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            Introduction

         

         Welcome to Volume 7, which starts as Tony Blair makes way for Gordon Brown, and ends as Gordon makes way for David Cameron, bringing to an end thirteen years of uninterrupted, if not always smooth, Labour government.

         When Volume 1 was published, covering the build-up to the first of New Labour’s three election victories in 1997, at book signings I had a nice upbeat message to write, instead of the usual bland ‘best wishes’. Namely, ‘This one has a happy ending… enjoy.’ Six volumes later, this one has a sad ending. Sad, that is, if like me you prefer Labour governments led by Tony Blair and Gordon Brown to Tory governments led by David Cameron and Theresa May. Sad if, also like me, a part of you wonders if you could have done more to help prevent the Tories getting back into government. Sad, definitely, when you look at the state of our politics today, in 2018, look at the state of our political leadership, on both sides of the Commons, and wonder how we got from where we were to where we are.

         That ‘we’ is we as in Britain, a country as divided and troubled as I can remember us, and seemingly heading out of the European Union, one of Tony Blair’s strategic objectives having been to cement the UK as a central player inside the EU. It is also we as in Labour, the Blairite version having deliberately taken the party closer to the political centre, and won those three elections in doing so, while the current leader Jeremy Corbyn is going as far as he possibly can in the opposite direction. It is we as in the world, too: back at the end of Volume 1, as we – Britain – and we – Labour – seemed to be fairly united in welcoming the change heralded by TB’s election, did anyone imagine the world would be where it is today? With Donald Trump in the White House cosying up to Vladimir Putin in the Kremlin while turning nasty against those thought to be America’s traditional allies; the perils of climate change all too evident; our two main parties convulsed, by Brexit and antisemitism on the left, Brexit and Islamophobia on the right; the extreme right seemingly emboldened by Trump and Brexit; the technological revolution we all found so exciting now seeming much more threatening in what feel to many like dark and dangerous times?

         This, however, is a diary recording past events, not an analysis of current ones. It is interesting, nonetheless, to reflect that in a period covering 2007–10, not that long ago in the scheme of things, Theresa May’s name comes up just once in 741 pages, as a panellist on BBC Question Time – they must have given Nigel Farage the night off. Jeremy Corbyn is not mentioned at all, and if at any time during those years I had ever made the suggestion that he would within five years of the sad ending to this book be leader of the party, then there might have been even more entries than there already are for my wise and calming psychiatrist, David Sturgeon, who has listened to my agonising more than most. Trump doesn’t figure either. Now, is there a single day when anyone interested in world affairs does not mention his name? I even dream about the guy, and it’s not nice. How distant seems the mood engendered halfway through this volume by Barack Obama becoming President.

         So the world has changed, and continues to change fast. Of those questions I ask above, though, it is the more personal one that keeps gnawing away: could I have done more? Gordon Brown certainly thought so. I had forgotten just how relentless he was in trying to get me to return full-time to help him. All sorts of roles and positions, up to and including a place in his Cabinet, were suggested as a way of getting me to commit beyond the half-in, half-out position of unofficial advisor. I did go back, almost full-time, for the last few months, but never in quite the way he was asking.

         Whenever I am in the dentist’s chair, and the drill is going, I have a little mantra running around my head – ‘pain has no memory, pain has no memory’. It is perhaps on that same basis that I realised that, until transcribing and later editing this volume, I really had blanked out my own endless agonising and Gordon’s relentless efforts to get me to do for him what he imagined I had done for TB.

         Both my psychiatrist and my partner, Fiona, who has endured my mental tortures more than anyone, felt to some extent Gordon was playing to my ‘demon’, a desire to be needed, to be noticed, to be central, to be seen as having powers and talents that others don’t, to be told, as both TB and GB said at times, ‘I cannot do this without you.’ There might be something in that. But also, if you are British, and Labour, it is not easy saying no to a Labour Prime Minister. Nor was it any easier, in those last days after the election, telling him it was time to go. But what is clearer to me than ever, having now relived the seven volumes, from John Smith’s death in 1994 to Gordon’s defeat in 2010, is that I have always felt a real sense of duty to help any Labour leader to defeat any Tory. But that sense of service is often in conflict with the sense of self, and whereas with TB I perhaps overdid the service and neglected the self, and family, by 2007 I am less willing to have my whole life taken over again. Perhaps I end up, whatever kind words GB said to me in our last conversation in Downing Street, before he walked out with his wife and sons, satisfying nobody. So yes, I think I could have done more. It may have made no difference. I don’t know. What you don’t know, you can agonise about, and I do. I did the same when Ed Miliband became leader – yes, there will be a Volume 8 – and while I may not appreciate the reasons, or appreciate the direction in which he has led the party, it is a matter of some relief that Jeremy Corbyn has never asked for my help.

         There is a line on page 268 when Margaret McDonagh, former party general secretary, and one of many people in these pages I quote at various points as having given up on the idea that Gordon could lead us to victory, told me I had to get over my ‘Catholic guilt’ about Gordon and stop propping him up. As it happens, unlike her and TB, whose conversion is recorded on page 92, I am not a Catholic. But I did, and I do, feel a certain guilt about the agonising and the stopping short of what he wanted. I did my bit. I helped with strategy and speeches; I played David Cameron to GB’s Gordon in hours of preparation for the first ever TV debates; I was pretty much full-time in the campaign itself, and was there at the very end, through the five days of uncertainty that followed the election, listening in when GB told Nick Clegg he could keep the Queen waiting no longer and he intended to resign, rather than carrying on pretending that it might be possible to lead some kind of coalition or minority government. A sad ending indeed. There was a particularly poignant moment, in what was once my office but which Gordon had turned into his, when GB was on the phone to TB, shortly before leaving to see the Queen, and Peter Mandelson and I were there in the room, overhearing what was, compared with many we had witnessed, a comradely and compassionate conversation. The four of us had been through a lot together, good and bad.

         That call underlined that this was not just sad, but in some ways the culmination of a tragedy. The seeds of that tragedy, not least the Shakespearean elements of the relationship between the two most important UK political figures of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, and their inability to work together as we all knew they could and should, are clear across all volumes, this one included. Tony felt GB’s distancing from New Labour on becoming Prime Minister was a mistake, and he viewed a new top rate of tax in the same vein; I certainly argued that Gordon sought too hard to define himself against Tony, rather than against Cameron, and that he and the two leaders since, Miliband and Corbyn, did not do enough to cement and secure our record as a positive, and indeed played into much of the Tory narrative against New Labour. This volume sees the first seeds of the next Labour Shakespearean drama growing, that of the Miliband brothers. And might it be, seeing where the Labour Party is now, that a sea change was already under way that Tony and I were too slow to recognise and, frankly, still find difficult to understand?

         In its own way, preventing David Cameron from securing an overall majority was a triumph of sorts. There are moments in the pages ahead when virtually everyone in the inner and outer circles, GB included, though he perhaps not as forcibly as others, make clear their view that we are fighting a losing battle, one which will end with Cameron in No. 10. That Cameron required the support of Clegg’s Liberal Democrats to get there was surely in no small measure down to Gordon’s resilience and huge residual strengths as a political fighter. He was at his best towards the end of the campaign, strangely after what had been without doubt its worst moment, certainly one of the few that broke through to the public, namely his suggestion that Mrs Gillian Duffy, a voter concerned about immigration, was a bigot. I don’t think I have ever seen a politician as cut up about a mistake as I saw Gordon a few hours later. He was, as I wrote that evening, like a wounded animal.

         That incident, just days ahead of the election, seemed to bring together so many of his vulnerabilities. A mistrust of the media, and a clumsiness dealing with it – he thought, in the sanctuary of his car, that his microphone was off, but learned once more that if they could screw him over, they would; his occasional unease with members of the public, especially when he sensed they were taking the agenda to a place he would rather it didn’t go; his tendency to cast around for blame, whether Mrs Duffy for having her views, or his team for letting her near him; his inability to match the easy charm that both Blair and Cameron were able to muster when in tight corners. And then all of it climaxing in that sad, sad shot of an exhausted-looking Gordon in a radio studio putting his head in his hands as his ‘bigot’ outburst was played back to him by broadcaster Jeremy Vine.

         Partly because of my endless agonising – I apologise in advance for just how often I was torturing myself and others about whether and how to go back – and also because of the negativity and occasional depression through which I am seeing much of the world at this time, this volume risks being unfair to Gordon. If his mood was often dark, mine was often darker. I record many negative thoughts about him, and the impact he is having on the new post-Downing Street life I am trying to build, writing novels, doing more in sport, work projects overseas, repairing damaged relations at home, campaigning to change attitudes on mental health, struggling far too often with my own mental health, including not just the all too familiar depressions but weird new forms of anxiety too, including one which struck live on TV. Nor was my mood helped when, into all this, Gordon threw a full public inquiry into the Iraq War. I also record many negative views of others, TB, Peter M, Philip Gould among them, who sometimes stated their view that GB just could not do the job. Yet we all believed in him enough to want to help, even if we were constantly on the lookout to see whether Alan Johnson or David Miliband might try to take over, and even if Peter was the only one to go back fully (and he did it well).

         But the title of this volume is From Crash to Defeat, and while Gordon would be the first to accept that as leader of the campaign he takes his share of responsibility for the defeat, he played a hugely impressive role in the global handling of the crash. The Tories did a pretty good job, without as much justification as they claimed, in pinning the blame for the crash on the Labour government. Fine, that’s politics, and they were legitimately trying to replace that government. But given the risks facing the global economy, and the eye-watering sums of money required to stabilise the situation at home and around the world, they must surely acknowledge the leadership role Gordon played. When there were big issues at stake, he could rise to the moment. He did so when it really mattered.

         I record on page 611 my mother’s view that Gordon would have been ‘a great Prime Minister in the radio age’. She meant it as a compliment. She loved his rich, Scottish voice. She felt he believed in the right things and was trying to do the right things himself. But he found modernity, and especially the modern media and what modern politics was becoming, hard. So when our politics was being defined by the scandal of MPs’ expenses, Gordon, who I never once saw as being motivated by money or material things, was in a constant rage – at the mistakes of MPs, but also perhaps at his own in how he sought to handle the fallout. Similarly, the problem with the on/off election, or of the role of Damian McBride smearing Tory opponents, was made much worse by the hesitant handling. There was nothing wrong in considering a snap election. There was something very wrong about letting the debate run in public, then pretending you had never given it a moment’s thought.

         My former boss Richard Stott, who edited The Blair Years and who sadly died shortly before the book was published, and my agent Ed Victor, who died last year, were two of the small number of people who, long before Gordon was leader, had read everything from my diaries up to 2003. Given what they knew from their reading, neither could understand how I was willing to help him at all, let alone devote another large chunk of my life to his election campaign. Partly that is a political tribalism which they did not share. But also it is because though I had had experience of the weaknesses, I knew there were many strengths, and that Gordon was a big part of the successes we had had, whatever the failures with which we ended. Thirteen years is the longest period of uninterrupted government the Labour Party has ever had. That too is a success story, sad ending or not. Also, it is a true, rather shocking statistic that Eton, the school which educated David Cameron, and helped develop the confidence that made him think defeat in a referendum on Europe would never happen, has produced more Prime Ministers than the Labour Party. Three times as many. Nineteen Old Etonian Prime Ministers. Six Labour. Ramsay MacDonald, Clement Attlee, Harold Wilson, Jim Callaghan, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown. That’s it.

         I have been lucky to have known four of them, and worked for two of them. And whatever faults they had, whatever mistakes they made, I remain utterly convinced that the governments they led were better for the country than the two Prime Ministers who have followed them, and many of the fifty-one who preceded them.

         So I want to close this introduction by thanking TB and GB for the opportunity to serve them while they gave often superb service to the country. The sadness at its ending does not negate the many advances the country made under their leadership.

         I have mentioned Ed Victor and Richard Stott, whose role in helping me navigate my way through these diaries was enormous. So too Philip Gould and Mark Bennett, also alas no longer with us. I would like to thank Bill Hagerty, who took over as editor when Richard died, shortly before The Blair Years was published. So this is the seventh volume Bill has edited and I am hugely appreciative of his commitment and expertise. At Biteback I would like to thank Iain Dale, Olivia Beattie, James Stephens, Isabelle Ralphs, Ashley Biles and Namkwan Cho.

         Most of all I want to thank Fiona and our children, Rory, Calum and Grace. I often look through these diaries and wonder how Fiona has put up with me for so long. Looking back on our thirty-eight years together, and loving her more than ever, I am just enormously grateful that she has.
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            The Diaries

         

         

         

         

         Thursday 28 June 2007

         So GB was in. I watched the reshuffle unfold from an exercise bike in the gym. When David Miliband was announced as Foreign Secretary, I sent him a text to say how much our lives had now diverged. He texted back ‘Couldn’t have done it without you,’ which was nice if almost certainly not true. James Purnell, Ed Balls and Ed Miliband [all junior ministers] were all in too, so it had the look and the feel of a young team. Tessa [Jowell, Culture, Media and Sport Secretary] called early, wanting advice, having been offered the Olympics job, outside but attending Cabinet. She was a bit thrown by it but it was probably for the best. Things seemed to be going OK. It was remarkable how quickly it became normal to hear them talking of GB as PM. We would definitely get a bounce too, but whether it was sustained would depend on the decisions and the style.

         I had lunch with Rory [AC’s son], really nice chat. He felt maybe I should go and work with TB on the Middle East stuff. I don’t think so. I was feeling a bit low and flat, and not really part of it. I was wondering again whether I should maybe have taken a different course and gone for a seat in Parliament. It was amazing to see DM there, plus the others from the time I ordered them around as spads [special advisors], all now in the Cabinet. I was also getting more and more worried about the book, that it would piss on GB’s parade. I worried it was going to be bad with [Lord] Neil [Kinnock, former Labour leader] too. I was fearing the worst on many fronts, definitely going into one of my catastrophising dips. Everyone else was saying don’t worry too much. TB did a clip from Myrobella [TB’s house in Sedgefield] and he was looking a bit edgy, the eyes all nervy, body language not good. This must be very weird for him, and when he called after doing it, he said it had been. He was saying he was sure it was the right thing, but with a tinny voice that suggested he didn’t really believe it. The reshuffle was OK on the New Labour front, not least David M, but the big message was change change change, and I worried GB would go for defining himself against TB rather than David Cameron.

         Friday 29 June

         The reshuffle seemed to go down OK, and today the focus was GB’s first Cabinet meeting, nothing briefed in advance, and afterwards lines out on policy focus, also a message on the constitution and trust. Again, the trust thing suggested he was going to define vis-à-vis TB. There were two car bombs in London [both disabled pre-detonation], which had the makings of a major baptism for GB and Jacqui Smith [new Home Secretary]. Calum and I set off for Wimbledon, watched Serena Williams, then Roger Federer beating Marat Safin. I bumped into John Jackson [ex-Mirror colleague] who said he felt Richard [Stott, AC’s former editor at the Mirror, and editor of The Blair Years, suffering from cancer] had been sent home to die. I just hoped the book was out before he went. Charlie Sale [Daily Mail journalist] came over for a chat while I was having a cup of tea with Mark Covell [ex-Labour press officer] and I made clear I just do not talk to the Mail. He seemed genuinely shocked. I was revamping the website and getting a few sports interviews lined up for content – spoke to [Irish rugby players] Ronan O’Gara, Denis Hickie, Shane Horgan.

         Saturday 30 June

         Alex [Ferguson, Manchester United manager] called, said Gabriel Heinze [footballer] wanted to go to Liverpool and he was not going to let it happen. He thought TB’s last PMQs had been terrific, felt of all the people in his lifetime, he had always done it the best. He asked if I thought now he had finally got the job that GB would grow into it. Hard to tell. Hope so. I was going through the book to pick out extracts for the promotion on the web. I called Nick Soames [Tory MP] who asked ‘Is this all going in your diary?’ He said he was really looking forward to it and agreed to do a web interview. He said he thought [former private secretary to Winston Churchill] Jock Colville’s diary at No. 10 was the best book on politics ever written and he expected mine would be in that vein. ‘I hope it will be serious, and I hope you won’t drop me in it by printing all the things I have said about my party!’ I told him a couple of the funnies, for example him saying that us banning hunting was on a par with the Tories passing a law to ban ‘Burnley fucking Football Club’ and also when he was asking TB, when Carole Caplin [former style advisor to Cherie Blair] was in the news, ‘What is a style guru, and should I have one?’

         He said ‘AC’ [Tory MP and diarist Alan Clark, deceased] would have loved it. He said Alan felt I was one of the few people who really understood him. ‘You saw that beneath all the philandering and the love of “the game”, there was someone quite serious about politics and its role in our lives.’ He said re the media ‘You are a prophet in your own land … you created this fucking beast, but you have seen the damage it is doing before others have. The trouble is they will now use you forever as an excuse for their excesses.’ He said he would love a world in which he had nothing to do with them – ‘Superficial, in the main stupid, no positive contribution to the world.’ He said he had nothing to do with them, ever. He liked being a constituency MP, plus doing other stuff outside. He felt TB had been terrific but never really fulfilled all his potential. ‘He reminds me of a racehorse who couldn’t always do it fully. But Gordon is not in the same league. He has spent years stopping change and now he says he is an agent of change. It is ridiculous, the public won’t buy it.’

         He wanted us to have lunch in a very public place ‘to set cats among pigeons’. He didn’t rate our outsiders. GB had talked of building a ‘government of all the talents’ (goats) but NS was unimpressed – ‘Putting doctors in government, it’s like the chef coming out to the restaurant. I want them back in the kitchen. I want doctors in the operating theatre. Alan West [Minister for Security and Counter-Terrorism] will be a problem for you, and Digby Jones [ex-CBI director-general, now Trade and Investment Minister] is just all talk and attention seeking. He will rue that one.’ He didn’t rate GB, felt he was too set in his ways and would not be able to handle the extra pressures. He was positively raving about Cameron. ‘Though I may be a deeply unmodern person, I totally support his modernisation of the party, and I think he has the temperament for this.’

         David M asked if I fancied going round to see him in the evening, with a few friends. There was an immediate sign of the league he was now in, the two cops with machine guns outside the house. He was late because he had gone to a COBRA [government crisis centre, Cabinet Office Briefing Room A] on a terrorist car-ramming attack at Glasgow airport [one perpetrator killed; five other people injured]. When he came back he said he would have learned as much watching Sky News. Nice enough mood, and both DM and Louise were clearly happy with his lot. Louise was not quite clear, and a bit nervous, how much their lives were going to change. He was pretty sure Ed Balls would be Chancellor before long, which is why he felt he didn’t get it. He felt too that some of the new appointments were a bit odd, including [Lord] Mark Malloch Brown [former UN deputy secretary, now Secretary of State for Africa, Asia and the UN], who PG had taken to calling the minister for anti-Americanism. DM felt we were doing the right things and also was trying to work out if he could simply say he didn’t intend to talk about the decision on Iraq but focus on the future, and resolve the issue rather than keep going over the past. I doubted he would be able to. They were both quizzing me lots on the book and I was conscious of how much I was rehearsing answers for interviews, even when talking to friends.

      

   


   
      
         

         Sunday 1 July

         PG [Philip Gould, political consultant, polling advisor] called after speaking to TB who had said he wanted to see us to discuss the possibility of working together on some kind of project on governance, giving advice and support to reform-minded governments. PG was in a bit of a rage about the way GB was projecting himself. He felt that a big part of the GB strategy was constant differentiation, a kind of anti-TB platform, portraying, sometimes subtly, sometimes less so, TB’s characteristics as negatives, and promising to be different. He felt it would make it hard for us to work with him going forward. He felt, as I did, that GB’s best approach was continuity and change, and the continuity meant defending both TB and the record. But the desire among GB’s people was just to focus on the change, so that meant saying no spin, as a way of saying TB was all spin, no sleaze ditto, and also that played into the Tory and media narrative on TB, rather than one which helped us. They were trying to say we were all spin and they were all substance. Ridiculous.

         PG was worried it was all going to go belly up after the honeymoon and he really didn’t like all the antidote to Blair stuff. I spoke to [Lord] Charlie [Falconer, former Lord Chancellor] who said he felt really flat. He said GB had been very nice to him and had also made clear he might come back but now he felt very out of it. He didn’t know what he intended to do now. Maybe business, but actually politics was what he was now really into. We agreed to meet for lunch on Tuesday. Both of us felt that GB was doing OK but he said on his handling of the bomb that TB would have done it much better. Later TB called on his mobile which gave us both a laugh, given he never had one before. He said he was adapting fine. He felt the Commons farewell was good, GB had done OK on the handover, and he now just had to move on as best he could. He was determined not to second guess GB, or get into running criticism, and he said he thought it was possible now he was off the scene, GB’s strengths rather than his flaws would come to the fore. The test would come when things got a bit rough.

