I went into No. 10 to thrash out the detail of how Alison was going to work, spending part of her time still in the civil service and part with me. Fiona wanted to write a big piece on Cherie, said she wanted to use it to draw a line. I was worried that far from drawing a line, it would open it all up again, all the stories of bad blood between me and Cherie, an area where actually the press had not really delved as they might have done. I still felt that if she damaged them in any way, even without intending to, she damaged herself. She felt that even though we had left she was still constrained in what she could say and do, and less happy than I was at just living with that. There was something in that, but the reality was a lot of the offers we were now getting were precisely because we had been there. I for one did not intend to do in TB, for all the things I could say and do to do so. I still felt the overall experience was more good than bad, and going through the diaries confirmed that, even though so much of the focus was on the bad.

         David Bradshaw called, said he felt I had to get out and about a bit pre-Hutton, raise the profile, maybe soften it a bit. I was quite content at the moment doing very little, and certainly enjoying having so little contact with the media.

         Saturday 18 October

         I ran for over an hour but my knee was a bit dodgy. We went to West Ham v Burnley and [Labour MP] Jim Fitzpatrick’s wife Sheila, who is a doctor, had a look at the knee in the car and said I had probably been overtraining and should rest for at least a week. I had a good chat with the West Ham chairman Terry Brown, who was a runner, very interested in the whole area of pressure, and how politicians dealt with pressure. I met Alan Pardew, who had just been appointed the new West Ham manager and seemed a good bloke. He was a Labour supporter, liked TB, but said he worried he would not be so effective without me there. He told me their club pay bill was more than £17 million. Ours [Burnley’s] is £3.1. There’s just no way to compete on those terms. The game itself was fantastic. We should have lost about 10–0, but Brian Jensen was phenomenal in goal and we fought hard for a 2–2 draw. The fans were as good as they’ve been for years and we were surrounded by all the lads from Keighley, who were great fun, and started singing songs about me, none of which, thankfully, took off.

         Fiona and I later went to Guildford to see Ross Kemp [actor], who was performing in The Taming of the Shrew. Rebekah [Wade, wife of Kemp] could not quite believe the extent to which Middle England people just stared at me as though there was something a bit odd about me being in a theatre in Guildford. I enjoyed the play, then a couple of drinks with them and off home by 12.30. She felt TB had picked up a bit since conference, but said GB and co. were still at it. The Sundays were mainly focused on the Tories and their problems. The Sunday Telegraph had a story about a speaking agency touting me at 25 grand a whack. This was about them getting publicity. I complained and got a grovelling letter back.

         Sunday 19 October

         It was very odd the way the phone rang so infrequently and how irritated I got when it did. Most Sundays in the past few years I would have spent at least a few hours on the phone. This morning, one call from TB, one from Ed Victor, that was it. It was also odd having so much time. I noticed how Ed would call after meetings or discussions, and virtually relay the whole discussion, and give a commentary, the kind of thing I just never had time for before. I liked him though and felt we were pretty much moving in the right direction, albeit a lot more slowly than he or Gail might like.

         I got a message to call Rebekah Wade urgently. There was a buzz that TB had had a heart attack. In fact, he had gone from Chequers to Stoke Mandeville and then to Hammersmith because of a heart problem. He had an irregular heartbeat and it had just gone way too high for a while. I called Jackie [Blair family nanny] in the flat, who said he was fine. Media wise, the office seemed to be handling it absolutely fine. It was probably the first time there had been anything major happening in his Downing Street life that I had not been involved in and again it felt odd, added to which I was worried about whether in fact the problem was more serious than people were saying. It was obviously a big story anyway, though the kids seemed more interested in David Blaine coming out of his box.

         Monday 20 October

         My knee had got worse and it transpired the calf was torn and I needed to take it easy for a bit. In the diaries, I was up to the first meeting with Diana [late Princess of Wales], who was all over the news again today, courtesy of Paul Burrell [former royal butler] in the Mirror.* It was weird how often I seemed to be transcribing the diaries, and then a name I was writing about would pop up on the news or in my life. The TB health scare had calmed down a bit. Alex [Ferguson] called re TB as he had had something similar. Bruce [Grocott] called for a chat, said he was missing me round the place, and Alison had said some days it was like the building was in mourning. I went to [journalist] Roy Greenslade’s book launch. Annie Robinson and John Penrose, Eve Pollard, Noreen Taylor [all journalists] and Natascha [McElhone, actor] looking absolutely gorgeous. Guy Black [former director, Press Complaints Commission] and Mark Bolland [public relations executive; former director, Press Complaints Commission] were there, Bolland indiscreet and gossipy as ever. It was a nice enough do, downstairs in El Vino’s. I admitted to Eve I had been pretty depressed for some time, and it didn’t help that everyone seemed to have ideas about what I should do but none of them really appealed. She said it would be remarkable if there had not been some kind of comedown when leaving No. 10, but I felt this probably went a bit deeper than that.

