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CHAPTER 1


IN THE BEGINNING





Some people enter politics for the noblest of ideals. They want to change the world into a better, kinder and gentler place. They want to save the environment, eradicate child poverty and improve the lot of everyday folk.


For them, politics is all about serving the community.


And then there are those with well-deserved inferiority complexes who want status, power and position. Those who would sell their grannies for a red box and a medium-range family saloon, and who make dreary speeches that no one else wants to make and sign letters that nobody else wants to sign.


Few believe me, but I entered the House of Commons purely by accident. I was in my twenties, doing well at the Bar, and although I’d risen through the ranks of the Young Conservatives I had no desire to be an MP. I have always had a deep suspicion of those who have had an overwhelming desire to get elected since an early age. They tend to have strong views about Europe and gay marriage and harbour an unhealthy interest in the death penalty. They are the ones at Tory Party conferences who spend all their waking hours at fringe meetings with other odd, wild-eyed teenagers with spots and bow ties. And they are the ones who at the end of it all go home to their mothers’ basements and play Call of Duty until the early hours; that is, when they are not pretending to be thirteen-year-old girls on the internet. They also collect Thatcher memorabilia and regard her every word and deed with the zeal of a creationist preacher.


I was never one of those.


I joined the Young Conservatives for the noblest of reasons and the sort of ideals the Buddha, Gandhi and Mother Teresa would have applauded. It is the motivating force that has made Britain the Mother of all Parliaments and the Empire the envy of the world: a shag.


So I was surprised to be sounded out by one of the party grandees, asking if I would like to stand for selection in Harlow, which was just down the road. I told him he was mad. But he just told me that even if I became the candidate I had no hope of winning. And they were desperate. I wasn’t even on the candidates list.


So that’s why on 9 June 1983 there were two very stunned people in the Harlow leisure centre. I had just defeated the longstanding Labour MP Stan Newens and had a majority of a little over 3,000. And I hadn’t a clue what to do. I had just turned thirty.


In those days there was no induction into Parliament. No little booklet of helpful hints. No mentoring. I just sat at home and waited for the post. Sure enough, after a day, an envelope with the Crowned Portcullis logo appeared on paper that would have made the Andrex puppy proud. It was headed ‘The Whip’ and telling me to roll up to Committee Room 14 and not to be late.


The next day I proudly introduced myself to the policeman at Carriage Gates and encountered the first of many Westminster Catch-22s that were to dominate my life.


‘And how can I help you, young man?’


‘Actually, I’m an MP.’


‘That’s what they all say. Where’s your pass? I thought not. Now bugger off.’


After twenty minutes of intellectual discussion he eventually understood that before I could get a pass I had to be allowed access to the pass office.


Well, at least I didn’t call him a pleb.


So, with all the other newbies of ’83 I entered the cavern that is Committee Room 14. Here I would see the full majesty of power and my sticky little fingers would be tantalisingly close to the controls.


In my dreams. The Chief Whip gave cursory congratulations, then reminded us that our job was to support the government and that our area whips would tell us how to vote. If you had views, get rid of them now. We were now part of Maggie’s barmy army. At ease.


I looked around the room. Most seemed fairly normal, but there were a few who looked as if they had just escaped from the Star Wars bar. This was going to be an interesting five years.


And who was going to give me my opinions? A delightful man who in those days always dressed in grey suits. I was told that he was the most popular man in the Commons, without any enemy on the radar screen. His name was John Major. How things would change.


My first task was to collect my adulatory mail. When I look back I realise how unspeakably bumptious I must have been. The truth is that I was desk-less, secretary-less and utterly clueless. I entered the Commons post office with a cross between a swagger and a pimp’s roll. I’ll never forget my first letter: it was a congratulatory note and cheque from the Cooperative Society.




Dear Mr Hayes,


What wonderful news. We look forward to working with you in promoting the Socialist cause. Please accept £100 towards your campaign.





Was it my beard? My youth? Was it something I had said?


But it was going to get worse. Making a beeline for me were two middle-aged gentlemen. Hands were extended.


‘Congratulations,’ they chirped, ‘welcome to the House; may you have many happy years. By the way, have you found yourself a pair?’


I hadn’t a clue what they were talking about until they explained that it meant teaming up with a member of the opposite party on unimportant votes to cancel each other out. Having a pair would excuse attendance.


Now I was becoming a little confused.


‘But aren’t you guys Conservatives?’


‘Of course we are, that’s why you can choose which of us to pair with!’


‘But I’m a Tory too!’ I exclaimed, puffing out my pathetically self-important chest.


This news was about as welcome as a rat sandwich to Nick Budgen and Douglas Hogg, who then turned on their heels in search of a real Labour MP.


Then I recognised a familiar face. David Mellor. He was a junior minister. I introduced myself.


David isn’t always as nice as he looks. In those days he gave the impression of being the school swot who had just shagged the headmaster’s daughter. And his suits always looked as if he had left the coat hanger in. He looked at me as though he had discovered a new species of bug. And when it comes to sneering he can teach George Osborne a thing or two and make Ed Balls seem a man of charm and sensitivity.


‘Mmm,’ he hissed, ‘don’t suppose you are a new Tory MP, are you?’