         I asked how he felt about the PG point, that GB was differentiating against him rather than against the Tories. He felt it was a mistake, but didn’t intend to say so. He was glad to be getting straight into the Middle East job [special envoy for UN, USA, EU and Russia], and moving into the new house. He asked where we were on the book and the TV series. I said ‘Trying to keep it calm.’ He said he would do likewise but GB people might be different. We would have to wait and see. I suspected GB would – certainly should – have bigger fish to fry. I was dreading it more every day. He said will we be OK with other world leaders? I said I hope so. He was keen for us to meet soon but sounded pretty chipper. Switch [No. 10 switchboard] were a bit miserable when I spoke to them, said it was ‘all terrible’. I called Margaret Beckett [former Foreign Secretary] who said she was ‘fine’. She had fought to keep the job. He offered her a climate change panel job but she said no – and intended to take her time before deciding what to do next. She said she felt hurt because she had had a really tough year and it really did rankle a bit.

         Monday 2 July

         Lesley White round to do an interview for the Sunday Times, pushing on the usual stuff. In the afternoon Caroline Gascoigne [Random House] came round to go through extracts we intended to use for promotion. She had the book [The Blair Years]. After all the fussing and fretting, there it was, finally. It looked OK, but it felt weird seeing it there. After she left, I drove over to Kingston to take the first copy to Richard [Stott]. He was upstairs in bed, and he looked painfully thin, really ill, weak, his voice struggling. His handshake was firm though and he had a huge smile on his face as he took the book and stroked it. Penny [Stott, wife] had said that he had definitely been hanging on for this moment. ‘Quite a journey,’ he said, and he meant both the story in the book, but also the story of the book. ‘Looks great,’ he said. ‘Nice feel to it.’ Penny was amazing, really loving and caring, but it was pretty obvious he was not long for this world. I wondered on leaving whether it would be the last time I saw him. Hoped not.

         JP [John Prescott, TB’s Deputy Prime Minister] called as I was on the way home. He said he felt good being out. He was ‘Out and proud.’ He said Harriet [Harman] or Tessa Jowell would be getting his office. On the book, I talked him through my thinking and he said if things got tricky for me, he was happy to go out and defend me, and defend the right to tell it like it was. GB was really pushing on the anti-spin thing.

         Tuesday 3 July

         Charlie came round for a bit of TLC and therapy. He had his dog with him, and he, his dog [Alfie], Molly [AC’s family dog] and I went out for a walk. Heaven knows what we looked like, the two of us with our near identical Cavalier King Charles spaniels. When we got back, he flicked through the book and kept saying ‘My God.’ Then ‘How on earth did you find the time to write all this?’ Then dipping into this page, that page, reading it out loud, and saying ‘Oh my God’ again. ‘This is history,’ he said. ‘It will be part of history.’ He felt TB had done well, and he was proud to have been a part of it. He was pretty down about not having stayed as a minister. GB had offered him a [parliamentary] commission on carers, but then he learned he had said the same to Hilary Armstrong, Charles Clarke and John Reid [former ministers]! He had said ‘I don’t want to sack you, but I need the space.’ Charlie asked ‘What about defence?’ but then said himself that it was not ideal to do that from the Lords, with two wars on. He was such a nice bloke and this was the first time I had seen him a bit fretful. As ever we went over key relationships etc. He felt TB had got out of it in good shape psychologically but he was worried about CB [Cherie Blair]. He felt she had taken a lot. TB had always managed to stay a bit aloof from the day to day and though he loved the kids she took a lot of the pressure.

         He was also very clear that he needed a job of some sort but I talked him through the various stages of my changing attitudes and said ‘Don’t rush.’ For example, see going for a walk as something worth doing. Don’t define everything via work. He felt the problem with the book was the efforts people would make to play it into the narrative that TB was all spin, GB now substance. But in truth the book didn’t really do that. GB, I hoped, would not want a big thing because he knows there is so much more. We went up to Kenwood [English Heritage house and grounds] and he was very reflective, as was I. He said he felt it was the most amazing period of his life and TB had transformed politics and the country and he had been a part of that. Also felt that he was right to ask to stay but understood why he had to go. Politics was now his main thing, and he can’t go back to the Bar because of the rules on former Lord Chancellors. He will get snapped up for all sorts of things though, I am sure. He texted me later to say ‘Thanks for teaching me that going for a walk is a good thing.’

         TB called later. He was learning to text. His first one to me just said ‘This.’ Then the next one said ‘Is amazing’, and the third ‘You can send words and everything’. He wanted to see me and PG later in the week to discuss an idea he had. On the book, like Charlie he felt the thing to watch was people using it as us spin v GB substance. I guess they would. Need to be careful. He said GB had called him this morning and had said to TB ‘How much you’re missed.’ TB said ‘It’s me you’re talking to, Gordon.’ He said he was actually so pleased to be out. He felt that GB would do fine short-term but then it could so easily go wrong. All this stuff today on the constitution and changes to the working of government just didn’t add up.* It gets you back a few of the liberals but they flake off at the next thing. But he said we must support and not be churlish. We have delivered a strong New Labour position and if he decided to build on it in his own way, he will do fine. If he decides to dismantle it, he won’t.

         He said when we meet on Friday we should go on for several hours. ‘Yes,’ I said ‘because we have nothing else to do… Also, you should get a spaniel and we can have a New Labour in exile dog-walking club. Then we should sit on sofas to show sofa government in exile.’ Good laugh. He said ‘When I heard all that shit [about GB ending so-called sofa government] today I was so glad I was out of it.’ He was really sounding chirpy, feeling good about doing new things in the future and so on, and was positively childlike in his enthusiasm for the joy of texting. He was just glad to be out and was settling into his new life fine. He said he had texted Liz Lloyd, Kate Garvey [both in TB’s No. 10 team], and David Miliband who he felt was going to be in his element. Out to [AC’s daughter] Grace’s school play. She was terrific, really strong presence. 

         Wednesday 4 July

         Long session with DS [David Sturgeon, psychiatrist] going over my angst about the book but he was really good, saying I had been through the worst, much worse than this, I would get through it and what mattered was what I thought and felt. Everyone else was looking at it from their own perspective, but I had thought through mine and it would be fine. I had sent a copy of the book to Lindsay [Nicholson, editorial director, Good Housekeeping magazine and widow of AC’s best friend, John Merritt] and went to see her for a cup of tea. She felt it was amazing, very human, would do really well, but also that it showed TB as a very poor manager. ‘You really shouldn’t ever see your boss in underwear, in my humble opinion!’ She also had the feeling that TB didn’t really always understand what his key people did, or were meant to do. The interest in the book was really picking up now. Off to golf, dealing with Catherine Mayer on the way, as she was finalising a piece for Time magazine and needed a few bits and bobs. Charlotte Bush [Random House] said they had had more bids than for Bill Clinton’s.

         To Les Ambassadeurs [casino/restaurant] to meet Alex F. Mark Lucas [filmmaker] was in to film a piece of the two of us chatting which we were using for my new website. We had to redo it when Alex told the story of the Champions League final win in Barcelona, and said Cathy [wife] had told him ‘Alastair wants to give you a knighthood.’ But he was great on Tony and what I did for him and good on the stuff about him advising me on diet, exercise, mental strength. Up to the book launch, [artist] Harold Riley’s book of paintings from the night in Barcelona. Lovely guy. Alex made a good speech. Mick Hucknall [singer, friend] on good from. Then as we went through for dinner, who should be sitting there in the corner, watching a documentary about Cherie on TV, but Carole Caplin. She was with Bill Kenwright [theatre producer] and we both did a little ‘Ooh’ as we saw each other. I said this is clearly one of those moments that is meant to be. I had been thinking about her when doing the book, and wondering whether in fact I had been too harsh on her. I didn’t do God, but maybe I was being put in her path so I could tell her that, and tell her that maybe I had.

         She said she never really felt I understood where she was coming from but she understood me. She felt TB had come out of his years as PM fine psychologically, but like Charlie she worried for CB. She felt in some ways politics was harder for the people close to the politicians than for the politicians themselves. Also, that politics was so intense people lost what they were about and why they were doing it. She knew Peter Foster [conman, former boyfriend] was a disaster and it was her fault that she had brought him into the TB/CB circle. But she had never intended any harm to anyone. I found myself warming to her and remembering the first time I met her, at the old [Blair] house in Islington, just before our first party conference. I told her I had found her very attractive but that she worried me from the off. There was a big irony here, I said, namely the worry I had had that she would do a tell-all book, and here I was, about to do the exact same thing. I also said she should know TB always defended her whenever I tried to get her out of the system. He liked her and felt I had always been over the top. He was sure she would never harm them. There must have been some hand of fate at work to put us together at this time. The chances of me ever being in a casino were so slim, yet there I was and there she was. It strengthened me in the view, as discussed with David S earlier, that I had to put reconciliation at the heart of my overall strategy, for the book and for myself.

         Thursday 5 July

         I called Carole to tell her I had seen her in a different light. She said the same. She said she was sure that had we met in different circumstances we would have liked each other, but there was something about politics, and the situation of the times, that tortured all those relationships. She said she really liked Fiona [Millar, AC’s partner], really rated her and felt she had been in the wrong job [advisor to CB], should have done something much more substantial because she had such good judgement. And she would really like to keep in touch etc. To Wimbledon with PG and Carolyn Dailey [businesswoman]. Alan Milburn [former Cabinet minister] there and I picked his brains on the diaries, having told him how I was planning to handle them. He was full of good advice. He was sure GB wouldn’t go for me, and would know I had watered them down for him. He saw GB last week and said he found it scary. He felt he was not stable. He said he had told Alan [Johnson], Charles [Clarke] and Charlie [Falconer, all former Cabinet ministers], all three of them, that they would be back in the Cabinet within a year. ‘He was just lying.’ At PMQs yesterday people had been desperate to support him and cheer but they didn’t. He just wasn’t there with the force he needed to carry them all. Jamie Rubin [former US Assistant Secretary of State under President Clinton] was reading the book, and said he loved it, found it really as authentic an account as he had ever read.

         Friday 6 July

         Tired and stressed. Meeting with Charlotte Bush and Susan Sandon at Random House. Susan said some pretty amazing attempts were being made to get the book. Fake internet accounts, people posing as [chair of Random House, wife of Philip Gould] Gail’s PA etc. The book was now 4th on Amazon interest levels, with only Harry Potter above me. The website we had created was doing brilliantly, with Alex up today. Mark Lucas had done a terrific job. Martin Sheehan [No. 10 press office] was on saying the neuralgia levels were rising at No. 10 about it. Also, Carol Linforth [Labour Party official] called to say there were the first signs of agitation that the book would coincide with the party fundraiser Dick Caborn [former Sports Minister] and I were fronting at Wembley on Thursday. Dick said they could fuck off, the thing would not be happening without us, and we would do it together. We were up to 500 or 600 people now. Martin said they were getting a bit paranoid and I suggested they just get the book and calm down. I had a couple of long chats with Sue Gray [Cabinet Office official who had overseen the government vetting of the book] and eventually it was agreed we would get one book to Gus [O’Donnell, Cabinet Secretary], two more to her, which Martin and Mike Ellam [GB press officer] could read in her room. She was packaging stuff to send to ministers, making sure they knew about the bits relevant to them. She had been terrific. I then spent an hour or so just signing books. I texted Peter [Mandelson, EU Commissioner for Trade and Industry, former Labour Cabinet minister] to ask if he wanted one. ‘Yes, then I won’t have to pay for it. I disapprove of the whole thing.’ I did one for JP, Alex, Tom Bostock [GP].

         I took a cab to 8 Mount Row, [public relations executive] Matthew Freud’s bolthole, down a little alley. TB bounded in, in jeans and T-shirt and trainers. I gave him the book, having dedicated it as follows – ‘You know more than anyone the ups and downs I have had since you asked me to work for you. But going through my diaries and writing this book has shown me more clearly than ever how privileged I was to work alongside one of the most remarkable political leaders of this or any other time. I am sure that history will judge you well. Whatever the hoo-ha and ballyhoo the book generates I see it as a tribute to you, your leadership, your optimism and resilience and to the steady transformation of our politics and our country. I am proud of the part I played in helping you but the credit is yours and millions of people are in your debt for what you have done. New Labour New Britain. In friendship.’

         He read it slowly, said thanks and then we discussed handling. He had re-read some of the US bits and said he felt Iraq and Bush were the tricky bits, if it suddenly went big over there. He said I should say I specifically asked him about other leaders and what was appropriate so yes, some stuff had been removed. He felt I should be clear about it. He felt the two main risks were of some great diplomatic row, or people thinking that I was doing it for wrong reasons. That was why in the end I had been right not to do serialisation. What you want to avoid is ‘storyfication’, he said. ‘You want people to take it in the round. There will only be a GB problem if he goes against it and creates mayhem around it. They would be crazy to do it, but they don’t think like us.’ He was very down on him, felt he was already beginning to exude his real character. He had weak and wrong people around him who gave bad advice. He had told him the constitutional stuff was not in the end what would reconnect where he needed to reconnect. He said we all had to hope he could get it together but he didn’t hold his breath. His luck was that DC was not cutting it but he still might.

         Charlie had mentioned our meeting and he thought it hilarious me telling Charlie dog walking was now important. On his own role, he was focused on three areas. The first was the MEPP [Middle East Peace Process] envoy role, which was tricky, but he would give it a go. He said JoP [Jonathan Powell, TB’s chief of staff] had gone to see Peter Ricketts at the FCO [Foreign and Commonwealth Office] about getting government funding to pay for his staff doing his MEPP role, and Peter saying they could fund only one, then adding that he had cleared it with Ed Balls, of all people. TB had to get David M to sort. The second area was his interfaith agenda, and he was interesting on his chat with the Pope who knew they had to connect faith to reason to ward off attacks, saying it is all superstition and tradition. He said he was convinced this was the idea for our times, allying faith to reason. He felt it as clearly as he had felt New Labour, he said. He had bumped into Philip Green [businessman] who had been hilarious about it, how TB was getting out of danger and difficulty in one area and going straight back into both in another.

         Then his third area was the idea of a strategic consultancy. He said the McKinseys and Price Waterhouses [both business consultancies] of this world were all very clever but they had never been on our side of the table. There was big money to be made from speeches, but even more – and with more impact – from advising from the perspective of having been there in government and done it. It was pretty well recognised around the world that we had achieved a lot of reform, and there were plenty of lessons for others in there. He said some people were offering silly money for all kinds of things. I said he should be careful, and it needed to be clear that he was making big money not just to fund a lifestyle or be part of the super-rich, but to fund the public service side of things he was doing for free, like MEPP, interfaith etc. He wanted me, PG and others from the core team to get involved with it. He was using Clinton’s lawyer to do his book deal. He was on good form and great on the big picture of how he could use what he is and the global brand he had become to take forward all three things.

         Re me he was full of good advice, saying just keep saying whatever the media frenzy the book provokes, you get an authentic account of what it is like, and we achieved a great deal. ‘Don’t be defensive about what we did’ – as if. He felt the problem with GB’s stuff recently was that he was effectively saying ‘Game, set and match to the media’ because he appeared to be buying their analysis of New Labour, not ours. I asked about Cherie, and asked if he could ensure she did not have a go at me at Jonathan and Sarah’s wedding [Powell and journalist Helm], as the last couple of times we had seen her it had been a bit embarrassing. He said when I last saw her she was under huge stress. He said that while he just about accepted his time had been up, she felt what had happened was abominable, the way GB had forced him out, and she was angry. Also, she knew I had put together the plan that led to the denouement. But she was not a bad person, far from it. He said, yet again, I had always got Carole C wrong, and he was glad I had met her and made it up with her. ‘She is a good person.’

         He felt re GB that the dourness would hurt him. ‘It is like looking at history.’ Bostock had said something similar to me earlier, that seeing and listening to GB ‘It felt a little bit like I was back in the ’50s.’ TB said people say it is about a lack of charisma but it is something else, they sense character weakness. He said what was clearer and clearer in the past few weeks and months was actually GB lacked settled convictions. I told him JP’s line that the entire operation had run on guilt – TB’s guilt re stiffing GB, now GB’s guilt at forcing him out. TB felt it was a big mistake to reappoint the people involved in the coup. Also I had not realised how involved he seemed to think Geoff Hoon [former Minister for Europe] had been in doing him in. TB said he was so glad to be out of it, but I was not so sure he really meant it. I shared a car home with PG who was being an amazing support at the moment. He was giving me good advice today, especially on the need to make my interviews reconciliatory, including with the media.

         Martin Sheehan came round. He said it was all a bit weird in there. Damian McBride [special advisor to GB] was very strange. The GB people were all pretty rude. He was slightly worried they would fuck me now they had got the book but I felt they had to have it. He and Mike Ellam [director of communications] had read it together, but it was like being with a sphinx. He gave nothing away ‘but I didn’t have to scrape him off the walls’. MS thought it was an amazing read. We went round to Charlie and [wife] Marianna’s for dinner. What a star, really helpful going over tough questions on the book. TB and CB had been round last night. He said Cherie had been as over the top as ever they had heard her re Gordon. TB a bit less so. Really nice evening. His style was just what I needed in advance of all the media I was going to be doing. He was absolutely brilliant at firing questions and forcing you to take them on with a proper argument. He felt I was too defensive about the changes we made and I must not let them say I regretted it all.

         Saturday 7 July

         Beautiful sunny day, and the build-up to the book was growing. I needed to fill time in a nice way, so took PG and the boys to the Tour de France, which was in London. Dick Caborn had sorted them tickets via Transport for London. He also said if GB’s people tried to block me doing the auction at the Wembley event, he would just get me up there. Sheehan and Mike Ellam were in 70 Whitehall reading the rest of the book, MS texting me every now and then re bits he particularly liked, or to say ‘No major explosions so far.’ Then GB did a bit of a silly clip with Kay Burley [Sky News], saying that he wouldn’t read it and he was not sure why I had done the book. The Sunday Mirror were doing a story on how Fiona and I came close to splitting; The Observer were going on [producer of TV adaptation of AC’s diaries] Stuart Prebble’s quotes about the impact David Kelly’s death had on me, and there was something fairly substantial in all of the Sundays. Good mood out and about at the cycling, though the prologue is not nearly exciting as the big stages we’d been to in France.

         I was amazed how much Ken Livingstone [Mayor of London] seemed to be getting away with, loads of posters and other propaganda around the place, lots of hospitality. There were a fair few councillors there and the feeling seemed to be that Boris Johnson [shadow Education Minister] was going to run against him. Lesley White’s piece in the Sunday Times came out fine, plus a front-page story that TB nearly quit pre-Iraq. The Today programme interview was going to be quite a big thing, and Charlie came round to go over it all with me, firing tough questions. He loves this stuff. He felt [John] Humphrys [presenter] would want to go on what did I do wrong that made GB feel the need to make the changes he was making, for example reversing the Order in Council.† Also, they would want to re-run all the arguments about [Lord Brian] Hutton [chair of inquiry into the death of scientist and former UN weapons inspector David Kelly]. I re-read Hutton’s conclusions. It was unbelievable that those people still claimed to defend [former Today programme reporter Andrew] Gilligan’s story as accurate. Even if it turned out there were no WMD, the story was wrong, he said. That had to be something I got over.

         Sunday 8 July

         Out early with Rory and out to do [Andrew] Marr [BBC TV]. The papers came out fine and the interview felt OK. I never felt Marr was really listening to answers though, so it felt a bit disjointed. He didn’t ask me about the story that had been running as a news story and so they asked me to stay on and do a clip with Andrew Neil [broadcaster] and Sheila Hancock [actress, fellow Marr guest] on the sofa at the end. Sheila told me afterwards she felt I should do something in my own right, not just for others. She said she felt a greater integrity coming from me than most people in politics, but I was always seen as someone else’s person. Text from Godric [Smith, former AC deputy] ‘Interview the stuff of legend.’ The extracts went up on the website and immediately got picked up all over the place. I met up with Philip and Gail, and Charlie, and we set off for the wedding. Charlie and Philip just never stopped talking politics, but it was a good way to prepare for the interviews to come, with Charlie continuing to fire in tough questions as though he was Humphrys or [Jeremy] Paxman [abrasive interviewer for BBC TV’s Newsnight]. I wasn’t too worried about the content, but the tone. The main point from both was that I had to show I had moved on in some way and had also accepted I had made mistakes. PG felt the David Sturgeon connection was an important part of it, but I don’t think I should get that out there. The toughest part with Humphrys would be not losing my rag.