         Tuesday 21 October

         The main news was a sense of progress in Northern Ireland with more IRA decommissioning and Sinn Féin and David Trimble [former First Minister of Northern Ireland] both apparently up for it. TB was due to head off for talks with Bertie [Ahern] to do the deal. Sally [Morgan, political advisor] called a.m., just for a chat. She said it was comic how much he missed me. At one meeting last week, she said he heard what he thought was my voice in the corridor and he got up, said, ‘Is that Ali?’, went out to see, but it was someone else and he came back looking sad. Sally was not enjoying the Peter–Birt move into the centre of things. She said they were now living in a Birtian world that she found difficult to the point of being unbearable. Alex F called again and said he would like to speak to TB because he could advise him re the heart, and how he had dealt with something similar. I said I would fix it when he was on his way back from Ireland. Alex worried maybe TB was overdoing it. He asked if I had had a big adrenalin crash, which I had, and he said it was important to stay busy. Truth is I was staying busy, but mainly via going back in, and also transcribing the diaries, which was sometimes just like living in an echo chamber of what was happening now. He was fine about the £10,000 fine and the two-week ban from yesterday [Ferguson had been found guilty by the FA of improper conduct and abusing match officials] but clearly worried about the Rio Ferdinand situation [awaiting FA punishment for missing drugs test]. 

         Jonathan called, then TB, who said he would like me to start thinking more about strategy again. DH was a very good press handler, and in some ways gave him things I didn’t because of my neuralgic relations with lots of the media. But where he really missed me was strategy. He said Peter H and Philip were on something of a work to rule because they weren’t happy about Birt and some of the other changes being made. Peter M was not doing much other than organisation. So either he wanted me to get more involved again, or to find him people who could help with strategy. He seemed pretty relaxed about the heart scare though he still felt a bit weird from time to time. He had been getting these really odd, pressured feelings, like a sudden surge of intensity inside his body. He had been OK when sitting down but the moment he became active, like jumping up out of a chair and walking somewhere, he felt odd and pressured. The doctors said it was a pretty common thing. He was surprised he had not been told to rest more, but there we are.

         On the political scene, he was still of a mindset that said he was in a tunnel and would remain within it for a while but eventually he would emerge from it and, provided we got the timings right, he remained confident we would do fine. His big problem remained GB. He felt we had to wait to see if the new baby* changed his approach at all, but he was doubtful. He felt it was an outrage the way GB played about on Europe with the Murdoch press, presenting himself to the party and the left-wing media as a Europhile, and to the Murdoch lot as someone only going through the motions because of TB, with the unspoken message that ‘if I was PM, there could be a change’. I was trying to say to TB that things probably looked better from the outside but I felt that of all the top politicians he had easily come out best from the conference season.

         He felt that if he could somehow get Iraq in a better position within a year and greater acceptance of public service improvements, things would look very different. I told him of the audience reaction in Dublin when I was supportive of Bertie. The mood there had not been great for him. He said he hoped the next few days would help him. He then set off for Belfast and although I had always enjoyed the Northern Ireland part of the job, a large part of me was glad not to be there.

         Later to Peter M’s 50th birthday party. I had a long chat with Charlie and Marianna [Falconer]. She felt Charlie and I were quite similar and that we could only work 100 per cent or not at all. Charles Dunstone [mobile phones businessman] was impressive, very clever without feeling he has to show it too much. It was a nice enough do, in Peter’s new flat, a sort of wood-panelled thing that felt more like a cruise liner than a central London flat. Lots of the old crowd were around but it became a bit tiresome constantly being asked what I was up to these days. Peter seemed happy enough, and friendly.

         Wednesday 22 October

         Up before 7 for the first time in ages. The knee was still playing up but I ran into town, took 37 minutes to run to the Royal Festival Hall to meet [Lord] Clive Hollick [TV and newspaper businessman], who had suggested we meet up to discuss possible work opportunities. A mix of small talk and big talk re politics. He felt GB’s speech was very ill advised, also that he had alienated so many people it would be hard for him to come back from it. He thought TB should stay there for a long time. He felt that I should steer well away from the showbiz celebrity side of life and stay as closely involved in politics as possible. He wanted me to be one of a series of speakers, also including TB and Bill Clinton, to do a big series at the Festival Hall. He was also 35 per cent owner of Five [TV channel], which wanted me to do some sort of serious chat show, or a series of films about Britain, and possibly some sort of project with Clinton. He had quite a good take on some of the issues I was mulling over, clearly felt I had lots I could do but also that wrong moves would be damaging. He reckoned I could easily get the Mirror editorship, and also that Murdoch might be interested. It was really odd to think that at one time in my life the idea of editing the Mirror would have been the seemingly insurmountable pinnacle of my ambitions, but, feeling as I did, it sort of left me cold right now. 

         I ran over to No. 10, in through the back and up to see TB. He looked OK. I said, ‘How’s the patient?’, slapping my heart. He admitted he had been very worried, really quite shocked. It was whenever he tried to do anything really active that it had become a problem, and at times it had been a bit scary when the feeling came on, but he reckoned they had fixed it and he was assured about that. He was convinced IDS was a goner and we had to accept he would be facing someone else at the next election.