         CF also felt there should be something out there about warning GB about the kind of thing that remains unpublished. It was a lovely, sunny day and the wedding was a nice do, though I was pissed off that Fiona wouldn’t go. As Jamie Rubin said, it seemed a bit small minded. But she was finding it hard at the moment, and just wanted separation from the whole TB thing for now. It wasn’t exactly on message for the theme of reconciliation I was trying to get going around the book. The wedding was at [advertising executive brother of Jonathan] Chris Powell’s house in the country, the place that became known as the hunting lodge when JP was excluded from a strategy meeting there in the opposition days. Everyone seemed to think the Marr interview went OK. [Lord] Bruce [Grocott, House of Lords Labour chief whip] was at me again to get a seat. Pat [McFadden, Employment Minister] said things were a bit weird in Parliament and GB’s lot not really operating. He felt there was a great irony developing, that they having spent so long, so volubly, claiming that we did not have a clear political strategy, they didn’t appear to have one themselves. Peter M seemed very edgy. 

         Godric S and Julia [wife] were both saying the important thing was for me just to stay calm however much interviewers tried to provoke me. TB said much the same thing. He was also asking me to check out JoP’s kids’ names and give him some lines for his speech. ‘This is where the book can come in handy,’ I said, and had a flick through for some JoP stories. The ‘Five Bellies’ nickname during the Good Friday Agreement talks when he was putting on weight. The time he totally lost his temper when the Unionists were being rude to TB. Not knowing who Noel Gallagher [rock star] was. The fact that he was so not a comms guy but came up with ‘Education, education, education.’ I was avoiding Cherie – Sally [Morgan, former director of government relations] and she had a bit of a to-do – but otherwise it was really nice to see people. Ruth Turner [TB advisor being investigated in so-called cash for honours inquiry] was looking great and maybe feeling it was coming to its end. JoP had a little dig at John Yates [Metropolitan Police assistant commissioner, head of inquiry] in his speech. Jamie Rubin said he was loving the book.

         [Sir] John Scarlett [chief of Secret Intelligence Service] and his wife were there, John saying he disapproved of the book but felt it was a terrific read. Jeremy Heywood [head of domestic policy, Cabinet Office; former principal private secretary to TB] was asking if I would go back in, maybe as Sports Minister. There was a lot of talk among the civil servants about how odd some of GB’s people were. Gus [O’Donnell] said he was going to pick his moment to say Damian [McBride] was a problem. He was also saying GB was trying too hard to be different, both to TB and to what he had been at the Treasury. Ed Balls and Douglas [Alexander, International Development Minister] were still in his ear the whole time. He said he would try to calm them all over the book. He was raving – positively – about SG [Sue Gray]. Sarah [Helm, bride] made a very funny little speech about there being ‘three people in this relationship’.‡ JoP having to take calls in secret. Working late. Weekends abroad. She was funny too on trying to get JoP to join on anti-war marches, and get him to help with Stop the War banners. JoP good, had a couple of digs though at GB and the cops. There was a very anti-GB feel around the place. TB took the piss out of JoP quite well but then did a big thing on how we could not have done Northern Ireland without him. 

         There were quite a few journos there because of Sarah but in the main I avoided. It took us ages to get home because of a three-hour traffic jam which meant more and more intense grilling from CF but we got there in the end. Peter M called to ask how Richard [Stott] was and we ended up having a long and rather sad conversation. He said he hadn’t felt great at the wedding not because people weren’t nice but when he came home now he felt he was not part of it. He felt there was a big difference between us – I didn’t really want the establishment, but they wanted me; he didn’t mind it so much, and yet sometimes felt rejected. He blamed TB, said he gave him no recognition or acknowledgement. He had never got over the second resignation [in 2001, as Secretary of State for Northern Ireland]. Politics here was his life and it was over. This was so second best. There were so many sad people not getting over things – Fiona re TB–CB, BBC re Hutton, GB’s people now running against TB strategically. All so sad really. Carole was right about the way relationships got fractured and tortured. I said we had to sit down and work out a strategy for him that got him back connected. I called PG, said Peter seemed really low, explained why, and he said he needed to re-engage with people from his earlier political life, like our kids.

         Monday 9 July

         The broadcasts were going big on the diaries and Today were giving my interview with Humphrys the big build-up. The papers were full of it. The Independent on doubts about war. The Sun on TB and God, the Mail and The Guardian faking a sort of serial. Overall good though, definitely good for the book. Rory came with me to the BBC. He was a very calming presence. We just had a laugh and talked about sport. Humphrys came into the green room. I sensed he had reached the same conclusion – that there was little point turning it into a scrap, that it had to be a serious interview. Rory helped disarm him and then I gave him a book inscribed ‘Let bygones be bygones’. It was definitely being seen as something of a moment in the Beeb. I had never seen so many suits through the other side of the studio wall, and they all looked like they were at a funeral. It was a good serious interview though, not without tension, but I hit the tone I wanted and made the points I wanted. At various points I could see Jim Naughtie [co-presenter] nodding at my analysis out of the corner of my eye.

         I then noticed on the clock that 8.30 had come and gone, and we went on for some time after. The suits were telling him just to let it run, so we went through news and sport, which he said they hardly ever did. He was still pushing all the Hutton stuff, but unconvincingly, and there was nothing on the substance that worried me. Rory did a little thumbs-up as I came out, and the general reaction coming in was good. [Lord] Seb Coe [former athlete and Tory MP, chairman London Olympics] said I had made him late for work because he sat in his car waiting for it to finish. News 24 which was fine and flirty with Kate Silverton [BBC TV presenter], who was pressing re Diana. I did some clips, then off to sign books at Random House and review strategy. I did ITV live at lunchtime then a few prerecords, including Gary Gibbon [Channel 4 News] who had read the whole thing and had some tricky questions, notably GB said three days after I briefed him on [Bernie] Ecclestone [chief executive of Formula 1, £1 million donor to Labour in 1997] that he didn’t know about the donation. Could be a problem. Off to Sky with an Iraqi driver who was a terrible driver but who said TB had to do the war because he had the brains and the US had the power!

         Book was now top of Amazon and Random House said the second print run had started because they were running out already. I did a good fifteen minutes with Julie Etchingham at Sky, and found myself laying into the media culture harder. Sheehan called me re [BBC political editor] Nick Robinson’s blog saying he wasn’t that interested in the book, followed by a PS saying having seen it he hoped people didn’t think he was in a sulk! To Random House, more books to sign, a few phone calls to check where we were, emails with David Manning [UK Ambassador to the US] re a DC trip. TB called, said his feedback had been good and he was totally fine about it. He was glad that there had not been that much take-up of big and bad stuff on Bush. He said he felt great and was so happy not to be there. GB was now saying he would use scheduled flights for summits rather than charters. So not important. He really felt a light had gone out there. But he said we had to be supportive while moving on. He felt post the book I should try to move on too. Good laugh and as ever his advice on the strategy for the book and the interviews had been good.

         I met up with Fiona and we set off for the Palace for [private secretary to the Queen] Robin Janvrin’s farewell. I met JoP on the way in and as we arrived the speeches were on. The Queen was there, had her granite look on for most of the time, her lips pouted forward rather sternly. It was a classic establishment crowd, all white, lots of permed hair, upmarket blue rinses, pinkie rings galore on the men. Jonathan turned to me and said ‘You do realise we have failed in our mission.’ I chatted with Robin and told him Peter Riddell [The Times] had said my account of the week of Diana’s death really debunked the Queen film. Robin said he had been sent that bit and he felt it was good and would recalibrate things. Nice man. John Sawers [diplomat] there. He was off to the UN [as UK’s permanent representative to the UN]. Lots of people were saying well done re Humphrys. Lots of ‘man of the moment’ comments and Calum had said when he was at the gym there had barely been a moment when I was not on one of the screens, and at some points I was on three of them. Met a Burnley fan who works for the Duke of Kent! Tessa and [Lord] Andrew Adonis [Secretary of State for Education] were the only ministers I saw. The Bottomleys [Baroness Virginia and Tory MP husband Peter] and Fiona had an interesting chat with [David] Willetts [shadow minister] and his fascinating-looking wife [Sarah]. I was chatting to Ailsa Macintyre [Queen’s press secretary] who was very flirtatious and admitted she had had me as a screensaver in government.

         GB came with Sarah [wife] and as he was talking to JoP – a rare event – I went over and said ‘Are you OK with me and this book?’ Yes, fine, he said, though he didn’t look it. Mind you, he would have hated the event, for sure. Earlier Neil K had sent me a text saying GB totally disapproved but… ‘Don’t give a bugger, your interviews are good.’ GB then mingled and when he left we had a longer chat at the top of the stairs. He said he was trying to get better focus. I said I felt he was doing fine but it was all feeling a bit distant from people. He was tired looking but perfectly friendly. He said once the hoo-ha subsided we should meet to discuss things. I said I was happy to help, short of doing a full-time job. I told him about the plans for the Wembley Stadium fundraiser and he asked me to help draft some words. I felt that generally he was a bit down. He really needed to get some lift. Fiona felt Sarah was a bit colder than usual.

         Tuesday 10 July

         The papers went huge on the book, and there was a hilarious conjunction of some of them running thousands of words while saying there was nothing worth reading. Good interview with Julian Worricker on radio, more human than the others and I was getting onto the defence of politics better. I did a pretty strong HARDtalk [BBC News] interview with Stephen Sackur which was a lot of the usual stuff but I felt there was a strong argument about the nature of the media and the nature of politics. I was starting to get what BC [Bill Clinton] called cellular tiredness. Fiona was working on a piece for Grazia magazine about living with me but she was not happy with it because they were pushing too hard on stuff.

         Gail called and said the books were flying off the shelves. She said it looked like exceeding wildest expectations. They were reprinting immediately. Mike White [Guardian] came into Random House and I did a good hour-long Q&A which was fine. I put up a blog about Nick Robinson which was a pretty heavy whack at him but so what. I did Richard & Judy [Madeley and Finnigan, husband and wife TV presenters] in the afternoon, which was terrific. I liked them, and for all that it was a bit soft soap, they were good interviewers. They said it was not fashionable to say you liked TB but they did and always would. On the book they were brilliant on it, really singing praises the whole time. Dick Caborn came round for dinner to go over what we had for the Thursday auction. It had all been coming together fine and looking good. Carol Linforth [Labour head of campaigns] said it was the first fundraiser they had actually enjoyed putting together.

         Wednesday 11 July

         Tired. About a week now without proper sleep. I was running on empty a bit whilst still planning the fundraiser and doing more book stuff. I pottered a.m. before Catherine McLeod [political editor] came round to do an interview for The Herald. Loved the book, she said. Sales still surging, and there had been a lot of coverage abroad. I touched on the Clinton–Gore issue with her and said that defending the Blair legacy is part of securing the Brown future.§ I was worried he was doing too much to set himself against Tony. We spoke for an hour or so then watched PMQs. GB was a lot better and I was relieved the book was not mentioned. I had a long chat with JP who was keen to come with me to Ireland for the launch there, not least to talk about him doing a book. Into town for Frank Millar [Irish Times] which was fine – I liked talking re Ireland, then to Newsnight. Kirsty Wark [presenter] had clearly read it closely, said she loved it, was quoting bits verbatim and she said she also sensed a mutual respect with GB. It was one of the best interviews yet because she got into the mix of political and personal. The feedback was really strong now. Press still kicking away in parts but not that effectively. I had been into Victoria St [Labour HQ] for final planning of the Wembley do. Signing books in there. The combination of the welcome there and not being mentioned in PMQs made me feel a lot happier. There was a drinks do at Random House, then out to the Dorchester for a dinner thrown by Susan Sandon. Fiona, Calum, Grace and I, and about ten of the team. I said something nice about everyone there, ending with the kids and it felt like a nice evening, though it was really sad that Richard wasn’t there. Ditto Ed Victor [AC’s literary agent] and Sue Gray who were both ill. 

         Thursday 12 July

         Up early, cellular tired, and off to SW1 to do Andrew Denton, so-called Aussie Michael Parkinson [talk show host]. Down the line with a bit of echo but I felt on form and could sense he thought it good telly. I was really pro-Paul Keating, warm enough re John Howard [former Australian Prime Ministers], honest re Rupert Murdoch [media mogul]. These interviews were a lot easier with the book out there now. Neither yesterday nor today did I really feel anyone landing a glove. Then to Western House for a round of BBC regional station interviews, including Wales, Scotland – all about media – and GMR [Greater Manchester Radio] where I was asked if I had sex with Princess Diana, and when I said I hadn’t, whether I had wanted to, or then whether I had thought about it. I said I was happily unmarried. The interviewer said she was happily married but if Daniel Craig came in and offered himself… Then Simon Mayo where again I felt on form and it felt like a good old-fashioned interview, in which he asked a question, listened to the answer, then asked another question based on it. I knew he was a God man and we did a bit of religion in politics.

         Home to change and then off to Wembley. Had been plugging lots re event. Got there with Rory. Great venue and party had done it up well. Rehearse with Clive Tyldesley [sports commentator] and with June Sarpong [TV presenter]. Dick and I were finalising the auction order. We ended up raising sixty grand for a copy of the book, which we said would be the only one ever to have the collection of signatures – GB, TB, JP, AC, AF. Joe Hemani [businessman] went for it, much to his wife’s annoyance, and later told me he would have gone to 100k! We had some great items and by the end of it, with Andy Hodgson [TV auctioneer] and I splitting the auction, we had raised over two hundred grand. Good evening all round. First I was in the party room doing books, then to the reception. Gareth Jenkins, Martyn Williams and Shane Williams from Welsh rugby. Introduced them to GB and TB. Ditto Steve Cotterill [Burnley FC manager] who didn’t look out of place. Alex F and Big Sam [Allardyce, Newcastle United manager], Martin O’Neill [Aston Villa manager], Dickie Bird [cricket umpire], Steve Cram and Brendan Foster [former athletes, now commentators], Niall Quinn [former footballer], Jade Johnson [athlete]. I stripped down to a Burnley shirt and got Steve Cotterill up for a natter.

         GB was funny on the book – he asked me how much he would have to pay to buy out Volume 2. I said I was really pleased where and how it had landed. I was also saying I was glad to help him more, short of a job. I had given him a note on tone, words and anecdotes for today. Alex was on great form and I think people were really impressed with his Q&A with Clive on the need to practise and also have coaching seen as a profession, coaches respected at every level, how winning and winners should be celebrated. TB seemed very relaxed, joking about having a mobile phone, having to stop at traffic lights and so on. GB said he had had ‘my first row with the Chancellor’. Mick Hucknall and Robin Gibb [entertainers] both did some of their best songs. Denise Lewis [Olympic gold medallist] came up to me and said she was close to going up and stopping them talking about me up there, because there was so much wind-up going on. She said had always liked me from afar. I said ditto.

         As an event it was terrific, and people leaving were buzzing with it. Could not have gone much better. I heard a couple of business guys on the escalator ahead of me as we headed out – I suspect they were Tories – saying ‘No way in the world are we going to beat that lot any time soon.’ I had a good chat with Alex. Both he and Mark [Ferguson, son] felt the book had landed perfectly. TB and GB both spoke well tonight, though Gordon did not look at ease with himself.

         Friday 13 July

         Loads of good feedback from last night and loads of demands for pictures. A combination of the work on the book and the dinner had really done me in, but I had another stack of interviews to do. One of the radio ones led with ‘Unless you have been on Mars you will know AC has a book out.’ It really had been saturation across print and broadcast. I did a very funny Danny Baker [BBC Radio 2] interview. He is hysterically funny, that guy. The coverage out of last night was good though there was a bit too much of GB=sport, TB=luvvie. Sue Nye [GB diary secretary] insisted Damian McBride had not briefed that out, but there is no doubt they were on a Clinton–Gore kick – distancing from TB to get definition. I said I felt there were people round him who were pushing anti-TB as a way of differentiation and it was really stupid. I sent GB a note to that effect. He called later and said thanks for yesterday, then that he would learn from mistakes and experience, and he was hopeful I would be able to do more for him. He felt we had moved sport our way last night.

         I said he sounded tired, and he said he was. He was down to do the Labour Party Policy Forum tomorrow. He said he felt he had learned a lot already. He remembered I used to say the scale of decisions and the volume would take him aback, and it did. It was a nice enough chat and I could tell he was wanting me to do more. He said he had also called TB. TB said to me later he assumed the call was to try to distance himself from the briefing on the luvvies v sport line. My Newsnight interview was followed by reactions from Mike White, Michael Portillo [former Tory Cabinet minister turned broadcaster], both quite positive, Gilligan and John Harris [political journalist]. Fiona seemed to appreciate the way I talked her up.

         Saturday 14 July

         I had mentioned to GB I felt he had real issues with body language that I noticed in his Wembley speech, and he asked me to elaborate. I sent him a note, and later discussed it with him, said he spoke well, especially when he was funny and self-deprecating and also when he got passionate towards the end. But when people talk about the ‘charisma’ issue, I think they mean something else. I think it is about confidence. People sometimes sense a lack of confidence when of course what they want to feel in a leader is certainty and strength, albeit an intelligent and sensitive certainty and strength. I said I thought a lot of this could be fixed by body language. For example, he often holds the thumb of one hand very tightly in his other hand, which is a closed and nervous reaction to what is going on around him. I noticed in the speech that on several occasions when the audience laughed, he put his left hand to his right cheek, and kept it there for a few seconds. It signalled that he was not engaging in their amusement of what he said.

         I said Clinton was the best at use of hands. Fingers open and relaxed, hand movement linked to the rhythm of the sentence, often facing palms to the audience rather than in on himself, using to pause. He was also very good at looking smart even with one hand in his pocket, if speaking without notes, because the other hand was speaking and his tone was relaxed to match the look. The confidence issue was also there when he was being dragged around getting introduced to people. Again, he often had one hand in the other. He should be more tactile, not just handshake but hand on arm, or shoulder. But always as the main man.

         There was one other point I gave him. I had given him a story, and he had used it, about the time AF and Bobby Charlton – who had 105 caps for England – were introduced at a dinner as having ‘106 international caps between them’. It always got a good laugh when I used it, and GB got a laugh with it too, but he also embellished it by saying he was the one who had introduced them. I said that even when speaking at a jokey dinner he should make sure the anecdotes are accurate. Remember the damage done to TB about the claim that he had seen Jackie Milburn [iconic 1950s Newcastle United footballer] (he never actually said it)? I thought he was taking a risk. Once the honeymoon with the media is over, it is the kind of thing a paper could take up – bounce Bobby C with a question re whether GB ever introduced him etc. To be avoided, sometimes it is the light-hearted stuff that opens the door to the problem. We also had a chat re interviews, and I said he needs to change the body language but also the tone and richness of the narrative. He was interviewed about sport today and it would have been a good time to weave in stories and personalities from last night, not least to show confidence on funding and membership and the like.

         I said all that charisma means is does the viewer or listener find this person attractive (even if they don’t like or agree with them) and interesting? I know it is a pain, but it needs real strategic thought as to how that is communicated, and once you’ve decided how to fix it, the doing is the easier bit. He said he would take it on board. I said if this is too personal, no problem, but it seems to me there are a few fairly easy things to be done which will build confidence, which helps to emanate confidence to others which in turn helps breed self-confidence too. He said no, no, I want to hear this, I need to hear this, I know there are things I need to do.

         I took Grace out to the stables and went for an OK run while she was with Stella [pony], then a good old natter with George and Catherine [McLeod, journalist] who loved Thursday night, as did the boys. On the book, [Times writer, former Tory MP] Matthew Parris’s review in The Times was far more positive than it might have been and even David Hare [playwright] in The Guardian was not terrible. Even the harshest were saying it was at least interesting. Several themes coming through – honest, flawed, boastful, also the idea of a lot of men falling in and out. Back with Grace then round to the Milibands to head for [Alan] Milburn wedding party. David M had been at the National Policy Forum which he said was a democratic fraud. Ditto Pat [McFadden] later, who was now chairing it and said GB basically wanted him to shut it down. David was doing the Marr show tomorrow and we talked a bit about that, how to get over a message. I felt it was in the area of strength and confidence to do good in the world. Douglas Alexander had made a bit of an arse with a foreign policy speech in the US re ‘Build not destroy’ which was taken as a hit at the Yanks. Also Mark Malloch Brown was having a go.

         Emyr Jones Parry [former diplomat] had a pop at me on the betrayal of conversations. Otherwise it was amazing how quiet the book fallout had been, touch wood. Into the HoC [House of Commons] with DM and family. He now had Special Branch guys in tow of course. The Milburn do was a nice event out on the terrace. I briefly saw Peter M who was OK if not warm. I had a good chat with [former Transport Minister Stephen] Byers who said he was going to support GB but couldn’t stop hating him. Charles Clarke said everyone was saying I had pulled it off. The feedback on the book was almost all positive. The message that I had been determined not to damage the party definitely got through. Charles was not yet sure what to do with his future. Fifty-five. Like Steve [Byers] he felt he probably had to get behind GB but really thought him terrible and felt we were probably heading for a total disaster. I liked Ruth, Alan M’s wife, who was a psychiatrist currently doing a lot on dementia. John Reid was definitely going to be Celtic chairman and would be in his element – as was David. He seemed more substantial as a figure already. I sensed he was worried about Malloch Brown though. I said he must not resile from past policy.

         Sunday 15 July

         I didn’t see all the reviews, but Charlotte sent me a message to say most were fine. I got a cab to the London bikeathon and someone had left the Mail on Sunday. Three pages from Carole Caplin which was again not as bad as it might have been. A lot of the coverage seemed to be based on lots of people basically psychoanalysing me and the me–TB relationship. Craig Brown [critic] wrote a very positive review in the MoS. So all panning out OK. The bikeathon went fine. I went for the 26-mile version and ‘won’ it. After I got home, TB called, back from Sun Valley where he said all the US movers and shakers had been. Now off to the Middle East and was really up for it. Said he was amazed how little he missed the job. GB had called him again, and he realised it was because I had said I was pissed off at the way they briefed the fundraiser. He also had a go at asking TB to press me to work with him. I had a kip then headed out to City airport for the flight to Dublin. Dublin airport was buzzing with East European weekend trippers. Got a car to the Merrion and bed.

         Monday 16 July

         I slept well for the first time in ages. Bruce called. He said my sleepless nights were in vain as it all went fine. I said sleepless nights were the reason why it landed well. I had a stack of interviews, pretty much all day, well into double figures, running around with Paul Allen [Dublin PR]. I always used to rage at TB for getting tired doing interviews but I got it now. It was tiring, though all the questions were coming in the same areas really. NI, Iraq, what I cut and so on. GB was meeting Bertie [Ahern, Taoiseach of Ireland] in the North pre the British–Irish Council but heading down for my launch event at the Merrion. Donncha O’Callaghan [rugby player] was sending me hilarious texts through the day. ‘I’ve seen your book … it’s shite … you can’t even colour in the pictures …’ Albert Reynolds [former Irish Taoiseach] was there, and we had a nice chat, the Attorney General [Paul Gallagher], a few ministers, UK Ambassador David Reddaway, good turnout from politics and media. Bertie’s speech was really nice, very warm and personal. Said I had been a big part of the GFA [Good Friday Agreement] success, that I always found the words to capture the moment, always captured the mood, and was really important to keeping TB going and persevering when it got rough. I was equally nice and warm about him.

         Bertie and I had a little chat about GB. He seemed a bit underwhelmed; said ‘He is sure different to Tony… I’m sure he’ll get there when he works it all out.’ On his own [June] election, he said it had been touch and go but they just hit the constituencies one by one and won them round. He had had a whack at their media but it was still nothing like as bad as ours. He also said he understood why I had edited the diaries as I had, but ‘You MUST put the whole thing out there one day, you owe it to history. It is an amazing thing to have done and you have to do the whole thing regardless of who might be embarrassed, and why.’ Paddy Teahon [former advisor to Ahern] was now in property. I used the line he had once used in the talks, duly recorded, that ‘logic has no place in the peace process’. There was a really nice mood and atmosphere all day. The Irish media are so much straighter and people-friendly. Out later with Charlotte Bush and Susan Sandon from Random House, Paul and a friend of Paul’s who covers tribunals and I was grilling to get the line right for Questions and Answers [Irish TV], the last programme I was doing tonight. Off to the programme, John Bowman in the chair. All fine. Bed by 12. Good day in terms of message and activity.

         Tuesday 17 July

         Out for a little run, breakfast and then the drive to Belfast. Good straight coverage for the launch with Bertie. Mutual Admiration Society, said Irish Times. But good solid coverage. Did Radio Foyle on the way and on arrival Belfast Telegraph and Irish News. Able to push the line that the place was totally transformed. Hard not to notice the lack of watchtowers on the way up. Tourists. New buildings. Sunshine. Lot of interest in what I thought of the main characters in the peace process. I did the interviews at the Europa [hotel], and the whole place just felt better, more prosperous, safer. Then to UTV, pre-record, and airport. I bumped into Jonathan Philips, permanent secretary at NIO [Northern Ireland Office]. He said nobody had predicted the appointment of Shaun Woodward [GB’s NI secretary]. That he was loving it. GB moving Cabinet to Tuesday had made things very different for departments. He felt GB did OK in the reshuffle, though it was still not clear who was in charge of NI in No. 10.

         Nigel Dodds [Unionist MP] came along and we were chatting to him, him joking about Ian Paisley [First Minister] yesterday at what sounded like a fairly surreal event – GB, Alex Salmond [First Minister of Scotland], Paisley and Martin McGuinness [Deputy First Minister], a Welsh Nat standing in for Rhodri Morgan [First Minister of Wales] who was ill. Dodds said that ‘the Isle of Man guy was the only normal one there’. Owen Paterson [shadow Northern Ireland Secretary] was next to us on the plane. Full of enthusiasm for the place and the job. He struck me as very old school, and I wasn’t sure he had the personality for the nuances there. He and Dodds were both reading the book. Boris Johnson running for London Mayor was the big story and he felt he would give Ken Livingstone a run for his money. I felt he was a disaster waiting to happen for them. Slept on the plane and on landing got the news that the book had gone straight to the top of the hardback bestseller list. 23,900 in three days. The book in second place sold just over 8,000 – a Gordon Ramsay [celebrity chef]. Gail was pleased but she said shops galore just didn’t have enough stock. Hopeless industry.

         Wednesday 18 July

         Early session with DS. He felt the launch had gone fine, but it was important to work out what next now. He felt the book itself showed up real complications in my personality, a never-ending fight between duty and self, between political and personal. To Hatchards, where I signed 1,200 books including a few hundred who queued for signature. Charlotte Bush whizzed them through but there were one or two angry anti-war, all men, one who looked like he might get violent, and I just sat there and took it as a security guy moved in. Another who seemed friendly enough and then said ‘Can you sign it David Kelly RIP, sorry,’ and I just scribbled best wishes and handed it to him. Generally the mood friendly though. Loads and loads of snappers. To the office to do a couple of German interviews. FAZ Sunday and then Tagesspiegel. Liked the second not the first. Leicester Mercury. Another Aussie radio interview with a Scots guy. Message from Denise Lewis re how much she had enjoyed last week.

         Thursday 19 July

         Tom Baldwin [The Times] sent me an email saying GB was expected in Washington on the same days that I was due. I spoke to David Manning who was over here for meetings. He said he hadn’t bothered me with all the various toings and froings on the GB visit because they just couldn’t decide. He said the FCO were pleased with DM. Energetic, intellectual, interested and they sensed direction. So fine. German TV then radio. Dutch TV. Same areas. Iraq, Diana, AC–TB relationship. Nothing really surprising. Then Canadian TV. Again fine and a nice bunch. Home for a kip. Swim.

         Out with Audrey [Fiona’s mother] to the Institute of Education for the Foyles [bookshop] event. 900 people. Francine Stock [novelist] chairing. Signing loads of books before and after. Big queues. Good event. She chaired well and although one or two were aggressive at the end, it was a pretty warm audience. Good response when I had a dig at Nick Robinson and co. for thinking their pontificating was more important than their reporting. I generally felt the pro-politics position went fine. News breaking that there would be no prosecutions in the cash for honours inquiry. I wanted to get out and say what an outrage the whole thing had been but TB was clear we had to be laid-back, express relief it was all over but say the police had a duty to investigate. What a lot of nonsense. Massive damage had been done by cops on ego trip. The idea they had to investigate a politically motivated charge by an opposition party was ludicrous. Sent a message to Ruth Turner and Michael Levy, both very relieved, but also shared my anger it had gone as far as it did.

         Friday 20 July

         Out early for an hour-long Aussie radio interview. Alex F was in South Korea, sent me a message to say how much he was enjoying the book, said he found some of it ‘breathtaking’, and even though he had some idea how much we got published, it was a big surprise to see just how much. Quiet day, just picking up on admin.

         Sunday 22 July

         Loads of good sport. Test. Open golf. Tour de France in the Pyrenees. Sarah Helm in The Observer comparing the police in cash for honours to the Gestapo. Main news floods across central England. Pretty horrific. Fiona rightly sensing I was going into a dip post the hit of the launch going well. Thinking about whether to do more diaries or maybe Ed’s idea of a book on winning.

         Monday 23 July

         Went to see Richard at home to give him the US book. He was a lot worse even than last time. Wondered if it would be last time I saw him. Penny helped him to a chair and he looked at the book a lot, but his hands were shaking and he found it hard to turn pages. It was amazing to think this was the same bundle of laughter and energy. Penny was extraordinary with him but when I left she was a bit weepy. She helped me take all his manuscripts to the car which was a way of acknowledging he would never work on it again. It is just so heartbreaking, she said, and her eyes filled up. So did mine as I drove home. I listened to GB’s press conference post his floods visit. He was a bit wooden and stuttery and overdid his ‘My thoughts are with the flood victims’ and when they tried to get him into the light and shade stuff e.g. whether he was enjoying the job and so on, he was too formulaic. Also things were really hotting up a bit for Cameron. I liked the fact that one of the themes getting traction out of the book was that the Tories underestimated how hard we had to work to win. Both Trevor Kavanagh [The Sun] and Theo Bertram [advisor] at No. 10 sent me Ben Brogan’s [Daily Mail] blog on the same theme which I used for a thing I was doing on ‘Five questions for DC’ – namely is it true half of your shadow Cabinet have other jobs? Finalising US schedule.

         Tuesday 24 July

         I bumped into Michael Palin [actor, comedian] in the street then again at Markos’ [hairdresser]. Nice chat with him re diaries and publicity tours. He said Monty Python was even more popular in the States than here. OK write-ups for GB’s first press conference without being great. Book No. 1 again in UK and also in Ireland. Plus Arabic rights the first foreign rights to be sold. So all fine. Out to JP’s flat at Admiralty Arch for a dinner for all the people who had helped him with speeches down the years. Lots of people including Joe Irvin, Phil Hope, Bradders [David Bradshaw], Mike Craven, Paul Hackett, Jonathan Prescott [son], Rodney Bickerstaffe [former trade union leader] recovered from head-on crash, Paul Clark [MP], Ian McKenzie, Rosie [Winterton, MP, former head of office], Joan [Hammell, chief of staff]. JP doing the cooking and creating the usual chaos and mayhem. Good atmosphere. He made a little speech thanking everyone, also saying how much we owed TB, how well things seemed to be going and then we all had to collect little pottery medals and a certificate.

         Good speeches. Funny stories e.g. from Rosie who told of the time at a JP PMQs meeting when it became clear he thought Paris Hilton [American media personality] was the hotel. Bradders on how we always liked having JP around because he used the jokes TB refused to. Rodney saying they were not just the Blair years but the Prescott years and I built on that, with the line that they were an amazing double act. Also how he had so often been such a good friend to me. He had been really OTT re me saying nobody had done more for the party, and also how he could always rely on sound judgement re media and politics and we could always talk to each other straight. He went a bit off message later by going on about GB and the hunting lodge (which he called south of France rather than Southampton) and he told the whole story of how Rosie heard about the meeting, how JP then called me and others before eventually having a very difficult conversation with TB. He was living it with the same anger and energy as when it happened. Everyone said how much they owed JP and enjoyed working with him. Toasted Kyoto with some Japanese drink. JP tended to direct his comments at me the whole time and saved my speech to last. I did a run-through his entry in the diary index and also told a few stories about his support. The boys [Prescott sons, Jonathan and David] took me through to the bedroom to ask for advice about the book he was planning. I said it wasn’t sensible. I was worried – as was Joan – that it was all about the money, which would backfire. They were planning to use Hunter Davies [journalist and author] as ghostwriter. Rosie was on great form, very funny on how she got the transport job. She told JP and then Straw she really wanted out of health after four years and Hoon called and asked ‘What about transport?’ She was with JP who did a thumbs-up. Next, a call from GB who asked ‘What sector?’ ‘Buses,’ she said. ‘And so I became minister of buses.’ JP asked if it was really GB who blocked him from meetings like Southampton. Yes. It was easy to forget sometimes how much they once loathed each other. Really nice evening. Lots of people very supportive about the book and how I had managed to do it without inflicting damage. Bradders was off to work for Tim [Allan, former Blair advisor] at Portland [strategy consultancy] in September, as head of writing.

         Wednesday 25 July

         Tour de France crumbling amid drug sackings and resignations. David S. He was pushing me to go on a solo retreat in a remote isolated place where I literally cut myself off from other people and outside influences, no TV, no radio, no phone, just take enough food for a month, and see how I fared. It sounded like my idea of hell, but he was adamant we had made progress but I really needed to work on who and what I really was and he felt it was best done through reflection alone. I was saying what happened if the demon was essential to who and what one was. Take it out and then what. He said it was not going to be ripped out, just acknowledged and confronted. It felt like quite a scary thing to do but I couldn’t explain why. Into town for a meeting in [Baroness, former party general secretary] Margaret McDonagh’s office with her, Dick [Caborn], Carol [Linforth] and team to debrief on the Wembley fundraiser. We raised over 800k with profit at over half a million once we got all the money in. To Labour HQ to do book signings. Good mood. To Commons for a reception for the fundraiser. JP came for a bit. Champagne. Me joking re them not yet knowing what we were planning next. Sleeper to Glasgow.

         Thursday 26 July

         I slept not badly though I tended to wake up whenever the train stopped. Cab up to the BBC new offices, for Good Morning Scotland [radio news programme]. I met up with the RH [Random House] rep, Alan Wilson, and started long day trekking round fifteen bookshops. Some were well organised, some were useless but all seemed to think it was worth doing. All, including in some pretty tough areas, said it was going well. One woman at the Fort [shopping centre, outskirts of Glasgow] said half the people who go into the shop want to be Jordan [pseudonym of glamour model Katie Price]. ‘The rest buy true crime and you’re there with true crime and Jordan right now.’ It was mainly in the stores’ No. 1 slot, sometimes 2 behind Harry Potter if they mixed fiction and non-fiction. I did a phone-in in Edinburgh and they had arranged for Carole Caplin to be the first caller, nice chat. PG called, said Iraq was the only issue in US politics at the moment and we had to think through how I dealt with it. Got an earlier train than planned. I did an interview with Scotsman journalist who got off at Dunbar. Then the fucking train broke down. Off at York, checked into the Hilton, out for a run, stopping only to hear an incredible ABBA tribute band in a pub en route. Went to check if they were miming they were so good.

         Friday 27 July

         Out for a run, then met up with the rep and round to shops in York and Leeds with a few interviews on the way. The rep got a fair insight into why the media drove me crazy. BBC York was a nice guy but spraying round all manner of stuff just not rooted in fact. A dozy girl from York news who asked seriously stupid questions like what’s in it that has been published before. One bloke whacking me a bit but generally OK and all the shops, without exception, said it was doing really well. Calendar at YTV and had to do two interviews for the two halves of the region. First was fine, the second I lost it a bit with a wannabe big willie guy who was trying to make out I had taken Iraq out of the book. Out for dinner with PG, Gail, Lindsay and Mark [Johansen, Lindsay’s husband], her chemo now over.

         Saturday 28 July

         Fox TV interview at the Marriott Swiss Cottage. All fine. No real problems and the interviewer was very pro the book, said go heavy on the anecdotes when you get to the US. Swim then later to the Emirates [Arsenal football stadium] with Calum and Terry Tavner [family friend]. Collection of different mainly French people in the EMI box [for pre-season friendly tournament]. Inter v Valencia [0–2] really dull. Less so Arsenal v Paris Saint-Germain, 2–1. Chatted with David Miliband by phone re US visit. Just like GB, he was going to be in US when I was there. DM said they were stressing it was the most important bilateral relationship, also on Iraq that we would stay the course and build on the fact three of our four zones had moved to Iraqi control with the UK in watch-over role. DM was still worrying about how to answer the question ‘So what has really changed?’ Was it all as before?

         I felt for the moment the change was in the context and the challenges. GB generally was doing fine. He was still defining himself too much as not TB but his handling of stuff so far was good. There was lots of talk of a GB bounce and a possible early poll. I was not so sure. But DC was not in good shape. He was getting whacked for going to Rwanda when Witney [Oxfordshire, DC’s constituency] was flooded. But it was more that he just wasn’t leading them anywhere. There was more pick-up among the commentators on the theme that my book showed how hard you had to work to win, and the Tories just didn’t get it. I got a nice call from Joe Hemani, who had read his £60k copy twice already. He said you guys have changed this country for good. Piers Morgan [broadcaster, former Daily Mirror editor] called, he said he really liked it, and ‘if only you’d listened to me on Iraq you would have gone down as a genius’. The US coverage was picking up ahead of the trip there. LA Times said scholars will scour it for years as it was ‘history in the raw’. Out for Calum’s birthday dinner. Can’t believe he is eighteen.

         Sunday 29 July

         Did Calum’s presents then out on the bike with Rory. The Observer had a little piece on how my enemies had failed to fuck me over and the strategy had worked and the book was doing really well. Car to LHR. American Airlines. The publisher had asked me to sign stock in the airport shops, but I could find hardly any. A few buried away in Borders. It really was a crazy industry. They endlessly called me to tell me how well it was going, yet they could never seem to get stock where they needed it. The flight was enlivened when my neighbour suddenly noticed I had blood dripping from my lip, and I then realised the nut bowl was chipped and there were bits of porcelain amid the nuts. I told the staff and so sparked quite the most ridiculous over-the-top service. I even had the pilot come out to apologise. It was only later when I got to NY that someone suggested they would have been worried I was going to sue. It had never even crossed my mind. Off to the Essex House hotel, and met up with PG who felt Iraq was going to be the real hot button but it was good GB was here, as I would have that as the main backdrop for the interviews.

         Monday 30 July

         Slept not too bad. Out at 6 and ran for an hour round Central Park. Really hot and muggy but OK. I got back to a message from Alastair McQueen [former Mirror colleague] that Richard [Stott] had died. I called Penny’s mobile, which was answered by Christopher [son] and then spoke to her. She was upset I heard on the grapevine and not from her but it wasn’t a problem for me. Also she sounded like when she said it was a release she meant it. She was not crying, just said it had become harder and harder to sustain the idea that it was a life. She said he had so enjoyed doing the book, and it had kept him going, and he was thrilled it had gone so well. Calls and emails started and I agreed to do a piece for the Mirror. I worked on it, a bit rushed but OK. I had a little cry before leaving the hotel but having seen him as he was the last time I shared Penny’s view that it was a release. Syd [Young, former Mirror colleague] was upset when I spoke to him. Fiona thought the obit was brilliant. I worried it was too much about me and the book.

         Sheila O’Shea was looking after me from Knopf [US publisher], really nice, very smart, plugged in. She had lined up a pretty back-to-back schedule, and kept warning me ‘So and so will be quite tough’ or ‘Expect a curve ball from her/him’ but their media is much softer than ours. Did a mix of press, TV radio, online, also a session with Knopf editorial people. An hour-long Californian radio interview. Really hot and humid but we were just in and out of cars and buildings. There was a fair bit of interest in GB but he was not yet on the radar in the way TB had been. I was also being asked a lot about [Rupert] Murdoch who was trying to take over Dow Jones and their Wall Street Journal. I did a piece on it, then a couple of phone interviews on Richard, including with Sky, Jeremy Thompson. I watched most of GB’s press conference with Bush, which was fine. The body language not too bad. He had prepared remarks of some length and they were fine. Serious, substantial, a long list of issues and concerns. He did enough to allay any worries that were around that Malloch Brown was trying to shift the basic favourable pitch on the US.

         GB hit the special relationship buttons fine, but also in tone and content was sufficiently not TB for that to run a bit too. Bush was fine though why did he give Nick Robinson the cheap thrill of saying ‘You still hanging around?’ and then making a joke about his bald patch and the sun? In terms of questions I was getting re GB, I formulated the line that his strength was strength, that there would be differences and similarities with TB but he knew how much the US mattered. The Yanks were picking up on the notion GB was doing better than expected more generally, as ours had. I started to make the comparison with Hillary [Clinton, former First Lady], that as a prism changes so a new person can emerge. Our politics was defined by TB–GB. With TB gone GB was stronger and TB would not interfere or backseat drive. So GB was both strong and liberated. Likewise HC had stopped being an appendage to BC and established herself in her own right as a serious, significant player. As Tom Baldwin put it, they were two people trapped in unhappy marriages with more charismatic partners, who were now liberated to do their own thing.