         His main problem remained GB. GB had done a piece for the Wall Street Journal on the EU constitution, which was a pretty big thing and they had not even discussed it properly. He said they had had a conversation about the baby but it had been very perfunctory, without warmth, almost like two strangers. ‘I’m afraid the fault line is that there are two operations and everyone knows it and I just don’t know what to do about it.’ He said that some in the team were telling him he had no choice, he had to sack him, or else his authority was going to be eaten away bit by bit, but he still wasn’t sure: ‘It is the nuclear option. The reason that I tell them that sacking him is a nuclear option is that it really is a nuclear option. It might be the end of him, but depending on how he reacts, it might be the end of all of us.’ I said whether he sacks him or not, GB is determined he should be next, so it is not unreasonable to weigh up whether that is likelier from inside or outside. That would depend on how he reacted, but he would know that the party would not appreciate it if the destabilisation became even more obvious. ‘So does that mean sack him or not?’ I said it means I understand the complications.

         He was more worried about it than I had seen him for a while. He was also really pressing me to get back into doing more political stuff more quickly. I said I would know when I was ready, and it wasn’t now. I needed to come back later with more oomph and bite. He was very insistent that I couldn’t actually just walk away from all this. ‘You have got as much invested in this as I have, and the next election will be tougher than the last one, especially when they get a new leader.’ I said I understand all that, but there is no point pretending that I can just come back and do the same stuff I had given up. I still needed a bit of time to work out a proper modus operandi.

         He said Northern Ireland had been a bit of a debacle yesterday; it had all looked fine but it turned out that all the pieces weren’t pinned down. [General John] de Chastelain [chairman of the Independent International Commission on Decommissioning, responsible for ensuring the decommissioning of arms by paramilitary groups in Northern Ireland], he said, gave a classic example of how not to do public presentation. He still felt that it was going in the right direction and the important thing was just to keep going on it, but it was going to be a long haul. I ran home to collect Rory and then off to get the plane to Glasgow for the Rangers–Man United game. I was impressed that we were able to manage our first e-ticket experience. Rory was getting really irritated by people looking at me at the airport. Also at Glasgow, lots of the Rangers fans wanted to talk about Northern Ireland, and some of them angry we were ‘selling them down the river’. We waited for the Man United bus to arrive and saw Alex for a chat in the rather impressive main entrance and collected the tickets. They were meant to be for the away end but it turned out they were United sponsors’ tickets, but in a Rangers section, which was a bit hairy, especially as we were sitting with the Ferguson sons, including Darren, who some of them recognised. I was keeping as low a profile as possible, but then a very nice copper came up and said they were keeping an eye on us.

         Thursday 23 October

         Donald [AC’s brother] drove us to the airport and was talking in a rather maudlin way about what life would be like after Dad died. The plane was delayed and I managed to get a load of work done on speeches. Jeff Randall [BBC business editor] was on the same flight. He was a big Rangers fan because, he said, it was the most un-PC club to support. He was very right-wing, also had some very aggressive views about the BBC. He felt 95 per cent of the people who worked there were wankers. He had tried in his own way to challenge the culture but it was impossible. He intended to get out soon. He was particularly fed up that he was to be denied the right to write a newspaper column because of Gilligan and the governors’ failure to handle the issue properly. George Galloway [Member of Parliament for Glasgow Kelvin] was expelled from the party. Briefly to [Prince Charles’s spokeswoman] Colleen Harris’s farewell at the Palace. A few of the old brigade there and a bit of reminiscing about Diana’s death and the week that followed. Colleen looked really happy.

         Friday 24 October–Wednesday 29 October

         To Rome for a few days. Nice time. I felt fairly relaxed most of the time, and the kids were on good form. PG was still trying to get me more involved. Fiona was very wary about it all. She had no idea of the extent to which I was still engaged and involved, and helping out. TB called a few times, and he was almost furtive when he did, like he wanted to know I wasn’t with the family when we were speaking, because he knew it was all a bit explosive in that quarter. The weather was reasonably mild and I was getting in some decent runs, including a couple up to the Vatican, which was really a lot tackier than I had expected. Fantastic inside, but the outside area all a bit yucksville, touristy tat and all that.

         Fiona and I had a nice lunch with Ivor Roberts [UK Ambassador], who gave us a good fill-in on the wonders of Italian politics, which sounded way madder than ours. He seemed to be enjoying it as Ambassador here, though he really missed Dublin. TB called halfway through. I’d arranged for Alex to speak to him about the heart thing and he said it had helped to hear from someone who had pretty much the same thing without long-term negative effects. He said the GB situation was as bad as ever and he wanted me thinking about a post-IDS strategy for the Tories.

         We left for home after lunch on the Wednesday and got back to the news that IDS was out. There was a seemingly unstoppable process propelling Michael Howard [shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer] in. The once despised right-winger was now being presented as Mr Cuddly. I was pretty confident it wouldn’t work, but boy, do the media want to give them a lift.

         Friday 31 October

         TB called as I was at the gym, to discuss Howard. I felt our line on him had to be that unless the party changed fundamentally, a new face at the top would change nothing. I said we, not they or the media, should be setting the bar for what change meant, and we should be setting it very high. He said why can’t you do it? I said do what? He said write the strategy for dealing with him. I said I would write something, and started working on it.

         Colleen Harris called. She was in a real panic, actually sounded scared and wanted to bounce something off me. She said the Mail on Sunday had once run a sex scandal about someone in Prince Charles’s household anonymously. But they had now put the allegations to her again and she was sure they were going to run it. Should they injunct, or let them publish and be damned? Or issue a pre-emptive strike? She favoured the pre-emptive strike, and so did I. We went through the kind of thing a pre-emptive statement might say. They should try as hard as possible to make it a story as much about the press as about the royals. She was adamant the story was untrue, that the source was an alcoholic, bitter former butler. She said Charles would go with whatever she suggested. I agreed with her approach and said the public would support him if they felt it wasn’t true and this was just the press peddling rubbish to get at the royals. But she needed to know it would go big and be difficult.

         Tessa [Jowell] came round, wanting to know if I was interested in a big role in the team running the Olympic bid. It was about the first thing I had been asked about that was remotely tempting. I doubted, however, even if TB and Tessa wanted it, that I would be acceptable to some of the backers. The neuralgia was still pretty intense in some areas and would stay so for a while yet.

         Saturday 1 November

         I took Rory to a cross-country race out in west London and Highgate Harriers ended up a man short and roped me in. I ran OK for me, and came in 193rd, helped in the last lap by a really attractive woman who appeared out of nowhere and said she would lead me in. I was even overtaking at the end, and presumably these guys were all club runners, so I was moderately chuffed with myself. We went home via a pub that was showing Manchester United v Portsmouth. A bloke came up to me in the pub and asked me what I was doing these days. It was happening more and more and I never knew what to say, beyond, ‘A bit of this and a bit of that.’ I didn’t particularly want it widely known I was working on my diaries because that led to a load more questions, to which I had not remotely decided the answers. The Times sent through a contract for the sports series, but it didn’t specify sport so I sent it back with a few other changes too. It was 100k basic, which was a solid enough base. The speech offers were coming in. I wanted to keep options open until I finally decided what I wanted to do long-term.

         Sunday 2 November

         TB called to discuss Howard again. What did I think? I said I thought every one of them he had faced – Major, Hague, IDS, now MH – all said they would lead from the centre. But either because of their real beliefs, especially IDS, or in Major’s case because of the state of the party, they were never able to. Howard is a genuine right-winger. That plus the party pressures will bring problems for him. He either would not or could not do it. I said you moved Labour to the centre because you believed it was the right thing to do. Howard thinks it is the right thing to say but deep down he doesn’t want to do it and therefore he won’t know how to do it. I felt he should be using Howard’s arrival to fire up a real New Labour message again.

         TB sounded a bit jumpy, as he always did when the atmosphere suddenly changed, but I felt Howard was OK for us, even if the media bummed him up for a while. His bigger problem was GB not MH. The Mail and The Sun in particular were trying to give Howard a boost, but I didn’t fear what was going on, not remotely. I hope you’re right, he said. He didn’t like the feel of it. I reminded him of the time he was in a total panic because he was convinced Hezza [former Tory Cabinet minister Michael Heseltine] was going to take over from Major.

         We went later to [Labour general secretary] David Triesman’s party in SE1. Philip and I chatted re TB and the potential sense of isolation. We felt TB was right to want to do his own thing and be his own man, but what he mustn’t do is allow Howard’s arrival, and any move to the right, to drag himself further in that direction too. I had had no idea that David T was being pushed out as general secretary. It seemed TB had asked him to go to the Lords and be a minister. He would do a good job there. It looked like Matt Carter [member of Labour’s National Policy Forum] was being brought in as his successor. David seemed down, said a lot of his problems were because he couldn’t work with Ian McCartney [Labour Party chairman]. 

         Steve Byers [Secretary of State for Transport, Local Government and Regions] seemed very down about the political situation. John Reid said he missed me, and so did TB. He felt the sharks were circling with greater intent now. He was also suspicious of Jack Straw and David Blunkett [Home Secretary], felt they were too busy watching which way the wind was blowing. He felt if Jack sensed TB was vulnerable, he would be over to GB. Hilary Armstrong [Chief Whip] was a bit down too. It didn’t make me feel any better that they all kept saying TB missed me and the strategic operation was weaker. Hilary felt Howard was not getting the lift he should be. But the overall sense I had, having talked to half a dozen ministers and a stack of people from No. 10, was that the plot was being lost a bit, that the centre and the operation round TB had weakened and despite the sense of setback at conference, GB was still in a strong position and would make a move if he could.

         Monday 3 November

         My main focus of the day was the speech to Jewish Care [community charity], which was quite a big number and which would help me work out if I wanted to do this kind of thing. I worked on a stack of anecdotes and would decide later, once I had sussed the audience, which to use. I had a bit of a last-minute panic when the computer locked and wouldn’t print but Fiona came up and sorted it. I was also working on the diaries for June and July ’95, when a previous Tory leadership contest was going on. It was like living in two time zones. I would be working away then look out of the window and wonder why the weather was so bad for June when in fact it was November. I collected Audrey, who I was taking to the lunch, then off to the Marriott. Lots of photos, then to the lunch. I was sitting with Michael Levy [Labour fundraiser], David Gerrard [businessman] and Gail Ronson [wife of Gerald Ronson, businessman], who was really bright and friendly. She thought I would benefit from talking to Gerald about the difficulties of transition in big moments of personal change, though whether she felt my departure from Downing Street equated to his going into prison, or coming out, I wasn’t sure.