         Back to the hotel to do Women’s Wear Daily, a journalist called Rosemary, who was a bit odd but Sheila was convinced she would do a good piece. Then The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer with Jim Steinberg [former Clinton advisor], now dean of Lyndon B. Johnson School of Current Affairs in Austin, Texas. It was odd to hear him being called Dean Steinberg. He said he had seen the book, he had gone to the index, looked himself up and he was pleased it showed him trying to protect the interests of his leader against the spin demands of a foreign power. He was on good form and gave a very intelligent analysis of the US–UK relationship and politics more generally. NewsHour asked later if I would become a regular contributor. On to The Daily Show with Jon Stewart. The entrance was down an odd little side street. He came back before the show. He was much smaller than I expected, and much more serious. He was fascinated, as many were, by the TB–Bush relationship. They just couldn’t understand how TB got on with him, given they seemed so different in so many ways.

         Stewart was very sharp but not mean-spirited and it was an OK interview. I raised a few laughs if not as loud as his – his audience adore him and he is seriously funny – but he did at least say it was a ‘good and interesting book’, as they pretty much all did, and there was only one dig on Iraq. Sheila was pleased with it. We met up with Ed Victor at La Guardia and flew to DC chatting about possible future books. Landed and off to the Embassy. Alan West was in town. He was loving his job and loving presenting himself as one of the people who was inside GB’s mind. He loved Digby Jones being around because he was taking all the flak about the outside appointments! David Manning was enjoying his time here, and said GB had been fine today. We watched the Jon Stewart interview together and he thought it was fine, as did I. Nice chat about TB, both of us feeling he needed to be careful how he handled himself in the next stages, and also that it was important he didn’t stop engaging on the foreign policy side especially, as there were so many others willing to portray him negatively now he was gone.

         Tuesday 31 July

         Breakfast with David Manning. He was not sure what he would do in the future. He was probably going to go private sector rather than academia, but he wanted to stay somehow engaged in foreign policy work. I mentioned some of the TB projects being planned, some of which he would be perfect in. He said he had had a breakfast for David Miliband yesterday with four pundits who were all saying GB had not put a foot wrong. He said he had seen me on Lehrer and GB really had cause to be grateful for the way I supported him. David of course knew a lot of the bad stuff, and we chatted over that, whether GB really had the psychology for what lay ahead, whether he would be liberated enough now to rise above it and lose some of the stuff that stopped him from being as good as he could be. We reminisced a bit on the Iraq build-up. He said he was constantly telling a disbelieving media there that the Crawford [President Bush’s ranch] meeting was not all about Iraq. It was MEPP and Colin Powell [former US Secretary of State] feeling he was being hung out to dry. Also that he agreed with me Bush was understanding of the difficulties TB faced and the sacrifices made. Not so [Dick] Cheney [Vice-President] and [Donald] Rumsfeld [Defense Secretary] who really did not give a damn. David thin and wan and serious as ever but such a lovely man.

         Out for another media round, again several slightly odd. The guy from Politico [political journalism company] had a really intense stare. Then a very long radio interview with a similarly intense guy. The questions were much the same, though much more polite than ours. The woman at Reuters TV had an odd head-rocking movement, and a cameraman from NI with grey hair, earrings and a Harley Davidson owners’ jacket. Back to the Embassy, where David was putting on a lunch for me. Good crowd – Melanne Verveer [Hillary advisor], Tucker Eskew [Bush advisor], PJ Crowley [Homeland Security consultant, former USAF officer], Ken Bacon [former Bill Clinton spokesman], Sidney Blumenthal [former Bush advisor], Gordon Johndroe [former Bush assistant], Mike McCurry [former White House press secretary] wearing a Campbell tartan tie, Tom Baldwin. David gave me a handwritten note from Bush, thanking me for the book, saying he missed our chats, had enjoyed writing chapters of history together, valued friendship with TB. ‘Not many people get those,’ said David, though I think the Clinton people felt we got way too close. Sidney had the book. Ken Bacon had already read it. Tucker was reading it, so there was a lot of interest. Not sure how it would go.

         It was lovely to see Melanne who had moved other stuff to be there. She was so nice and warm. She felt Hillary was doing fine. She really liked my GB analogy. After the small talk and the reminiscing we sat down to lunch. After first course I spoke a little about the people round the table. I said David was a great friend and support and embodied the best of public service. I said we got close to Mike and Melanne because we went through a lot together in the early days, when TB was a new PM and Bill going through really troubled times. PJ and Ken in Kosovo – did my usual spiel re how we changed things for the military. Gordon (now National Security Council spokesman) and Tucker post-September 11, Baldwin proof that not all journos were bad. Sidney – I said I really hoped we had a second President Clinton. Then on the book and how I did it. Amazed I found time. Said it was all about showing politics as humans. Good Q&A re our politics and why GB was doing better. Did my prism changes and how HC was like GB. Serious, substantial, less charismatic than Bill as GB was with TB but it fitted where we were now. Need to write a piece on this. Melanne enjoying my analysis that GB and HC both benefiting from a different prism created by TB gone and her having her own profile. Serious substantial people. Felt on form and they were listening.

         Off to C-Span, one-hour interview. I was flagging, but Ed came in to say it was No. 1 again. Three weeks in a row. Flew back to New York and over dinner Ed and I had another chat about future books. Maybe just work on the full four volumes we were intending to do some time in the future, probably when out of power. He was gagging for me to do the book Alex F and I had talked about on the differences and similarities in sport and politics re winning. Ed felt I was unemployable, in that there was no job out there that would give me the same satisfaction. He felt I was too big to take on the kind of job others who had been in positions like mine might do, added to which he didn’t imagine – rightly – I would want to sit around on company boards. I still felt I would end up doing something with GB. Having read the full versions, he couldn’t believe I was even thinking of it.

         
            * Gordon Brown had announced proposals for ‘a new constitutional settlement that entrusts more power to Parliament and the British people’.

            † On his first day in office, Brown rescinded the order that had given Blair advisors AC and Jonathan Powell authority over civil servants.

            ‡ Diana, Princess of Wales, famously used the phrase ‘There were three of us in this marriage’ in a 1995 interview in which she discussed estranged husband Prince Charles’s relationship with Camilla Parker Bowles.

            § The relationship between President Clinton and his Vice-President, Al Gore, soured after the Clinton–Monica Lewinsky sex scandal and Gore subsequently blamed Clinton for his narrow defeat in the 2000 presidential election.

         

      

   


   
      
         Wednesday 1 August

         I was developing the line that GB and Hillary would represent a kind of post-charismatic leadership based on serious earnest politics; that they emerged from the shadows of more modern leaders. I was starting to work it into a possible article. Sheila was also pressing me to do something on Murdoch for the New York Times as a way of getting the book plugged in a different context. Sheila was really very sharp and also acutely political. I wondered if she shouldn’t go into a political job. She meanwhile was urging me to get involved in the Hillary campaign, and if not to stand for Parliament myself. I was pushing a harder pro-HC line now and musing on what Mike [McCurry] said, namely that there was nobody listening to Bush any more. To Leonard Lopate [talk radio show host] who I don’t think had read the book but it was an OK interview. They had a really different style these US guys. More mellow. All asking the same questions especially totally not getting the TB–Bush relationship.

         The main interview of the day was going to be Charlie Rose in the Bloomberg building. I watched him doing Rudy Giuliani [TV talk show host, former Mayor of New York City] which ran on long and Giuliani’s people were getting really agitato. I liked Rose. A big guy with big bags under his eyes. He had clearly read the book, went on about how much he liked it and did a good interview. A lot of the usual questions but also lots of his own and though it was an hour long, it whizzed by. Quite a few people saying ‘Saw you on The Daily Show.’ Out for dinner with Jamie Rubin. He was moving back here. Jamie on good form. Clearly hoping to get involved in the HC campaign. He said Mark Penn was by far the main guy in the campaign, that they didn’t really have people like me on the road with her. Sheila was convinced that I should come out there and consult – advise politicians how to do strategy and comms. She said they were hopeless at it. Nice evening. Argued about Murdoch in advance of the CNN interview I was doing tomorrow.

         Thursday 2 August

         I went to the hotel gym and banged out a piece for The Times on the exercise bike, partly based on the notes and discussions of yesterday. I was warming to this theme of GB and HC similarities, but also directly answering the question that was being most raised here, namely how on earth did TB, who got on so well with President Clinton, also get on so well with President Bush?

         People easily ‘get’ the Blair–Clinton relationship. They were both modernising charismatic leaders of parties that had to be brought closer to the mainstream. They were both great communicators. They were both also policy wonks who loved nothing more than complicated policy decisions which they could then connect to people’s lives. They were in many ways political soulmates. The Blair–Bush relationship takes longer to explain. Part of it is about the reality and pragmatism of modern statesmanship. It was their JOB to get on. The US–UK relationship is a real one with important economic, diplomatic and cultural ramifications.

         Then beyond pragmatism there is personality and the truth is that TB and GWB really did get on. Also, as I said on several of the shows I had done, GWB is not the moron of the caricature. It is also the case that the forging of relationships tends to be faster and deeper amid times of challenge and for both, the decision to go to war in Iraq was difficult and defining.

         On GB, Tucker Eskew had made an interesting point – that while people who really follow the UK know all about the TB–GB stuff, for most Americans, including in politics, Thatcher and TB are the only figures they know, so GB starts with the advantage of being known mainly as TB’s chosen successor. Added to which, he and others in the Bush circle were saying, GB had done fine. In both his press conference with Bush and even more in his speech to the United Nations, he played to his strengths, coming over as a serious, substantial figure focused on the big challenges facing the world and determined to use his power to meet them in partnership with other leaders.

         The papers back home seemed to have a lot of commentary that GB has started surprisingly well as Prime Minister. I am surprised at the surprise. The Tories and the press have been so mesmerised by the TB–GB prism, they underestimated the extent to which life would change when TB moved on; especially as TB will definitively not be a Margaret Thatcher-style backseat driver. So despite it all, the smooth and orderly transition happened, and GB has been able to represent both continuity and change, a good strategic position to be in. Also, Gordon doesn’t have a Gordon to worry about. GB without TB is in a strong position provided he is competent. That’s what people seem to want from him. That is where the comparisons with Hillary come in too. She still might fall, but she is looking strong, serious, competent, despite not having the same charisma or likeability – with the public at least – as Bill. What with [Angela] Merkel [Chancellor of Germany] around as well, maybe we are entering the era of post-charismatic politics. I was developing a line that maybe the next really special relationship in the special relationship will be Gordon Brown and Hillary Clinton. It was partly to help me position my handling of GB in the book. But it might be true.

         I did Boston radio down the line with a guy called Stu Taylor who was spectacularly pro-TB. Did the BBC obit programme on Richard down the line and then another NPR show, The World, which was as smug and pompous as it sounds. I was chatting to Sheila re a Fox guy in London who was asking about maybe doing a one-hour documentary. To CNN and a couple of really good radio interviews where the interviewers were amazingly positive before I did the CNN Murdoch interview with London which I then used as I started to draft a piece for the NYT on him.

         Lunch with Sheila and Sonny Mehta [editor-in-chief, Knopf]. Nice chat and they seemed pleased I had gone out though like me Sonny had wanted to do a specific US version of the book. I finished the Murdoch piece in the car to the airport, echoing the howls of anguish now [over the acquisition of the Wall Street Journal] with the time he took over The Times. Trouble was he did tend to get his way. Talked about the different responses to the pace of change, the fact papers are players not just spectators; talked over our relationship with him. Would we have lost the election if The Sun had stayed with the Tories? I don’t think so. Would The Sun have lost readers if it had stayed with the Tories? Probably not. Would it have lost credibility? Yes. Also on the subtle and not so subtle ways he interferes.

         Friday 3 August

         Slept fine on the flight home and was reasonably unexhausted. Home then a fairly quiet day except had to go to King’s Cross for an event to promote the Loch Ness duathlon. The UK papers were doing a big number on GB getting a bomber jacket from Bush and all a bit piss-takey. Popped in to see Jeremy Heywood, who was about to go on holiday. He said things looked better than they were, that there was a lot of paddling beneath the water and for all that GB briefed he was following systems, he wasn’t really. On the contrary it was all a bit seat of pants. Also he had most ministers’ mobiles plugged into his own phone and regularly called them. Jeremy said sometimes the centre learned what No. 10 was doing from private office of other ministers. Douglas [Alexander] and the two Eds [Balls and Miliband] had a meeting with GB at 10 most mornings which according to Jeremy was a glorified diary meeting. He felt August would be a nightmare because GB would be looking for things to do all the time. He had called him today with a list of stuff he wanted put to all party processes which sounded to me like a means of avoiding decisions. JH felt the book came out fine and GB seemed to appreciate that I had managed to avoid it damaging him. He said GB had not really changed much. Still micromanaging, and too much wishful thinking.

         Saturday 4 August

         Felt a bit for GB, trying to get a break, and a foot-and-mouth outbreak [in Normandy, Surrey] seemed to be growing as a problem. Massive on the news. GB broke into his holiday yesterday to chair a COBRA meeting. I got a few media bids to talk about how we had handled FMD [foot-and-mouth disease] in 2001. It had definitely been one of the worst. Off fairly early with Audrey and Rory for the [London charity] triathlon. Really hot again, and I never got going. Did four interviews including one on Radio London where the interviewer, Jo Good, was absolutely raving about the book. Home late and a bit tired.

         Sunday 5 August

         Fiona, Calum and Grace off at 6.45 for France. I was staying back to go to Richard’s funeral. Nice event as these things go. Bill Hagerty [former Mirror Group colleague] did the main eulogy and spoke well, got something of Richard. Bill was the obvious choice to do the diaries going forward I think. I was doing a UK version of the NYT Murdoch piece. The Observer ran a piece I had done on the GB/Hillary comparison which I sent to Melanne Verveer who was happy with it. Nick Soames called. He said he loved the diaries and felt the book should be required reading for all Tories because it showed how hard we had to work. Also he had been reading Tom Bower [unauthorised biographer] on GB. ‘What is it with that man? Why does he spend so much time and energy destroying his own side? Why didn’t Tony fire him?’ Out with Audrey to see Seth Lakeman [musician son of Mirror colleague Geoff Lakeman, for whom AC and Fiona used to babysit when trainee journalists]. Great to see him and to see he had made it as a musician. He had quite a following and was very, very powerful as a performer. Audrey loved it, and we went back and had a drink with him after. Nice kid.

         GB had asked me to put down some thoughts re conference, and in particular his speech. I said it has to be a different sort of conference speech. And a different sort of GB speech. The upside of the series of events he has had to deal with is that people have seen he is competent, able, PM material. The downside is that they have sucked the air free of space for him to have communicated a sustained strategic message about change, particularly in the area of real people’s real lives. There was some of this at the start but it was either stylistic – methods of working, holidays etc. – or it was one-off policy-focused. Or, it was simply the fact that he was the new PM. But change is not about distance from the past. It is about showing the strength to shape a new and better future.

         I was conscious he can sometimes take badly, and get very downcast at, negative feedback. So I said despite all that, what people have seen they have liked, and conference has to embed that sense. Also, you need to use it to answer the question, which otherwise would have been answered in a leadership contest, ‘Why Gordon, why now?’ So that is all about embedding the sense of normality in the fact he is PM; reminding people why he became leader and of the qualities he has shown since; showing why we remain in the ascendant, because we had the courage to change, to face hard choices in making change and as a result change the landscape and have others now dancing around our flagpole as once we had to dance round theirs; define change as a concept relating to the future not the past; and above all to set out the challenges the party, the country and the world face in the next phase of history. I said it was important he thinks in these big thematic terms. It can’t be a ‘bit of this bit of that’ kind of speech.

         I said I felt there had been too much distancing from TB. GB is too much part of the TB government to be able to do anything other than superficial distancing. Indeed, I said he should make a tribute to TB, as personal as TB’s was to him last year. But the big themes should be focused around new challenges. It is not enough to say here I am, new leader. It is the new challenges that are important and he has to show why his values and experience make him the right man to meet them. I went back over conference speeches from ’94 and ’97, and what was interesting was how many of the big challenges had been met. Winning power. The economy. Poverty pay. Jobs. Welfare reform. Underinvestment in public services. Constitutional paralysis. Northern Ireland. Britain sidelined in Europe. Progress on all fronts. But the challenges of today are different, bigger, more complex, often more global in nature.

         So globalisation is the backdrop. It can either overwhelm us or be the basis of the next steps of our strengthening as a country and as an economy. We have to make sure we seize the opportunities rather than be overwhelmed by the threats of globalisation. People need to hear what he really thinks of what is happening in the world economy. What are we meant to think of China and India? Global warming-climate change. Ten years ago it was a fad. Now it is the single most pressing challenge the world faces. Again, what does he really think needs to be done? What new alliances to meet the new challenge? Demographics and pensions. The stats are mind-blowing. The impact for policymakers immense. What are the choices we face? Energy policy, global terrorism, global poverty, cynicism in and about public life. I said the old challenges allow you to do values, delivery, tough choices, achievement.

         The new challenges allow you to do vision, reach, depth, experience, insight and understanding. And amid it all Britain like all countries is wrestling with the question of what we mean by national identity and what it means to be British in this world of change. So show empathy – a real sense you get the concerns people have – and also an understanding that you’re not a top-down leader who thinks you can solve all the problems of the world, but someone who wants to do this as leader of a team working in partnership with every part of our national life. He had used a phrase in the UN speech about ‘coalition of conscience’, which I liked. I wondered about ‘coalition of aspiration’ as a way of signalling fresh ambition for people and communities as part of Britain getting on, being stronger, fairer, more prosperous, more powerful. I also threw in my usual plea for a commitment to education about politics and democracy in schools, starting young, and compulsory voting. I sensed it would fall on the same deaf ears TB had always had on that one.

      

   


   
      
         Summer break

         Amused by the very clever piece of spin by Travelodge which said my and Piers Morgan’s books were the two most left in rooms! Once I flew down to Marseille and joined the others in France, I had my usual holiday crash, and it was a bad one. We had too many visitors, I think, and I was just not getting the chance to switch off. The best day was cycling up Mont Ventoux on hire bikes with Rory. He did 1:38, I did 2:30. I did bits and bobs on the book, for example had to go to Avignon for a day to do some US media. GB called for a chat re his speech and asked if I would think about different ways of expressing the themes we had talked about. TB was in Barbados, then Europe. I called at one point, CB answered but said nothing other than a loud sigh. I said ‘Is he there?’ No. ‘Can you ask him to call?’ I might. Then the phone went dead. I then texted to say I had tried to call and ‘Cherie said she might pass on.’ Back came the message ‘This is Cherie you creep. Put that in your diary tonight along with whatever sexist comment you want to add about me.’ Wow.

         Fiona had said she thought Cherie would be really pissed off at the book, but this suggested something else. I replied ‘Charmed I’m sure, will pass on regards to Fiona as I’m sure you would want me to.’ Back within a few seconds. ‘It would be nice to see HER.’ Really strong stuff. There was a lot of good feedback on the book, still doing well in the UK but sales in the States poor. GB was doing OKish but once Cameron went on crime and immigration he blipped up a fair bit. The GB operation all felt a bit fragile. PG was having a fair bit to do with the GB team and said it was all pretty joyless. Bob Shrum [US strategist] over here as a kind of éminence grise and PG wasn’t convinced he was good for GB, who needed to be challenged more.

         Lots of the kids’ friends, plus the Bridges [London neighbours], and Maud and Oscar [Millar, Fiona’s niece and nephew] and I probably got a bit grumpy at times. Also the Milibands visited and Fiona and the boys felt there had been a change in David, that he was less relaxed, also very dismissive of e.g. GB and TB. Also he said straight out he couldn’t understand why the book was doing so well. PG felt it was just me finding it hard that David and I had crossed on the political ladder somewhat.

         Off to Scotland with Rory for the Loch Ness duathlon, one of the ideas that had come out of the brainstorm with the First Group [British transport]. It was great being with him and we had a good time though he didn’t rate the organisation of it. Absolutely stunning scenery, as beautiful as anywhere in the world and I had one of my near God moments coming up over a hill and looking down on to the loch. It was a nice event though one of my team came off the bike and was hospitalised. I raised 5k for LRF [Leukaemia Relief Foundation] playing the pipes. I did a bit of telly. Sonia O’Sullivan failed to catch me with a twenty-minute start on a 12k race. Nice to see Liz McColgan [Scottish athlete].

         I was drifting badly though, and the scale of the crash in France had worried me. I had a long session with DS. He said it sounded dangerously close to my demon taking over, and somehow I needed to learn to park it in a corner. I had not been drinking yet I was putting on weight and generally feeling lethargic and demotivated.