         An award was presented to Sir Nicholas Winton [humanitarian], who had done so much to get Jews out of Nazi Germany. He told me over lunch how Betty Maxwell [media owner Robert Maxwell’s widow] was the one who urged him to make his story public, and he was glad he had, not because of all this praise that came his way, but because it gave him a place in the public debate and allowed him to play a part in reminding people of a story that must never be forgotten. He gave a fantastic, emotional speech, which would be a hard act to follow. I got them laughing, though, with a description of how Michael Levy, who had helped fix the event, man-snogs his way from table to table as he fundraises, and a few Maxwell stories, then my usual defence of politics in general and Labour in particular.

         I was developing a narrative about the two main parts of my professional life – around a decade on each side of the fence – and how my respect for the media had fallen and my respect for politics had grown. Part of it was an analysis of the corrosive impact of a culture of media negativity. Nicholas Winton said he agreed with my overall analysis of the press, said he had never seen the story of what he did accurately presented in the media. Quite a few people came up at the end, asking if I would speak at this or that event, so it must have gone OK. Michael [Levy] was very nice and supportive, but also terribly insecure. He really wanted to be told that he was valued and respected and that it would be a disaster for the party if he walked away from it. Gilda [Levy, wife of Michael] was seemingly very keen on him giving it all up. He asked if TB really understood what he did for him. I think so, I said. Did he respect him for it? I think so, I said again. I then made the mistake of saying TB was a politician and from time to time he would calculate the value someone gave. He asked for examples. I said everyone had their downside. But e.g. Jonathan would give him 80 per cent upside, a lot. Sally not far off.

         I could see him, pleading rather desperately with his eyes, wanting me to include him in the list. Eventually he asked straight out, what percentage value did I think TB gave him. I was trying to get away now, so said, ‘Probably 80 to 20 – the 20 because of the baggage that seems to go with anyone involved in fundraising.’ His eyes lit up. ‘So I’m the same as Jonathan.’ Well, you do different things but I have no doubt he values you for what you do. I said he should just carry on doing it. He said he sometimes felt TB didn’t say thank you enough.

         I was developing a line on Howard, about him being all tactics and no strategy because in the end he was an old-fashioned right-winger pretending to be something else. I worked on it till the early hours, in the form of an article. His record in the last government was also a problem for him. 

         Tuesday 4 November

         I did a long run yesterday and was feeling a bit stiff and sore. I had a couple of speech planning meetings, with the Marketing Society and HBOS. I quite enjoyed meeting different people from different backgrounds who were capable of seeing things similarly but differently. I had drafted a speech for the Marketing Society and though they had one or two comments, by and large they were thrilled with it. The speaking world was going to be a lot of money for old rope. I sent the Howard article through to No. 10. DH and Bradders [David Bradshaw] were both against it. Only Philip was enthusiastic. I had sent a draft through to John Witherow [Sunday Times editor], who really liked it, was kind enough to say I’d lost ‘none of the old touch’. Interesting meeting with Dennis Stevenson [chairman, HBOS], who was very bright. He and I both had depressive tendencies and we talked a bit about how we might work together on campaigns for better funding and awareness for mental health. He was very well connected and had a lot of drive and energy when he wasn’t on a dive down. He felt TB was in need of a reboot.

         Peter Hyman came round p.m. and was very down on things. He said Peter M and Birt had ‘effectively carried out a coup’ and were running pretty much everything they could. But there was no real political direction from TB at the moment, which gave Peter and Birt the licence they needed. Also, the policy unit was not nearly strong enough. He had an interesting take on my Times sportsman series, saying Ali was the greatest sports personality of all time, but is that the same as the greatest sportsman? So maybe it was an Eddy Merckx [Belgian cyclist] type.

         Wednesday 5 November

         Fiona was seeing a pensions expert, thinking it was time we started to get a bit more order in our finances. Witherow was very pleased with the Howard piece. ‘I suspect a lot of Tories will have their legs crossed in agony when they read it,’ he said. Hope so. Some of the papers, the Mail especially, were beyond parody in the way they were trying to give Howard a lift. I used the quote of his when he told me Labour wouldn’t win till we elected TB as leader ‘because he looks and sounds like a Tory’. That, allied to their belief that they were cheated out of power by me and Peter and dark arts, was one of the reasons he would almost certainly fail as Hague and IDS have done. They cannot begin the proper analysis of themselves till they accept they were properly beaten and till they see what TB was and is doing is progressive. Witherow asked me – I think jokingly – if I would ever consider working for the other side. I said No, and he said that most Tories would read the piece and wonder why they couldn’t find someone who could see so clearly what they needed to do, and then help Howard do it.

         GB was back from paternity leave yesterday and went to Brussels, where he did a number on the [EU] constitution and then did a piece in today’s Telegraph of all places. He was clearly determined to keep going on setting himself in a different place to TB on Europe. TB called later, said he was up for the idea of doing something to deal with it, but had he left it too long? Philip said that when Peter Hyman saw Anthony Seldon [headteacher and author] yesterday, he had said that all PMs spend twenty years after they leave the job thinking about things they should have done and TB will spend all his time wondering why he didn’t sack GB. The truth was that GB WAS at it but, as PM and leader, TB just had to hold the line that he was a great Chancellor etc., and that they were saying the same thing re the constitution as at PMQs today. It was total bollocks of course. The Guardian ran a story that TB blocked GB from a place on the NEC [Labour Party National Executive Committee], so straight back from paternity leave we were into a new round of TB–GB. Things cannot go on like this.