         I saw Bill Hagerty to ask him to edit the full volumes and he was up for it. I was also, somewhat to my surprise, asked to do the eulogy at [former Mirror colleague] Christine Garbutt’s funeral. We were friends, but I was not her closest friend. I seemed to be spending too much time at funerals of old colleagues.

      

   


   
      
         Wednesday 12 September

         Great trip to Paris with Calum to see France v Scotland. Calum had been on pretty good form though I sensed a bit worried about leaving for Manchester [University], but we had a brilliant time, helped by the fact that Scotland won 1–0. Amazing support out there, and the atmosphere was really something special. We had cocked up the Eurostar booking but Kate Garvey [PR executive] put me in touch with Greg Nugent [Eurostar marketing] who sorted. We arrived and went to Le Meridien to see Alex McLeish [Scotland manager] and get tickets. Really nice guy. It was funny how he still referred to Alex [Ferguson] as ‘the gaffer’. The chat reminded me a bit of those I’d had often enough with AF before matches, when they have nothing to do and are just wanting time to go by. A good luck letter arrived from Alex Salmond as we sat waiting for coffee. ‘Not so sure about him,’ AMcL said. Really nice time, lovely dinner in a typical French restaurant, bed. Good trip.

         Thursday 13 September

         Did a French interview re the book before we headed to the Gare du Nord, the place heaving with Scotland fans. I had been for a run and done something to my heel so saw Mel Cash [physio] when I got back.

         Friday 14 September

         To Christine Garbutt’s funeral before taking Calum off to Manchester. I sensed he was worried, and our anxieties weren’t helping. There was a nice turnout for the funeral. Her son Mark and I did the tributes, both very jolly in different ways. There was a good Mirror turnout – Syd Young, Alan Shillum, Tom Hendry, Brendan Monks, Bill Kennedy, Bill Hagerty, Phil Mellor, Garth Gibbs with dyed blond hair and a deep tan, Martin Philips, Pauline McLeod, Pat Smylie, Christian and Sharon Gysin. I couldn’t stay too long because we had to set off for Manchester. Fiona and I were staying at the Lowry and the contrast with the horrible little prison cell of a room they had sorted for Calum was a bit stark. He seemed pretty down and Fiona was upset the whole time, constantly crying and making it worse for him I think. She and I ended up having a stupid row which didn’t help either.

         Saturday 15 September

         Calum and I were going to Burnley v Blackpool [2–2] so there was a tearful farewell with Fiona before we set off. I was supposed to be getting a helicopter to the Great Scot Awards dinner in Glasgow but the weather made it impossible. I was pissed off but then heard Colin McRae [rally driver] and his son, and two others were killed in a helicopter crash in Lanarkshire. Grim. Beautiful scenery up through the Lakes. Arrived about an hour after the dinner had started but it was running so late it didn’t really matter. Mum and Donald [AC’s brother] were already there with Cathy Gilman [CEO Leukaemia Research Foundation] etc. Liz McColgan was unaware that she was going to be picking up an award for the work she did for the charity. Alex [Ferguson] was there to accept a Hall of Fame award and during the dinner we chatted a bit about football, mainly family. Alex [McLeish] there, still totally buzzing re Paris. Liz McColgan made a brilliant impromptu speech. She said whatever she had achieved in sport was irrelevant. She wanted to be remembered for helping find a cure for leukaemia. She said there was too much materialism, people worrying about their next house, car, or holiday and not the things that really mattered. She got a fantastic response and Alex said later that he didn’t know her but she epitomised the best of Scotland for him.

         Donald played [bagpipes] when the ‘Scot of the Year’ award went to those who dealt with the Glasgow bomb. I chatted to Douglas [Alexander] and his wife [Jacqui]. DA said Philip should be assured of a big role. I said he is totally two-minded about it. He says he wants to give it all up but agitates with them for action. She said ‘The trouble is you are all addicts.’ Fiona had said the same on holiday. I said I was trying to give it up, I really was. ‘And not succeeding?’ she said. We chatted about the impossibility of normal life. He said his dad had read my book and was relieved to see it wasn’t just them who has their family life ruined every weekend. I also had a very interesting chat with John Brown [GB’s brother]. He said he had loved the book ‘but you really must do the whole thing so everyone – including Gordon – could see the full truth of how bad he was to TB’. I said there was quite a lot that was not so good for GB. He said it has to be put out there. ‘These are big people and these have been important times but there is a full story to be told, from all sides, and your perspective was one of the most important.’ I was quite shocked by the vehemence. I didn’t sense he was coming at it from a ‘anti-GB’ position per se, just that he felt it had to be done.

         Alex Salmond, striding around in his tartan trews, came over and we had to stop the conversation. I was really quite shocked by it. Salmond was loving the whole thing, clearly loving his position and status and generally being a big thing. His speech later was a little too self-serving but funny. In common with everyone he was making much of McLeish’s success. He said as a Hearts fan he was proud there were six Hearts players at Hampden. The problem was they all played for Lithuania. Pretty witty. Mum loved the whole evening, seeing all the different people. I took her over to see Alex and she said she couldn’t believe, having read the diaries, how often we spoke. She then told him she didn’t like it when he chewed gum!

         Sunday 16 September

         I was doing the Glasgow to Edinburgh bike ride for LRF, and woke to quite the most horrendous rain, and it was rain which was there for the duration. I was due to do the official start with Nicola Sturgeon [Scottish National Party Health Minister]. Everyone had told me she was the rising star, but I found her a little cold. I sensed she didn’t particularly want to be doing this with me. Or maybe, like me, she just wanted to get it over with because of the rain. She had only signed up to do the start and a short ride, whereas I, alas, had agreed to do the whole 55 miles. I was riding with Darren [Cathy’s husband] who was a real trouper, kept my spirits up, but God it was the wettest rain I had ever known. Despite that I actually led the ride for a bit until we got into hillier parts and I struggled. There was a hilarious moment going through Queensferry when I was saying to Darren ‘GB lives up there, maybe we should pop in for a coffee,’ at which point the bike slid under me, and I went flying. A valve had shattered and I needed a new tyre. The charity had sorted me a shower in a house near the finish and it was the best shower I have ever had in my life. Off to the airport and flew home reading the Yasmina Reza [playwright and novelist] book [L’Aube le soir ou la nuit] on Nicolas Sarkozy [President of France]. Out for dinner with PG, Gail and Grace [Gould daughter] and round the same old block.

         Monday 17 September

         Le Monde ran the interview I did and it was really quite bizarre. It sort of got the sense of what I said but with all manner of made-up quotes. I had a couple of speech meetings including with a private equity team, but there was something really not good about them. Daniel Moore from CSA [speaking agency] said something interesting. He said I really arouse strong opinions. ‘Some clients just rail at the idea of you if we suggest you. Others go wild for it.’

         Tuesday 18 September

         Calum and Georgia [Gould] to Euston. He was down again, sighing a lot, not eating, saying he couldn’t face it really. But he went and so fine so far. Fiona was upset again but less so than before and was finally getting message we couldn’t just run with moods. Though she did perhaps understandably say they had to put up with all my emotions so why not for others. The cab driver who took me to King’s Cross was a Kosovan who said he was grateful for what we did there. He used to love reading my briefings and hearing my words. ‘I do not believe the war would have been won without you.’ I felt both moved and chuffed as he talked about the kind of things his family and friends now did, and the way the country was changing. I said it’s a shame the UK public didn’t appreciate it more. He said ‘That war was being lost and my people would have been butchered. Blair persuaded others but what you did was to transform how what was happening was shown to the world. I loved it when I heard you were at NATO. Jamie Shea [NATO spokesperson] was a good man but he was overwhelmed. You supported him and you organised everyone and it helped turn the war. I am sure of it.’ He got quite emotional, told the story of his past, how he came here fourteen years ago, had been jailed for protesting. Now had two kids here, liked it here, was staying. ‘My country owes you a lot, never forget it,’ he said.

         To the first-class lounge where a very funny receptionist said ‘My, my, you have put on weight.’ I said to her colleagues she had abused me and called me fat. Good laugh. Train to York working on a crisis management speech. There was a really obese guy over the way just sniffing endlessly. To Harrogate. Ernst and Young [professional services firm]. I did a book signing, crisis management speech and OK Q&A, my best by far defending myself re David Kelly.

         Wednesday 19 September

         To the City for a pre-brief on Berwin [Leighton Paisner, law firm] speech plus sign 400 books for the event. It was annoying that these special sales didn’t count on the figures. I was sorting final points for a piece I was doing on Walter Veltroni [Italian writer and politician] for La Repubblica. I got a call from Seb Coe, who said he was due to do the Timber Trade Awards tomorrow but had got word there was an IOC [International Olympic Committee] inspection, he would have to pull out, and could I do it? We had a good laugh about widget of the year and the like, but I rejigged a few things to be able to do it. Then a call out of the blue from Maggie [wife] and then Alistair Darling [Chancellor of the Exchequer] wanting help with his conference speech.

         Thursday 20 September

         The TTF Awards were quite a good laugh in the end. I started by saying I used to fantasise about standing in for Seb Coe, but it didn’t look like this. They were a good crowd. I had a meeting to go over with Stuart Prebble some TV ideas. Le Monde interview had had a fair bit of play in France and AFP [news agency] were saying it underlined how the French left needed the kind of approach we had delivered.

         Saturday 22 September

         I did a note for AD on the train to Bristol City v BFC. It was not dissimilar to the note I had done for GB but focused more on the economy alone. I pointed out it would be strategically stupid to airbrush TB. GB was defining himself too much against TB. The Tories and most of the press would want to rubbish our record. But if we did it too, the public would hear only the negative. Also what was the big point he was trying to make? It wasn’t clear. He seemed happy enough with what I was saying. We met up with Syd Young who was really good with Calum. Lunch at Brown’s then to the match. It was a reverse of last week. One up, two one down late, then equaliser in injury time. Excellent.

         Monday 24 September

         Early train down to Bournemouth. I bumped into Bruce [Grocott] at the station which was a bonus and travelled down with him. He was nice as ever and really felt the book had gone as well as it could. I was met by Carol [Linforth] to go through to the Marriott and then down to watch GB. I did a bit of media beforehand and the mood was OK, but I didn’t really feel part of it in the way I used to. There was a little flare-up with Ian Austin [Labour MP] who said he wasn’t speaking to me because of something in the book. I said maybe I should tell the whole truth about them. ‘You didn’t tell the truth,’ he said. ‘About what?’ But he walked off. Fuck knows what he was on about. Stan Greenberg and Deborah Mattinson [pollsters] nearby. I didn’t think the speech was that good. It lacked big message and felt very Bob Shrum-ish. Fiona texted to say he was better when shafting TB. Rory left halfway through. GB was OK on micro stuff and more personal maybe than usual but it wasn’t great. Stan said at the end ‘I didn’t know he had it in him.’ ‘What is IT?’ I said which was about the only disloyal remark I made.

         I did a bit of media and was very supportive but it lacked something and there wasn’t the buzz outside that used to follow TB’s. Spending a lot of time with PG and Georgia and also worrying re Calum who was still not settling. Up to my room to work a bit then dinner with PG and Georgia, joined by Neil, Glenys and Rachel [Kinnocks] who was basically doing GB’s diary. To Young Labour reception. I spoke and did my usual spiel re how important they were, and then Dawn Butler [MP] who was excellent. Dennis Skinner [MP] and his US partner Lois there and had a good old natter. I told the story of when he was asked to criticise us for saying we were the party of the centre – and he said he was just relieved we were not the party of the right. Lois said I should go and work for Hillary. Ed Miliband arrived late and I thought was pretty poor. Not terribly inspiring, flat, clichéd.

         Mirror party. Long chat with Mirror lot then JP who was on pretty good form, Margaret B who was telling me the story of her sacking and how GB hadn’t been terribly nice. I had her in hysterics about Charlie’s story of his demise and the offer of a Carers’ Commission [government advisory body] which he discovered GB had offered to several others. I had a longish chat with Sarah B after GB arrived and she was very nice. Also pretty chilled. She said life was OK, the week was going fine and they enjoyed doing the rounds. She was very calm I thought. Could definitely be an asset. Sue Nye was being friendly and asking what I thought about election timing. The media obsession was the idea of an early election and the top people didn’t seem to be knocking it down. I felt they had to be very careful. Either go for it or don’t, but it was silly to let this idea build that they were unless they had already decided it. And it was clear they hadn’t.

         Neil thought the whole thing was a very bad idea. I could see why they were thinking of it, but I felt it played against who and what he is and what his strengths are. Jon Mendelsohn [party organiser] was saying the money was coming in now. But there was a real danger that after the initial excitement people would say ‘Why? What is the point?’ and the idea of saying to the public he would follow the Tory conference and then study the polls was ludicrous. As with their distancing from TB, they were confusing strategy with tactics and making a real arse of it. Either do it, or don’t do it, but don’t for God’s sake say it is dependent on the Tories screwing up their conference.

         Tuesday 25 September

         I had breakfast with Andy Burnham [Chief Secretary to the Treasury]. He seemed to be loving the job though basically he said he spent most of his time just telling people they couldn’t have money. I was wandering around with PG and Georgia and getting lots of nice welcome and feedback on the book. There were big queues for the signings and sales were still good. I missed DM’s speech which seemed to go OK. I watched it later though and I felt it had been OK without being brilliant. PG was in a bit of turmoil about how deeply to get involved with GB, but he was keener than I was. I was feeling more not less resistant to getting involved. And I didn’t want the media interaction at all. I did a session at the De Vere [hotel chain] suite which was sold out with people on stairs and at the back. Nice mood, nothing too tricky. Martin Kettle and Mike White [Guardian journalists], who was chairing it, both did positive online pieces on it. I used the line ‘We don’t do anti-God’ in answer to a question on faith in politics.* There were loads of people queueing to buy.

         I got the train back with PG. Tony Benn [former Labour Cabinet minister] was on the train with Emily [granddaughter], just selected for a safeish Tory seat aged seventeen. Benn felt GB’s speech was brilliant and he should go for it. He also said that I had a duty to publish all my diaries. PG and I were both feeling we had not really been part of the week. But he was also trying to push me back in, said he wasn’t keen on the idea of doing stuff there alone. But agreed any kind of interaction with the GB people was a bit tricky. They only engaged on their terms. Down to 15 stone.

         Thursday 27 September

         Two speeches, first at Berkeley Hotel to corporate comms people, straight in and out, Q&A easy, home. Later a dinner, quite a few bores but I sat next to Bob Brannan, chairman of Dundee FC. Really nice guy. Dundee one of only eight cities which have had two teams who have reached European Cup semis. Dundee! Vienna! Milan, London, Glasgow, Belgrade, Madrid, Bucharest. Business guys seemed to think election good idea and that GB was doing fine.

         Friday 28 September

         DS. Mainly chatting re Calum and also my feelings of being of but not in the Labour conference. PM train to Leeds, opposite ghastly looking trout with the Mail. I was working on the South Africa speech but definitely moving towards needing proper project. Ilkley Literature Festival was a lot bigger than I thought. Three weeks’ worth of stuff and I was opening. I had a shower in typically dingy backstage toilet. Baroness Betty Lockwood [Labour activist] chairing. In her eighties and at first I was worried would go on too long but it was fine. Audience good. Lively and friendly. Did the rapid-fire thing at the end and it went well. Ditto signing and sales. Independent bookseller saying flew off shelves at first and now slowing down but he reckoned would rise again for Christmas. 

         Saturday 29 September

         Rory wanted tickets for Birmingham v United. I called Alex and ended up having a long chat about his future. I sounded him out on Ed’s idea of a book re winning by the two of us, looking at winning in sport and politics. He was fairly warm. He said he had been discussing long-term plans with Jason [son, agent] and a book was one of the options. He said what he liked about the idea was that it gave him another edge to the profile, and could set him up as business and management guru. He said he had no idea when he was going to retire. He had a great deal with United. One-year contract, could give year’s notice and get year’s money when he left. Some days – like when the kids lost to Coventry [2–0 in Carling Cup tie] – he wondered why he bothered. Other days he still loved it and couldn’t imagine jacking it in. He said he felt really badly let down v Coventry because there was just no fight at all. Jonny Evans the worst.

         Gym, tiny pool, then set off for Burnley v Palace. Met Chris Buckland [political journalist friend] and Calum for a cup of tea. The match was poor. I managed to avoid Simon Jordan [Palace chairman, controversial for hiring and firing managers] who looked even worse and more ghastly than the image. There was some guy called Chico Slimani performing at half-time. I had no idea who he was and it turned out he had been a runner-up in The X Factor. He went down OK but the fans started up with ‘Time to go’ chant after a while. Palace got soft set-piece goal. We equalised in much the same way. Could have won but 1–1 in the end. Off with Calum on the bus to Manchester.

         Sunday 30 September

         A text from Tony to call him. Did so and for the first time in a while we had a long chat. He said he was enjoying himself – provided he was out of the country and didn’t have to watch ‘all the bollocks’ unfold. He was more hopeful the MEPP job might lead somewhere, and was enjoying going at it from a different perspective. He was also gearing up for a bigger and bigger operation, with up to forty staff. He was still keen on governance idea, with the focus very much on Africa. He had some irons in fire but had to draw them out. He felt PG and I could be involved, also that we should help GB if asked. But he was pretty scathing about the whole thing. He’d seen Clinton in NY last week who was down on Shrum. TB felt it was a classic Gore and John Kerry [2004 Democrat presidential candidate] campaign, trying to focus on the character of the leaders. But it was always fraught and the worry about GB was the dark side of the character being exposed. He had no doubt at all they were running a differentiation strategy vis-à-vis TB, which would only succeed in the short term. Long term it had to be about something more and deeper. And people were going to start to ask ‘Why are we having this election? What is the big change and the big choice that requires a poll so soon after the last one?’

         It was clear Shrum only did one kind of strategy and this was it. It was only working at the moment because the media seemed so desperate to buy it. But where was the challenge to the party and the country? He felt they would definitely go for an early election. Bob and DA etc. would be pressing him hard to go for it. He said he would be perfectly happy to be kept right out of it. It was clearly a bit galling to have been effectively airbrushed out of things at conference but he understood why. What he couldn’t see was an alternative strategy from GB. We chatted a bit about the kids, football, Alex, but I felt in a way both of us were going through the motions rather. Neither of us mentioned CB and the rather unpleasant exchanges we had had.

         I had lunch with Calum, left for the station and home. The train was heaving. Two guys got on opposite me. One Albanian, the other Kosovan, both settled here. The Albanian knew who I was and couldn’t believe the Kosovan didn’t. They were very funny. The Kosovan was manager of a Pizza Express in Hulme in Cheshire. He was full of stories of footballers going there. Nicolas Anelka [former Manchester City player] a real gent. [Ruud van] Nistlerooy [former Man Utd player] very open. Roy Keane [former Man Utd player] very closed and not a big tipper. He once complained his food tasted funny. ‘Why you not laughing then?’ Hard to imagine all these top footballers wandering into Pizza Express but he seemed genuine enough. They were both on second-class tickets but had not found a seat. The guard announced it was OK for people in standard class to go there. We were joined by a real geek and they pretended the Kosovan was a famous film star. They were also showing us pictures of his girlfriend she was sending via phone. The Albanian reminded me a bit of Rory. Big smile and sense of mischief and knowing his own space. Home. The limp was worse. The heel really sore, so fixed to see Mel Cash again. We went out for dinner but Fiona and Grace had to get back early to watch The O.C., some fucking American serial they were both obsessed with.

         
            * AC had famously intervened in an interview being given by Tony Blair by declaring, ‘We don’t do God.’

         

      

   


   
      
         

         Monday 1 October

         To the Marriott Swiss Cottage to do Greek TV. Yet another foreign station asking about New Labour and why we kept winning when other left-of-centre parties, like the Greek socialists in their recent election, kept losing. It reinforced my view that GB was playing a dangerous game in the distancing strategy and almost buying into the notion we hadn’t done that much. The interviewer was a nice young guy who was planning a big number on that theme – why New Labour was not seen at home as the success it was viewed as abroad. Home to do a Radio 4 interview with Kim Fletcher for a series on the so-called death of newspapers. I found him a bit old fogeyish and the interview a bit superficial. I left for the airport and off to Cape Town. Heathrow was not nearly as bad as people were saying especially considering how massive the flow of people going through.

         Tuesday 2 October

         Piers came on asking if I would do a GQ interview with him. No harm, I thought, and agreed. I didn’t have much on until the conference tomorrow so, unusually, did a bit of tourism. Down to the Waterfront, did Robben Island. Also a huge session in the gym.