         I had lunch at the Camden Brasserie with David Frost, who loved us being there, getting noticed left, right and centre. David was full of good advice. He felt I could do whatever I wanted in TV but advised against doing just politics. We discussed his pending George W. Bush interview, which I had helped to fix. I advised short straight questions, not waffling around, which he would deal with easily. I also thought it would be in both their interests if he got him to show some humour. It was useful to go over all the different strands of what I could do. We talked about some of the book ideas I could maybe do, but agreed in the end there was only one book that mattered, the full diaries.

         YouGov [market research firm] called, asking me to be a non-exec. No, ta. Kamal Ahmed [political editor, The Observer] called. He had been asked to do a book on me, but a really serious analytical book, not like Peter Oborne’s [journalist Oborne had written an unauthorised biography of AC]. Then to the reception at the Science Museum to celebrate 100 years of the Mirror. Briefly chatted with Sly Bailey [chief executive, Trinity Mirror]. Didn’t strike me as impressive. Piers Morgan [Daily Mirror editor] full of pretty superficial analysis of the big political questions. Tony Miles and Mike Molloy reminders of Mirror editors in a more serious media age. Nice chat with Anna Ford. I thanked her for her letter at the time of my departure, and we talked about Burnley (we are her no. 1 team). I was standing with her, Michael Grade [showbusiness executive] and Robin Cook [former Foreign Secretary] as we endured Piers’s overlong speech. TB arrived, and I could tell he hated it. It was one of those events he sort of felt he ought to go to, like the Mirror lunches at conference. But there was not much point pretending he took the Mirror seriously, so he went through the motions really.

         We had a little chat as he left. He said he liked my Howard analysis but I should always watch out for going OTT. I said I was in a position to go a bit OTT without it damaging him necessarily. He felt that the argument was right but also that for him personally, he needed a bit more time before he started fully to articulate a strategic attack at PMQs. But he wanted me to lay the ground. Ken Livingstone* was coming back into the party.

         Thursday 6 November

         Alex came down from Manchester, and I arranged for us to go in and see TB. I thought it might help to get a bit of a different take on the leadership situation. He also liked Alex personally and would enjoy seeing him. Alex came round to the house and as we had a cup of tea in the kitchen, once the small talk was out of the way, I asked what his take on the GB situation was. I’d not mentioned anything specific so it was interesting to hear what he said. He said he had heard GB on TV saying that something or other was ‘all a matter for the Prime Minister’. ‘He didn’t need to say that. He could have batted it off easily. He was saying that to create division and it’s wrong.’ Later Mark [Ferguson, AF’s son, businessman] said when they came for dinner that in the City GB was ‘unelectable’. Alex said GB was clearly ‘Tony’s Brian Kidd’ [AF’s former no. 2] and he needed to decide. ‘Where there is doubt, there is no doubt.’ It was one of his favourite phrases, but he said if Tony had real doubts about Gordon, then it meant he didn’t really want him there. I said he also had doubts about getting rid of him, which is why it made it such a difficult dilemma. He knew that it was a lot harder to get rid of people in politics. You could lose them from the Cabinet team but they would still be around the whole time and could cause you problems. 

         Alex was great with the kids and Audrey as always, and on a roll on the football front. His big worry at the moment related to the horse [Rock of Gibraltar] and all the nastiness it was arousing.* I said these Irish guys had very deep pockets and were unlikely to stop, no matter how famous and popular he and Manchester United were. It was clearly getting him down a bit. I picked his brains on the footballers for my series on great sportsmen and women, and he reckoned Alfredo di Stefano or Pelé as best ever footballers.

         We got a cab and went in to No. 10. Nice to see my old staff again, and I made a point of making sure Alex saw one or two of the United fans in the building. TB talked about his heart scare and they swapped stories on their various flutter experiences, then Alex was giving him a few thoughts on diet. He said it was one of the areas where he felt things had changed hugely since he had arrived at United, let alone when he was a player. They talked a bit about pressure and also how they dealt with people. Alex was interesting on how he dealt with players who misbehaved or how he left players out of the side, different strategies that he had for dealing with different people. He was a disciplinarian on one level, but he also gave the players a fair amount of leeway provided they bought into basic approach and understood that there could only be one boss. He also talked about the need to make sure the strong characters, like a Keane or a Cantona, were allowed to be strong, and the quieter ones were allowed to be quiet. You needed the right mix.

         TB asked him how he dealt with players going through a bad patch of form, and how he dropped them without shattering their confidence. AF said sometimes there was no easy way, you just had to drop them. But it was always important to give them a sense that there was a road back. It might mean moving them out but even then you had to let them feel it was the way to a better future somewhere else. The thing about players is that most of them have a pretty good sense of their own talents. They know who the best players are. ‘Not like politics then,’ I said and TB said, ‘Alex, I’ve got all that too, but I have one big problem you don’t.’ 