         Wednesday 3 October

         I watched some guy saying he was in the alarm clock business and when the mobile came out he assumed like everyone it would be good for business. He said it had wiped him out. He realised the writing was on the wall when he was stopped at airport security once and the security people were going through his bags, saw his alarm clock and said ‘Wow, not seen one of those in ages.’ The alarm on the mobile had destroyed his market. But now he had gone into vintage alarm clocks and was doing OK. The speech went fine, a quick lunch and then off to the airport. It was a long way to go for a speech but, as Fiona said, the money was good. I read Ruth First’s book, 117 Days, on her incarceration under the Ninety-Day Detention Law. Emphasised the incredible change that is South Africa, as did a documentary on apartheid I watched. Got home and watched a recording of Cameron’s speech to his conference.

         Friday 5 October

         To the Marriott for two hours with David Aaronovitch [Times journalist] for his TB TV series. OK I think. He told me Sally [Morgan, political advisor] had basically said I lost the plot towards the end and TB didn’t know how to reign me in. I left for TB’s new house in Connaught Square to meet TB with PG. Nice enough place, loads of work going on all over the house. TB not in a good mood because of the nonsense of GB’s positioning and his handling of the election issue. He said he was probably going to have to call one but it had been woefully handled. I did a note for GB saying I thought given the way it had developed it was becoming a seriously bad idea to have an election in these circumstances. The worst thing had been effectively to tell the country it would all depend on polls. PG said he had been to a few meetings with e.g. DA, Spencer Livermore [strategy advisor], Peter Watt [general secretary, Labour Party] and basically the general feeling was that things would get worse not better. Also, there was not the bank of new policy we might think. Everyone had thought for so long that GB was holding back on policy because of big things he wanted to do when he finally landed the job, but it just wasn’t there. I said it was like WMD. We all convinced ourselves. ‘Sore point,’ said TB.

         PG said there was no doubt there was a differentiation strategy. But worse than that, it was all very personal re TB. He said he heard again the view that TB was the problem, we were in a terrible position because of TB. They didn’t really want to take on the reform agenda because it was TB’s, added to which they didn’t think it was delivering. TB said the Tories would not have to do much to get into a very strong position. What we had managed to do was keep them out by getting the country to think they were not an alternative government compared to what they had. If GB is not careful, Cameron will look like he is a reasonable alternative. He said they were worried GB was being rumbled and so would want to go for it now. Leaders attracted their own kind and this was a weird introspective self-obsessed bunch, who were also tactical obsessives. He went off on one. He was worried about Balls’s judgement. Douglas is weak in the face of GB and would be thinking he would be being lined up for blame. GB is weaker than he lets on. Shrum has a terrible record and doesn’t really understand our politics.

         TB said ‘I kept my side of the bargain, left when I did, helped him take over in a strong position, and we had a policy agenda ready to take forward. He didn’t want it but what have we had – a bit of mini crisis management and the rest all tactical and trying to present him as a strong character. But if you go around accepting we were all spin, sleaze and no delivery, you do the Tories’ and the media’s game for them. It is not just that it is insulting, it is also pathetic, and strategically inept.’ He said when he was out of the country it didn’t bother him, but he couldn’t stand being here and watching this horror unfold. PG said why not call him. He said what’s the point? – they’re so paranoid they’d think I’m offering fake advice to make them do the right thing, because they think we operate like them. It really couldn’t be much worse. He said we had to be careful of schadenfreude. I said in the end it is better for him that GB does well. He said it is all about egoism. He wants to show he can win elections the same as I did. It is not the country’s interests first, not even the party’s, it’s his. As for the policy agenda – they have given up on anti-social behaviour and crime. Jack Straw’s have-a-go hero stuff was ludicrous.*

         Re MEPP job, he felt there was some hope. He said he was having his eyes opened about the Israelis and how they whacked the Palestinians on stuff that had nothing to do with security. Working well with Condi Rice [US Secretary of State]. He said he was getting loads of money in for his foundation and Ruth Turner was working well. He was working up a project on climate change that seemed to have fired him up. The issue is part technical, part political and the important thing is how you get China and America to agree something as a plan forward. He was in good form re himself, though neither of us mentioned CB. He said he was being offered millions for various business and speaking projects, and was going to take in the money to set up the foundation and run the governance side. PG and I both said he needed to be careful because Labour leaders out of office always get judged more harshly than the Tories. He needed to develop the concept of ‘post-politics public life’, but make clear the money he made was about delivering a different kind of public service in new ways.

         Generally he seemed OK though was too thin again and a bit yellow. He was travelling non-stop. He said he had a number of countries he was talking to about advice on governance and they were always keen to know if I would be involved and advise on comms and strategy. He asked if I might get involved in Kazakhstan. Later I sent a pretty tough note to GB re the election handling and general positioning.

         Home then off to Cheltenham to speak at the festival. Staying at the Hotel du Vin which was pretty funky. I had dinner with Susan Sandon, Richard and Charlotte Bush. They were pretty happy with the book. My event was at the racecourse, 2k-seater Centaur venue. Francine Stock was chairing/interviewing. Liked her, and the Q&A was fine though a bit predictable, dowdy and slow. I preferred the tougher questions or the funnier ones to the easy hits. The on/off election scene a disaster now. The polls all narrowed and GB was going to look either daft and opportunistic doing it, or weak and incompetent not doing it now. In the end only he could decide but he had got himself into a right mess. I had started out totally against, had moved a bit but the ‘let’s see what the polls say after the Tories’ conference’ was the worst of all places. 

         I sent him a note, saying that it felt in a very bad place to me. Elections are big moments in the national life and there always has to be a good reason for them. Usually that is decided by the parliamentary timetable. For a snap election there has to be a fundamental choice that cannot otherwise be met. I don’t believe the public understand what it is. Therefore they won’t understand why we are having one. But the big problem was the briefing in the build-up. The sense of him poring over polls before a decision, and the unfortunate publicity arising in some quarters from the visit to British forces in Iraq, which looked exploitative and opportunistic, reinforces the sense this is putting party before national interest. I also thought it was unwise, if it was done, to respond to poll shifts by saying it was about inheritance tax.

         I said that on the question ‘Why are we having the election?’, ‘Because we think we can win’ is the worst possible answer. So before going ahead two questions have to have very clear answers. Why are we having an election now (and the answers have to be about policy). And can we deliver a bigger majority? The second is important because if he has an election and the result is roughly the same, or a smaller majority, people really will wonder why they were put through it. It will really weaken him as PM on return, especially taking into account the big drop in seats already.

         The question of the policy choice is central here. The problem with conference is that people didn’t get a sense of the big forward policy agenda that would fill a manifesto and give the country a big choice to make. I said that unless it is being held very tightly ‘this seems to me your central problem’. It is one thing to go to a ‘normal time’ election relatively policy light, or steady as she goes. You can’t do it in a snap election. And the polls did not exactly indicate a big swing in his favour was coming. I was partly doing my ‘think in ink’ thing and settled on the fact that he would take a big hit for not doing it, but it must be the point at which they regroup, focus on policy and the long term and a different strategic framework to the one that seems to have been in operation in the past couple of weeks.

         
            The reason I have been uncomfortable re this early election is because of this – if your strength is strength, substance and the long term, this cuts right across it. It looks tactical and selfish, not strategic and thought through. And without the policy dividing lines strong and in the right place, there is a risk the campaign dynamic runs away from you. There are two other points I want to make. I felt at conference that there was a sense that we were accepting the last ten years had not been successful. This is a big mistake. Go around the world, and parties left and right look to us as a success story, politically, economically, socially. The party needs us to defend the record better. So does the public. We need to show more fight on this. This is vital if we are properly to exploit the superb strategic position you have the capacity to exploit – as being continuity and change. And the change needs to be more than about character.

            I felt the conference speech focused insufficiently on policy and big challenges facing the world and was too much about the character question. It felt Clinton–Gore and I really believe that approach of differentiation vis-à-vis the predecessor was a mistake for Gore and would be for you. You have character as a strength, record and substance. That is all part of continuity. The change has to come in the way you frame challenges and the way you provide policy responses. That, not polls, has to be dominant in all the debates.

            If you go ahead, there has to be a really strong explanation. And it has to be rooted in policy. But all things considered, the way this thing has developed, I think you will be better off taking the hit, cutting down any chatter about it, not playing the blame game, simply saying that while some may want an election, the government has a forward programme, intends to keep taking it forward, and will prepare in a more considered long-term way the policy challenges for the next election further down the track. I know these are difficult decisions that in the end can only be made by one person, and that conflicting advice is not always welcome. But I really do feel this is in the wrong place, and an election is a dangerous place to be without all the questions clearly answered.

         

         Sunday 7 October

         GB was on Marr. Car crash. He basically said he had never been thinking about having an election. It was not convincing on any level because it was so far from what people knew to be true. This is where he just lacked that bit of finesse. It would be far better to say something closer to truth – I have thought about it, I was being pressed in some quarters, there are certain temptations, but I have decided not to. He could also have said that he should have avoided the speculation, but in any event this is now the focus and on we go. TB called and said the whole thing was a disaster now, and they would be scrabbling around on the blame game. He said there has to be a gripping of his operation and there has to be an explanation to the party what really went wrong and how we can still rebuild if we learn the lessons. He said he was intending to write a note to GB and he wanted to run it by me. His first point was that there had been a truly lamentable confusion of tactics and strategy. Tactically, it was thought clever to define by reference to TB, no more spin, no more sleaze, we will be honest, frugal (subtext: they weren’t).

         This was all about style, but strategically the consequence was to diss our own record, and instead of saying we are building on the achievements, confronting the new challenges, we joined in the attack on our own ten years. He was banging the same drum I had been banging with GB, that unless we correct this it could be a fatal mistake. Secondly, because they are disowning us as a government, they have junked the TB policy agenda but had nothing to put in its place. All of that has helped nobody but our opponents. He said the media were going on about how well the Tories did at their conference, but the real problem was the hubris and vacuity of our own. This then meant that the Tories didn’t have to be great to be considered good. And by having at least something to say on policy they appeared substantial and able to represent the future. He said we somehow had to persuade GB to go back and recalibrate the strategy, based on a defence of our own record and a policy agenda that forces the Tories to choose – exactly what the policy review was supposed to achieve.

         He said GB’s own briefing operation had helped the Tories get even more from [shadow Chancellor George] Osborne’s inheritance tax move than they would have got anyway.† Cameron was actually in a bit of trouble before TB left, but that was because he was being forced to choose on New Labour policy and found as a result that he couldn’t differentiate properly. He felt GB trying to give a different message was also a mistake. He never needed to worry about distancing on Iraq – it was never going to be seen as his issue; but on domestic policy he really needed to be seen as continuing New Labour not ditching it. By trying to be change, he played exactly the game the media wanted, but it is not the game that gives us the only chance of a fourth term. Meanwhile Douglas told PG that there was a big discussion going on about me, with GB keen to get me more involved, possibly centrally, and Balls arguing against. I had a real sense of foreboding about the strategic picture and how bad it could get quite quickly. Both the Tories and the media were piling in pretty hard.

         Monday 8 October

         First thing I recorded a whole stack of Middle East interviews pre the trip to Dubai. Then out for a bike ride, and I missed GB’s press conference where he seemingly got a bit of a mauling. Then his Iraq statement where he announced a reduction of British troops and got hit hard there too. It was obvious he needed a lot of help. I was not feeling like giving it but part of me was. I could sense for the first time he could actually lose an overall majority to the Tories. Classic confusion of tactics and strategy almost from the word go. I had lunch with Tim Hincks [Endemol media company] who had the idea of a programme in which I try to galvanise dads and sons in a tough school and get them to develop proper relationships. More interesting than most. Spoke to Calum about it. He was still not enjoying Manchester. 

         Tuesday 9 October

         Alex called from France where he was having a few days off during the international break. He had finished my book and said if it didn’t win Book of the Year, there was no justice. I said there was no way that was going to happen, partly because it was me, partly because it was not the whole story, and I had admitted as much. He said the last sections on Iraq and my departure were riveting. ‘Even though I knew what happened already, it was like reading a thriller.’ He shared my alarm about the recent GB kerfuffle, said it had come over as very amateurish and cack-handed. I found myself being more open about my criticisms though still not publicly. It was not possible to defend recent events and retain credibility though. PG said again Balls was the one keeping everyone else out.

         Trying to pin down Bill Hagerty as diaries editor. Then to speak at a lunch for US correspondents in London. I found myself being fairly frank on strategy and tactics being confused in last few days. Then to see Nick Goddard, orthopaedic surgeon, who diagnosed an inflamed tendon on the Achilles, which would need ultrasound and rest. From there to Merchant Taylors’ for Brewin Dolphin event. 500, mainly men, mainly Tory I would say, but did usual speech and good Q&A and felt pretty well. Again did why GB should not have let the election chat get out of hand. PG called, said GB’s lot were still struggling to work it out. He said he had been shocked last week by how little there was there, how they felt it was all going to go to shit, how they blamed each other the whole time etc.

         Wednesday 10 October

         Darling and GB were getting hit pretty hard re stealing Tory ideas on inheritance and aviation tax.‡ My complaint was that it was going to give DC and Osborne credibility they didn’t deserve. GB was on a really bad roll – election on/off, hammered over dithering and trust, mistake to do it on Marr not all round, press conference not honest, Iraq statement not clear, CSR [Comprehensive Spending Review] not great and today PMQs a real monstering. I saw David S who felt I was doing OK and it was fine not to be rushing into things. I was in a very privileged position then and now, and there was no need to apologise for that or feel guilty about not wanting to do more. I had arranged to meet Piers at the Honest Sausage café in Regent’s Park – he liked that idea – but he couldn’t find it so we went to the café in the inner circle instead. He said he wanted to say we were at the Honest Sausage even if we weren’t. Lots of his questions were about lying, and of course he wanted a ding-dong about Iraq. We had a good natter though and even though he was so self-obsessed, it was hard not to like him. He managed to stay positive whatever was happening around him. 

         I worked on a piece on the arrogance of the All Blacks for the Sunday Times, then to the Ian Botham knighthood investiture party at Lord’s [cricket ground]. He and Kath [wife] in good form. Good turnout. Mike Brearley, Graeme Fowler, Mike Gatting, Brian Close, Freddie Flintoff [cricketers]. Nice do, a few little speeches. Really nice time. Left for Cardiff, another ludicrously lucrative speaking gig. I wish I could persuade myself it was work. David Miliband called as I was getting driven home. I said if GB didn’t learn the right lessons, Cameron was in. He said the press conference, the CSR and PMQs suggested they were not learning the right lessons at all.

         Thursday 11 October

         The GB situation was not good, and there was not much sign he was getting out of it. Cameron was on a roll. Charlotte [Random House] called to say the Standard were doing a piece saying I was badly depressed. Hard to deny it. Quiet day, long bike ride, then to ultrasound scan of Achilles. The doctor also did Arsenal players and was going on about how badly some of them treated their wives. He said the Achilles tissue was degenerating and I was definitely not to run till it was sorted. He felt physio ought to do it but it might need surgery. I didn’t like the sound of that.

         Friday 12 October

         Out first thing to do an interview for a documentary on Seth Lakeman. Seth had asked if I would do it, which was fine, though the interviewer was treating me as though I was an expert on folk. Then to WC1 for a photoshoot with David Bailey [celebrity photographer] for GQ. The studio was unchanged since last time, and so was he. Three male assistants. Wife there, tall and striking, pictures of her breasts on the wall and in a little book of ideas. He said he had worn women out. He said to his assistant, who had a Jesus beard, ‘What are the five words I always say to women – what do you mean no?’ The bloke from GQ arrived. Very GQ. Tight jeans and pointed shoes, tall and dark. When he said the pictures were to illustrate an interview with Piers Morgan, Bailey (as they all called him) asked ‘Who the fuck is Piers Morgan?’ I think he’s a chef, said Mrs B. I texted the exchange to Piers. When the phone pinged with a text a few minutes later, I said ‘I bet that’s Piers and I bet it says “Who is David Bailey?”’ Spot on.

         Bailey was a jumble of opinions, most of them a bit ill-formed and incoherent and like a lot of media people driven as much by how people treated him as what they actually did. Likes Boris [Johnson], hates Ken [Livingstone]. Doesn’t know how Tony can sleep at night because he lied about Iraq. ‘No, he didn’t.’ ‘Yes, he fucking did and you know he did.’ ‘No, I don’t.’ [Tony] Benn a good bloke but you wouldn’t want him running anything. Had [Lord] Norman Foster [architect] yesterday who said he was in a bit of a rush because he had to see the Queen. Told the story of bumping into King Abdullah of Jordan and not realising he was the King. Liked Keith Richards [Rolling Stones musician]. Referred to Diana as ‘the blonde chick’. He said people never understood what other people did. I didn’t understand what he did, he didn’t understand what I did. He was very tactile and funny. It was all a lot easier than last time when I was with Joe Haines for a Times piece on protégés, and Bailey kept asking if we were gay. All over in just over an hour.

         TB texted and I said it was a total mess. He said all recoverable with the right strategy. I texted Neil to say if GB didn’t learn the right lessons Cameron was in. ‘What are they?’ he asked. I said it has to be continuity plus change. If it is just change he gains nothing from the record. He has to defend the record and position himself against Cameron not TB. He has to realise Balls has poor strategic judgement and Shrum doesn’t understand Britain. Neil added he has to trust own instinct, not the advice of people who have only known success. Chat with Charlie F who said ‘You sound angry.’ I was angry at the self-inflicted nature of it all.

         Saturday 13 October

         Bike a.m. Big day of spectator sport. Scotland v Ukraine. England v Estonia [football]. Leeds v St Helens grand final. England v Sri Lanka ODI then England v France Rugby World Cup semi. England win over France impressive. I texted some of the Lions guys and got some nice replies.

         Sunday 14 October

         I was really missing running though enjoying getting out on the bike more. The GB situation was not really improving. I was not sure he or they had it. Cameron is tougher than they imagine. TB texted to say let’s have a chat. I said I found it all very depressing and all so avoidable. Predictable too, he said. Recoverable if they adopt the right strategy but don’t hold your breath. Some of the Sundays had stories about TB being disappointed with GB so far and he put out a statement denying. The trouble was that people would know he would be disappointed so it wasn’t the hardest story to write. TB even wondered if the GB lot had been behind it, based on the note he sent him, because it allowed them to go into victim mode. Tessa’s 60th at the Wards’ in Gray’s Inn. David [Mills, husband] seemed a bit out of sorts.

         Monday 15 October

         Chat with TB. He said he would be willing to help but they want to do it on their own. GB’s problem is personal – he wants not only to show he can do it without us, he wants to establish that he not I should have been leader in ’94. It is tragic. And of course he has bad advice from Balls and Shrum going in his ears 24/7. They basically live with him. Shrum’s name came up the other day at a meeting and Henry Kissinger [former US Secretary of State] said the guy is all tactics and no strategy. TB felt GB was being rumbled by the public. It was one of the myths we created that GB was the ideas man and the strategist, he was the front man and I did the media. Truth be told he was good when he was given the strategy but he had to be directed. And now he was on his own, he didn’t really have the vision. Charlie F had fucked up a bit with an article on Times online which was taken as a whack at GB. TB said we are all best saying nothing, certainly nothing that can be taken as unsupportive. It is in our interests he succeeds and at some point he is going to realise he needs to change tack. He said he was only really OK when he was out of the country because it made him so frustrated to see them fucking up.

         Into BBC for a pre-record of Steve Wright [afternoon presenter]. It was OK, and I like Steve a lot, but I could feel myself slightly going through the motions with these book interviews. He said he became fed up with TB towards the end. He tried to get me to join the Blairites going publicly for GB but failed. Home then out later to White City for The One Show with Adrian Chiles and very nice Northern Irish girl called Christine Bleakley. They wanted me to play the pipes, so I warmed them up beforehand, then when we went on, they had weighing scales, weighing my book alongside the complete works of Shakespeare, Thatcher’s and then Adrian’s book. Ming [Menzies] Campbell [Liberal Democrats leader] resigned just before we went on air – the Lib Dems were going nowhere just now – so I did a short reaction on that. He was basically forced out though he seemingly felt it was media obsession with his age that became the deciding factor.

         Tuesday 16 October

         Out first thing to Liverpool St then Colchester for a book signing at TBS Random House warehouse. About 2,000 books, real military operation. They had Nigella [Lawson, celebrity chef and author] yesterday. Interesting mix of people. I was reading [former Burnley player] Martin Dobson’s novel about two kids who get to Wembley. The design was a bit of a car crash and the writing was clichéd but I promised to read it and I did and I was sure I could get a piece on it with him somewhere. I was getting very down at the thought of Calum being miserable.