         After our earlier conversation, Alex knew what he was talking about, and compared it with his Brian Kidd situation, where you reach the point of thinking that he is more interested in getting the job he wants – yours – than doing the job he should be doing. ‘If you are worrying about it, it’s a real problem. Where there is doubt, there is no doubt.’ TB said GB was a great talent but he had such an ambition to be Prime Minister and he could not hide it. Everyone thought he would come back from paternity leave more mellow but in fact he had come back in an even greater rage. It was difficult though, because I really don’t want to do anything that would split the party.

         Alex had to take a call from a lawyer about a story the News of the World were planning on Rio Ferdinand. TB and I went through to the Cabinet Room. I said the problem was that there had been so many of these division stories that eventually it would get through to the public as a given, and I felt this may be the one that did it. Either they saw division; or they saw his naked ambition; or they saw TB being a bit spiteful. However they looked at it, it was bad not good for us. He said he didn’t know what to do. Maybe it had all gone too far. He said he had no idea this thing with the NEC had been going on. It was a clear GB operation to present TB as villain and himself as victim. TB seemed a bit sad, a bit lonely. He said to Alex he had been really looking forward to seeing him. ‘I don’t get a lot of joy in the job these days.’ They both agreed that the press was probably the worst part of their jobs. I sensed TB saw their little chat as a bit of a welcome break from the stack of policy meetings in his diary.

         Alex and I left for Les Ambassadeurs and, in the car, he said he thought Tony was looking more careworn, less confident. I said the GB thing was playing around inside his head the whole time. We had a cup of tea and more chat about football, then left for a charity do at Chelsea. We bumped into GB, who had gone for the drinks bit, and he just walked by us with a brusque ‘Hello.’ He can’t have seen Alex, as normally he would be all over him. I saw Gus O’Donnell [Treasury Permanent Secretary], who said that currently the situation was awful and he didn’t know how to help. He liked them both but he knew instinctively that TB was a better PM, that GB was not inclusive or relaxed and big picture enough. He was incapable of hiding how hard he found it to deal with foreigners. He was in the right job, so was TB, he said, and we had to work at keeping them together. 

         He felt I should try to persuade TB to drop the Permanent Secretary for Communications idea, which was one of the ideas being considered in the review of government comms. Sue Nye had gone out with GB but came back in. She and Gavyn Davies were at the next table but I told her I didn’t think it sensible to speak to him with the Hutton Report not yet out. He looked over and smiled a couple of times, but I still had no desire to engage. We had a nice enough time though. The charity was doing well on the fundraising front. There was a Norwegian woman at our table saying I should get involved in one of the big international bodies. The story Colleen called me about was going big, St James’s Palace having put out a statement. TB and GB were having dinner, yet another kiss and make up, said JP!

         Friday 7 November

         TB felt the dinner with GB went OK-ish, but not much better than that. He needed to get JP in a better place to keep the pressure on GB to change. He said the old freeflowing chat, or the friendliness of exchanges when they first got together, was all gone. It was all hard work. Every word was carefully delivered because you never knew how or when he would try to use what was said, either briefed in the media, or just as part of the ongoing war of attrition. It was such a sad reflection of what had happened between them. The Times had a story that I’d sold my diaries to Penguin, so I was asking for a correction of that. Jack Cunningham [former Cabinet minister] was on the Today programme – like the old days – and making clear the party did not appreciate what GB was doing. So GB was angry again. I went up to see Mum and Dad in between sorting Rory’s transport to Liverpool v Man U.

         Saturday 8 November

         TB and GB had finally agreed to do a ‘peace and harmony’ briefing operation which at least served the purpose of putting out the message that they wanted this to be resolved, even if nobody in the media was going to buy the idea that all was sweetness and light between them. Part of the problem was that even if those who spoke directly for TB did not fan the flames, others who were known to be close enough to TB did, and of course on the GB side, the journos know it goes on because they get stuff poured towards them all the time. I was talking to Mum about Dad’s death and funeral plans. There was something close to acceptance by Mum that it would be happening in the not too distant future. Dad too was talking in a far more fatalistic way about things. I never once heard him complain, about pain, about anything really, and neither of them could speak highly enough of the NHS. But there was definitely something different, almost calm, about the way they approached things now. I had lost count of the times I thought it would be the last I saw him. Maybe this was it. He had been hanging in for a few years now.

         Dick Caborn called. He said he had been on the phone to JP, had mentioned we were meeting at Sheffield United v Burnley, and JP had invited himself over. I went for a really nice run before we set off. Nice chat with Derek Dooley [chairman, ex-footballer, who had a leg amputated after an on-pitch collision]. JP was very funny pretending to be knowledgeable about football. Someone would mention the name of a player and he would then pretend to know something about him, and make a comment, usually getting names or clubs wrong. They gave us a table a bit out of the way and brought food over. Soup, then salmon ‘without the sauce’, said JP. He wanted to talk over things in general, and in particular where we were with TB–GB. He said it was all about GB wanting to take over, and wanting to know when it would happen. TB was unsurprisingly not keen to hand over at a time he felt he was being undermined by him. JP said he knew my view of GB and he shared some of the analysis. He said, ‘Is this for the diary, by the way?’ I said everything was, but not yet.

         He said TB was leader and GB had to accept that. If he could, they could carry on and work together. But if they couldn’t, it would be curtains. He felt his role was to try to steer them to the position he felt the party wanted, which was TB does the job, has a good run, and at some point we have a new leader and that is obviously Gordon. He said the party hated all the division stuff that was playing the whole time at the moment. He felt most of the bad was on GB’s side, but not all of it. He said he’d told GB, ‘I’m against foundation hospitals, but what I do is argue my corner and then once it’s agreed I back the policy, and that’s what we should all do.’ He also felt Peter M had to be legitimised, either through a job in Brussels or through an open role.

         He asked me what I thought TB would do afterwards. I felt UN Secretary-General was made for his skills in many ways, but the rule seems to be nobody from the United Nations Big 5 can get it, and his role in Iraq alone would make him unacceptable to a fair few of them. I thought he might get involved in the inter-faith debate. JP said he did not want to be involved in sorting TB–GB for ever. Both of them tended to say to him, ‘I know him (whichever) better than you do.’ He felt TB was guilty about the past and GB played on it the whole time. He wondered whether it hadn’t all gone too far. He felt both of them exaggerated differences to give themselves positioning. He asked what I thought. I thought he (TB) had two options – work with him, or sack him. But option 1 was also dependent on GB doing the same.

         The match was poor and at one point I could see from our seats in the away end that JP had nodded off behind his dark glasses. I had a bit of a spat with Fiona as I drove back. She said, ‘Why on earth would JP want to come over all that way to see you?’ I said, ‘You may think I have nothing more to offer but maybe he doesn’t. You’ll be pleased to know we spent almost all of the time talking about Tony and Gordon.’ The Sunday Times did the piece on Howard dead straight. The Charles stuff was running as a big-time frenzy. I was doing Breakfast with Frost tomorrow on the back of the ST article. JP called on his way home from the match and said if I was asked about the TB–GB dinner I should say that it was normal for the three of them to meet. David Hill called, said it was out there that JP had been at the dinner.

         Sunday 9 November

         TB called as I was on the way to Frost. He said re Howard that we should be saying he talks the language of the centre but pursues policies of the right. Hit them on opportunism and having no agenda for the country. Running Britain down. On Iraq, we’re there and have to stay there and mend it. On GB, they are big enough to work together. It was a bizarre role reversal, him briefing me on lines to take and on tone. I had a brief chat with John Howard [Australian PM] who was pre-recording before going to the Cenotaph ceremony. He was asking if the Aussie Labor Party had been sounding me out to help them yet; also said that he was confident the Iraqi argument would still be won.* I met some Zimbabwean journalists, which was useful given what they were engaged in [fighting restrictive legislation against the press] when it came to me launching an attack on our press. I felt the interview went fine and we got through a lot – Howard, TB–GB, Iraq, media, royals. I asked Fiona what she thought and she hadn’t watched it. Leaving the job had not exactly transformed things on the home front. Boris Johnson [Spectator editor and MP for Henley] called, offering me a front cover on any subject I wanted. Good follow-up on the Michael Howard piece. I felt the arguments were strong and would carry. 

         Tuesday 11 November

         Fiona had done her first column for The Guardian, which sparked another big row because it was being spun by The Guardian and the BBC as her hitting back at me re the ‘bog-standard comprehensive’ jibe.* She hadn’t shown it to me in advance and said she knew it was being spun as that which is why she hadn’t. I said it was bloody obvious that’s how they would run it, and she wasn’t born yesterday. She went into a complete rage, saying what is the point of leaving if you haven’t really left, and why should she still be constrained from saying what she thought, and generally laying into education policy, and it didn’t stop until Grace’s friends came to pick her up for school. After Grace had gone there was a bit more rage on both sides before we talked about it in a more civilised manner. She said that when she’d asked why did JP go all that way to see me, what she meant was, ‘Why are you allowing yourself to be drawn back into it all again? He went halfway across the country to get you back in.’ I said I was very proud of what I had done and when I heard her criticising the government in the way she did, I was not just going to sit there and say nothing. She said she barely criticised at all, but was expected to agree with everything I said or did, and sometimes she didn’t, and now we were out she was entitled to say so.

         I said I certainly didn’t expect to be made to feel like shit for having done a job pretty well, and a job that was tough but needed to be done, and I didn’t have to feel like I was having my ear bent by a never-ending Guardian editorial. I was going through the July ’95 diary as part of the transcription work, and we were having some pretty explosive rows then too. But I felt this was worse, that I’d done what she wanted and got out of the job and seemed to get no recognition for it. It was sometimes as though I had never left in her eyes, but that was maybe because I had not really left in TB’s eyes either, and to some extent my own. But it did not feel today like we had taken a big step forward; on the contrary. As ever when we had a big row, I went through the day feeling pretty low and shitty. 

         Liz Lloyd [No. 10 deputy chief of staff] came round. She went through the No. 10 operation and said it had gone backwards. They had underestimated how my role cut across all sections and all departments, and the new people and structures were not really adapting. Later to Grace and Georgia’s [Gould] school play. Philip said he really felt I needed to establish a role in the election campaign planning. Douglas [Alexander] was feeling a bit vulnerable because of all the different arguments flying around, but he would not mind me being in there. I did a note for TB on PMQs, felt he had to start pinning Howard for his role in the poll tax.
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