         Wednesday 17 October

         DS – mainly talking re Calum and whether he was trying to make us make the decision for him that he should leave. To Random House to sign some books. Briefly saw Susan S who was buzzing at one of their books [The Gathering by Anne Enright] winning the Booker Prize last night. Then to Sky, signing loads of stuff on the way. Nice crowd at the Book Show. Sophie Dahl [model and author] said her mum [writer Tessa Dahl] remembered sitting next to me at a Chequers dinner to raise money for the Roald Dahl Museum. Liked her, chatted re her – 5 ft 11 – going out with Jamie Cullum [jazz singer] who can’t be much more than 5 ft 5. Also re how she had too much to drink last night. She had chosen Tender Is the Night [F. Scott Fitzgerald] as her book she wished she had written. I chose Team of Rivals re Lincoln. Nice little programme, one of Prebble’s. Fiona had bad conjunctivitis, was really miserable with it.

         Thursday 18 October

         Train to Manchester, for a speech to Modus, [Burnley director] Brendan Flood’s firm. Good laugh on the way because a woman down the carriage was reading something called ‘Modus Daily’, a paper with me on the front. She was clearly going to my event at Modus as the paper was like an invite. I texted Brendan and asked who she might be. Describe her. ‘Early forties, slim, brown hair, no wedding ring.’ Jill Hagland he said. I asked for her mobile number. She had the Mail so I texted her a message to say reading the Mail was bad for her health. She looked really startled. I then sent another one saying did she want a lift and when she started to look around she saw me, a bit shell-shocked. She couldn’t believe I knew her name, had her number, knew where she was going. Explained in car.

         Nice enough do, and quite lively Q&A though they had a crap set of pipes for me to try and I could barely get a note out of them. Signed a few books. Collected Calum then Ellen Flood [wife of Brendan] then off to the YPO [Young Professionals, meet-up group] dinner. Good bunch. I did get a bit ratty with a couple at the end, told one bloke he sounded like a Mail editorial. Nice chat with Brendan who struck me as genuinely committed to BFC. He said at his first board meeting they had talked about slashing the wages bill and he said he would not have anything to do with mediocrity so put in more of his cash.

         Friday 19 October

         Breakfast with Brendan, then a car to Piccadilly to meet Martin Dobson to interview him for his book. He still walked elegantly. We sat up on the balcony café, nice Croatian snapper from an agency in Birmingham doing the pictures. Dobbo a lovely guy, happy with his lot, good on old players, not bitter at all about the wealth of the new players, very positive about the book experience. I wrote the piece on the train. Home for a bit before Fiona and Grace set off for the US to see Suzanne [Gibbons-Neff, friend of Fiona]. To RUSI in Whitehall for filming for a Michael Cockerell documentary with Tim Bell and Tim Razzall [Tory and Lib Dem strategists]. We watched fifteen or so clips of Cameron and then talked about them. My main point was that he was technically good at presentation but there was no policy. Tim Bell said they wouldn’t do policy. And why should they, especially now it was clear Labour would steal them? I quite enjoyed it as an exercise. Audrey was looking after me in F’s absence. She was reading a big review of Robert Harris’s book The Ghost in New Statesman and particularly enjoyed a reference from a piece by Harris making him and me sound chummy on the ’97 campaign bus, and my diary saying he was the last thing we needed on the bus recording every spit and fart.

         Saturday 20 October

         Set off for Barnsley v Burnley. Huge build-up to Rugby World Cup final on the radio. Took bike with me and had an hour or so round Barnsley then met Calum. Fiona called. Leo Blair and Jackie [nanny] were on the plane out. TB–CB in NY at Waldorf Astoria. Calum seemed happier. Burnley were terrific in the first half but only one up and we got pulled back.

         Sunday 21 October

         Long bike ride. Text from TB about the Mail on Sunday stuff from Anthony Seldon’s book which was being spun as Blairites rocking the GB boat. [Lord] Roy Hattersley [Labour peer] on Marr was reviewing the papers and pushing it that way. TB said it showed again how they seem to enjoy the victim mode. Took Audrey for dinner at Philip and Gail’s. PG very down on GB. Peter M texted him to say he was having a party next weekend. No chance of me being invited because Reinaldo [PM’s partner] thought I defenestrated PM. Had a discussion about who were the biggest human brands of all time. Agreed on Jesus and Mohammed but then it all got a bit tricky. Philip and Georgia didn’t want to accept Hitler was a brand because nobody bought into it. I said Shakespeare had to be in there. Gandhi. Ali? Luther King. Mao. Marx. So it went on. PG googled them all to see how many mentions as if that was the judgement. George Bush highest of current people.

         Monday 22 October

         Woke up after long and vivid dream in which GB and I were having a really heated exchange. TB there, Fiona, Philip and Gail. GB was asking why I was intending to do more books. I said why did he worry about things that would not happen while he was PM. Why didn’t he get himself a proper strategy? I said he asked all these questions because he imagined we operated like he did, selfish, always undermining, no team spirit. If only he learned the real lessons of the TB era he would not be in such a mess. Got really heavy at points, both ways.

         The Lib Dem leadership was getting a fair bit of play but largely on the theme of there being no difference between [Chris] Huhne and [Nick] Clegg [candidates]. Huhne so unutterably dull. Clegg seemed Tory-lite but probably going to win. GB seemed to have managed to quieten things down after the EU summit in Lisbon but the issue was still not going away. [Anthony] Seldon’s book§ rumbling at low level. Heaven knows why people co-operated with him. All the usual anonymous stuff but of course grains of truth in there. Focus building on Balls. I didn’t much fancy his chances of surviving really intense pressure. Out for an hour on the bike and then a chocolate binge. Felt bad afterwards but real gorge. To Oxford for Rory’s birthday. Grace and Georgia on good form. Browns restaurant. Nice time.

         

         Tuesday 23 October

         Out to Stuart Prebble’s office for a meeting with BBC. He and I had a pre-meeting to go through a few ideas, including on sport, the theme of winning etc. Extraordinary beginning to the meeting, the two BBC guys bemoaning life there, the way it was led, programming, response to technological change and so on, but like it was the only discussion on earth. They asked my view – I said the BBC had lost its way, didn’t have a defined mission or purpose and had become bloated, introverted and arrogant. The discussion underlined that. We kicked around the idea of me doing some kind of programme or series in which I examine the big public issues. The woman said I was one of the few people in politics that young people thought reasonably cool. ‘My son would talk to you, but wouldn’t talk to most politicians.’ We groped our way towards the idea of me having a team of young people and trying to galvanise, lead and educate them to make a difference in small limited ways, changing the law, getting someone to do something. Good meeting though I found these telly people so self-obsessed and obsessed with their own world.

         Home and out for a long bike ride. News from the heel scan was an inflamed tendon. Rest and physio required but hopefully cycling OK, though it was starting to get really cold. Audrey was out at a No. 11 reception for Vital Voices [women’s political participation organisation] and came back nicely merry before making me dinner and regaling me with stories of who was there – Magi Cleaver [No. 10 press officer] saying everything went downhill after I left.

         Wednesday 24 October

         Session with DS. He was very keen on getting me to a croft and total isolation. Also chatted about the circumstances in which I was tempted to drink. Out on the bike, hills, then to Gay Hussar to meet Joe Haines and Jill Palmer [former Daily Mirror colleagues]. Joe had lost a couple of top teeth and had a few more mottled marks on his face but was on good form. Jill also looking good having lost a lot of weight. Ed Owen [Labour advisor] arrived to get some books signed. Jill had one. Then John [Wrobel] from the restaurant had one, then his waitress went off and bought one. Told Susan Sandon I should just live in restaurants. Joe and Jill both very down on GB. Joe had always been dubious but felt he lacked courage. He said if I was in a trench I would rather be with Blair than Brown. Jill said he just lacked the personality you needed. When Sarah [Brown] helped get Jill’s daughter work experience at the Treasury, she bumped into GB, asked him a question for her dissertation and he talked to her like a weight machine. Nice enough time. Stayed till gone three.

         Bumped into the Miami Dolphins coaches (in town for the first ever NFL match, at Wembley at the weekend) as I was contacting art colleges about getting a sculpture of the kids for F’s birthday. Met Nancy [Dell’Olio, ex-partner of former England manager Sven-Göran Eriksson] at 6 at Home House [private members’ club]. She had been doing a photo shoot all day. Looking good. Flirty as ever, said she had never really found a man in England worth having an affair with. ‘You and Tony seemed taken.’ She and Sven had basically split up but he was holding on. She said she didn’t mind as much as people might think to Sven’s sex-with-others thing but it had become a bit embarrassing. Hard to understand her at times. She was another one very down on GB. The general line – that he was doing OK, better than expected – had gone right back. Walked to Claridge’s to meet Stuart Le Gassick [businessman]. We went to Brian Turner’s restaurant at the Millennium Hotel. Young woman with enormous breasts at next table. She went out for a fag. When she came back he said they say smoking’s bad for your chest. Not done you any harm. Stuart was just back from Dubai having got 20 billion for an infrastructure investment in India. Clearly major league now. I was resisting getting involved or taking money. Nice enough evening though.

         Thursday 25 October

         My Google news alert had a good one, a book review from Seattle-based TheStranger.com. ‘This book will get you laid’ was the headline. Very funny and by and large favourable review. Waited a.m. for F and G to get back from the airport. Clearly had a great time. I took Grace out to the stables and went out on the bike from there. The political news was dominated by another GB chattering-class speech on bill of rights, democracy etc., all well and good but unlikely to set the heart skipping on the estates. Worse though, he had appointed Paul Dacre [editor, Daily Mail] to be part of a review of the thirty-year rules [legal arrangements re availability to the public of official records]. Both TB and I thought it was a joke when we first heard it. Philip said it was beyond parody. Bradders, who had been helping a bit on PMQs, said there is no tent big enough for us and Dacre. Hilary Coffman [former press advisor in AC team] – ‘Words fail me.’ And so on. I thought about sending a message to the effect that it was shame Harold Shipman was dead as he could do a review of the GMC. I had yet another dream in which I was hiding as GB, Clinton and Gore were in a field or a garden looking for me. Mark Lucas popped round to deliver some DVDs, and chat about things. The non-election week was a nightmare, he said. He said at least you lot tended to know what you wanted. He was working on a broadcast for the Queen’s Speech and had basically been told to do what he wanted.

         JP called for a natter. He was progressing on the book with Hunter Davies who had done twenty chapters. He also had some speeches lined up. Said he was pretty happy with his lot. Appalled at the events of recent weeks. He had bumped into Balls and DA in the lobby last week and said are you two going to cock it up again? They produced a poll saying they had gone up two points. He said forget polls and start governing. Nice chat, asking for help on his speech. Out later to Ernst and Young dinner at Royal Horticultural Society. All accountants at a conference today. Pretty dull bunch but I splattered a guy at the end who asked a clever-clever question about when the book would be remaindered. Susan called and later TB texted re him doing book deal with RH and Knopf. I said she had to make sure mine remained No. 1 priority. TB said he couldn’t believe the Dacre move. It is not the disloyalty but the stupidity. GB has basically inhaled the critique that we are all spin, sleaze and no delivery and so weakens himself.

         Friday 26 October

         Out early to the airport. Terminal 2 pretty chaotic but how on earth they manage that steady flow of anxious, agitated, selfish humanity is beyond me. All stressing about the same things. First experience of Emirates. Pretty good. Watched the film about Graeme Obree [bipolar cyclist], The Flying Scotsman, which I don’t think played up his mental issues enough but it was OK. The cycling parts really quite moving and needless to say I cried when he won the world champs. Stupidly I’d come without my case studies for the conference and Fiona had to sort by email. Working on my presentation for Dubai. Going to be literally all day, 9 to 5, blathering away. Arrived, met by Jennie Bishop from II RME [Middle East management company] who were doing the conference. Nice enough though I never naturally warmed to expats in places like this. Staying at Mina a Salam, part of the huge Jumeirah Beach complex. Someone had said Dubai hit you a bit like Las Vegas and I saw what they meant. Sea nice, great gym but too many Mail-reading type Brits around. Didn’t venture out of the complex, went for a longish run on the beach and then the gym and worked on the speech while channel hopping.

         Saturday 27 October

         Out for an on-the-record breakfast with a group of English-language journalists from the region. Some of the Arabs invited never turned up. Jennie said it was par for the course. Quite an interesting bunch. Usual questions – media, GB, TB in Middle East role, Iraq. There had definitely been a shift in opinion re GB though. One of them said they had been surprised he started well and not surprised at all it was going a bit wrong. Gulf News guy a very posh Brit who was formerly editor. They were interesting on the way Dubai was developing. There was fairly strict media control, mostly self-censorship. Criticism of the leaders totally off limits but TV and the internet was beginning to change things a little. Remarkable the extent to which they felt things worked. No crime worth the name. Big issue was the treatment of migrant workers and it was a real issue they would have to address. Quite a good session though it was odd the extent to which they talked to me as though I was still fully engaged. Conference team all in cheap grey suits and red tops. Pretty professional though. Had no doubts tomorrow would work. Had felt a mild pang of guilt at earning 25k for a day’s talk but then saw they were charging delegates $1,600 a head to hear it, with a free book thrown in.

         Back to the hotel and time to kill. Exercise, a bit of wandering, emailing and waiting for John Watts to arrive. Also trying to find a bar that would be showing Burnley v Southampton. Interesting collection of people in the hotel. A mix of aspirant Brits, mainly obese, nouveau riche Russians, a few Germans and French. The souk was like any other shopping set-up. Felt about as genuinely Arabian as Brent Cross. Nice to see John Watts [former advisor to TB] who was working for Brown Loyd James [PR company] in Doha. Glad to be out of No. 10. Said he was there during the crazy week and it was beyond crazy. Not working that hard but enjoying it for a year or two. Good people-watching as we sat at a Persian restaurant, part of the complex, and watched all the obvious Brits and Russians go by. Great picture to be had of an Arab in full gear sitting at the bar knocking back a pint of lager. Went on the hunt for BFC on TV and eventually found it at Dhow and Anchor bar in Jumeirah Beach hotel. Poor game and we lost 3–2. Only saw second half.

         Sunday 28 October

         Breakfast in hotel, most of the tourists thankfully not up. To the conference centre where delegates were gathering and it all seemed pretty well organised. Mix of Anglo Saxon and regional, from most countries in the region. They did my CD then I spoke for maybe ninety minutes, very big picture and basics. Q&A pretty straightforward. Frank Kane [ex-Observer] asked whether Kamal Ahmed [Observer] helped re the second Iraq dossier. Used it to deny and also talk about media self-obsession. Did a coffee break, signed a few books. Split them into eight groups and set them a strategic challenge based round objective, strategy and tactics mantra. Anti-global warming, pro, pro-TB as MEPP rep, anti, Dubai, mend Bush image in Middle East, etc. They did pretty well, particularly when led by Brits.

         Couple of PalmPilot quiz surveys e.g. re who best communicator – it went Bill C, TB, Nelson Mandela then [Vladimir] Putin [President of Russia] and Bush with nul points. Also how many crises we had, which they did pretty well. Mind you, one of the earlier ones was a choice, including John and Mohammed, of most popular first name in the world and 4 per cent said Alastair. Lunch with a group of them outside and then to pm session on crisis management. Did my spiel, Q&A and felt on form and the evaluation feedback was really strong. More books selling through the day. Then a head-hunter, Omar Kahn, asked for help in finding ‘an AC figure’ for the government there. Package $1 million tax-free. He didn’t ask directly whether I would do it but I sensed it was what he was getting at. The girl from Jumeirah and a woman from Bahrain said it was their best day of education on comms ever. Good atmosphere at the end. Went for a swim. Legs exhausted after being on feet all day.

         Dinner at a Moroccan restaurant in the souk. Colleen Harris [ex Prince Charles advisor] setting up her own business, Dignity, advising companies on equality and diversity etc. Told Colleen the background to the royal bits of the book, and how they had raised no objections of the version they saw, and she said ‘They’re scared of you.’ She felt they would have imagined all the terrible things I could have said and so were relieved but also would have worried about trying to get me to change anything and have a great row about it. Nice enough evening though I was glad to get to bed. I really wished I could count this all as work. It was well paid and maybe today I did manage to teach a few people a few things but I still can’t see it as work. It is earning not work. Good row with Colleen re the PCC [Press Complaints Commission], how useless it was, and how [Sir Christopher] Meyer [chairman] was compromised by his serialisation deal (for his memoirs) with the Mail Group.

         Monday 29 October

         Out to the airport. Jim Davidson [comedian], who was resident in Dubai, had a word in the lounge. Davidson so right-wing but said when he went to entertain the troops in Basra some of the locals thought he was TB. On the plane I watched Amazing Grace, the story of Wilberforce’s anti-slave trade campaign and again had a sense that I was wasting some of the best years of my life just swanning around playing at different bits and pieces. Starting to think about the [late (Lord) Hugh] Cudlipp [former Mirror Group chairman] lecture but I was wanting to move away from the whole media scene. My piece on Martin Dobson appeared and got a good reaction. He said his phone didn’t stop ringing. I got a stack of messages, mainly people either remembering him as a player or saying how inspired they were to see him saying he had no regrets or resentment at today’s players. Fiona out for dinner at Carole Caplin’s with Carole and Lyndsey, CB’s sister. David Miliband called having gone to the US and now had adopted the second child, Jacob. It was all made part of the story about the Saudi King visit to London, people claiming it was a bit of a diplomatic incident that he wasn’t there. All just an excuse to get the personal story into the political mix.

         Tuesday 30 October

         Ed [Victor] called to say he felt either late November or early January I should commit to and do another book deal. Did a list of the options – winning book with Alex. Guide to crisis management. Depression. Maybe make five days in David S’s so-called croft the subject of a book. Novel, either the psychiatrist story or maybe the croft. Fiona thought winning or guide to the media, strategy, crisis management. Dealing with emails and the odd bit of work but it was all pretty drifty.

         Wednesday 31 October

         David S. Like a couple of old friends talking in a pub. I said I wondered about doing the croft as a book, writing the whole time I was there. He said that would keep the demons at bay rather than confront them. The demons – and angels – were in there. We didn’t know what they were. The purpose of total isolation was to bring them out. He said I was in the position where habit and public interest had forced me to construct a shield of armour. It was necessary to keep people out. But maybe it stopped good things from coming in. Interesting thought. Went to Battersea with Calum to let Kirsty Tinkler [sculptor] take a look at him. I had had this idea of a three-faced sculpture – with all three kids’ faces on it – for Fiona’s birthday present. Thirty-six-year-old Aussie, very nice and seemed to know what she was doing. She measured Calum’s features and took a few snaps. They were in makeshift studios while the usual place over the road was refurbished but it was a nice enough atmosphere. Quite a few odd looks from the people in there.

         Got a phone call from Joe Hemani [vice-president, Chelsea FC] who said he really liked my piece on Martin Dobson and had today ordered 100 books. He intended to keep one and give ninety-nine to Burnley to sell in the club shop. He said he didn’t have a regular charity so he gave out money on impulse and this seemed a good cause because he was such a good player. Nice chat. Met Martin Sheehan and Emily Hands [No. 10 press officer] for tea at St Ermin’s Hotel. Things seemed pretty grim in No. 10. They said it was absolutely day to day. A week was about as far forward as anyone ever thought. Even GB’s Praetorian Guard rolled their eyes at some of his characteristics. Emily said she had been reading all my stuff from years ago, memos etc., and it was of a different quality to the work these guys did. Nobody had a grip at all. She felt the problem was his personality and the fact he surrounded himself with like-minded people. Sounded pretty crap all round. To Labour HQ meeting to get involved in planning for another sports fundraiser. Starting to head for a major plunge. Also starting to think seriously re novel idea. Helle [Danish politician, wife of Neil Kinnock’s son, Stephen] called, halfway through the campaign in Denmark. She sounded pretty chirpy. She wanted TB and me to put a few nice words on her blog site.

         
            * In a clear break with Blair’s law and order thinking, Children and Families Secretary Ed Balls made a speech in which he said the Blair initiative of anti-social behaviour orders (ASBOs) should ‘be put behind us’, while Straw criticised the effectiveness of laws on protection for ‘have-a-go heroes’.

            † At his party conference, Osborne had announced that a Tory government would raise the inheritance tax threshold from £300,000 to £1 million, at a cost of £3.1 billion.

            ‡ In his pre-Budget Report, Darling announced plans to double the inheritance tax threshold for couples to £600,000 and to make airlines rather than passengers responsible for green taxes. The Tories claimed both policies were stolen from their party conference.

            § Blair’s Britain, 1997–2007
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