Thank God. Recognition at last!


‘Yes,’ I smiled excitedly.


‘Good,’ he grunted, as he punched me playfully in the stomach, and swaggered off like Flashman on crack, muttering, ‘It’s always good to hit a new Tory MP on the first day.’


Years later when Mellor was outed for having an affair with some actress we nicknamed Olive Oil, a knight of the shires showed me a newspaper cutting with a photo of the bedroom where the trysts had taken place. The scene was not one from Romeo and Juliet, but a grimy mattress and an empty bottle of sherry. The old boy was not at all happy, his red face quivering with rage. ‘What a bloody disgrace. He’s let the party down. The man’s a bounder!’


‘Well, it’s only a shag!’ I exclaimed.


‘Silly boy,’ boomed my knight. ‘I don’t care about her or that foul pit. Just look at that bloody bottle. Cyprus sherry. And he calls himself a Tory. He’s got to go.’


But despite Mellor’s inability to pass a belt without kicking below it, I grew to rather like him. In the dying days of Thatcher, when the massed graves of her enemies were being danced on by her peculiars, I asked Mellor what it was like being a minister in such turbulent times. ‘God!’ he exploded. ‘It’s like being in the OK Corral. The woman is shooting at everything that moves.’


The time had come for me to share my great political insights with my new colleagues, so I marched into the Smoking Room – in those days, a Tory watering hole. There, Julian Amery, a fellow with such a plummy voice and impressive war record it was said that he was born with a silver hand grenade in his mouth, was holding court. I went to introduce myself, with no doubt that he had been awaiting my arrival with a keen interest.


‘Dear boy, please don’t bother. I haven’t bothered to learn a Tory MP’s name since 1964’ was perhaps not the warm response I had expected. He then threw up on the carpet, called for a waiter to clear up and ordered another large brandy.


It was the first of many put-downs which sensibly planted my feet back on the ground. The simple truth dawned on me that I may be an MP, but I knew next to nothing. And did the government want me for my great policy ideas? Of course not. I was just meant to troop through the right lobby at the right time. What I find so depressing is that so many of the 2010 intake take themselves far too seriously and give a very good impression of being firm believers in an Onan Nation Society.


The Smoking Room is a place where a young Member can learn a lot from the old stagers. To sit at the feet of Harolds Wilson and Macmillan and listen to their war stories was a privilege. And there was never a queue, as those in their second parliament had heard them all before.


One evening I joined a jolly group, one of whom was a lovely man called Richard Holt. Poor old Richard was not blessed with matinee idol looks: he was a large man with snaggle teeth and a red face which looked as if it had been carved out of a lump of Spam. As a director of William Hill, he always had a wad of £50 notes the size of a baby’s head in his back pocket. To be honest, I can’t remember who else was there, but we were all enjoying a good laugh when George Brown, former deputy leader of the Labour Party, swayed in our direction. He was rather drunk. Nothing new, then.


‘May I join you wicked Tories?’ he slurred. And down he slumped.


He eyed us all one by one. And then his gaze fell upon Holt.


‘Who’s that ugly bugger?’ he enquired.


We explained and then enjoyed a rather surreal conversation with a political legend. Brown staggered to his feet to leave us and paused to impart what we were expecting to be words of great wisdom which we would remember for the rest of our lives. Brown swayed towards Holt, pointing a pudgy finger. The moment had come.


‘And as for you, Holt, you’re the ugliest cunt I’ve ever met.’ At that, he left us: turned, waved, smiled and bumped into the door.


But this was only the beginning of fourteen years of delightful, bizarre and improbable experiences in the Commons and, later, the press. And that is what this book is really about. The people, the gossip and the sheer insanity of it all. In politics, what doesn’t kill you makes you stranger.
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One story, from a few years later, should set the scene for what is to follow. In the late 1980s, Colin Moynihan, an Olympic gold medallist cox, thought up a wheeze to raise money for charity. We were to have a parliamentary regatta. In theory this was a fine idea, but in reality putting elderly, infirm, unfit and mostly drunk MPs into rowing boats for a race in the most dangerous part of the Thames is a potential disaster. Health and safety would never allow it today. Insurance companies would roll their eyes in horror. To make matters more interesting, the event was sponsored by Beefeater Gin, who provided a free gin tent on the terrace. It was staffed by very pretty girls dressed as beefeaters in miniskirts. Very mini skirts. Free gin, MPs and pretty young girls in short skirts are a dangerous mix. Particularly when it was discovered that one of the lovelies was, in the interests of keeping up morale, administering blowjobs round the back of the tent. This had the makings of a perfect day, but Nature and Margaret Thatcher, for once, joined forces.


There was a very strong tide, which made it very difficult to row up to the starting point. Even more difficult if you have never been in a racing rowing boat before and damn near impossible if you have spent all afternoon being served free gin by the Beefeater lovelies. Things were not made any easier when Thatcher decided to muscle in. The water was choppy, the tides dangerous and one policewoman had fallen in and been sucked under Westminster Bridge. But Thatcher’s publicity boys came up with a brilliant idea. Enthrone her on a steam boat renamed No Turning Back and let her make royal progress among the boats. This would have worked rather well if she wasn’t always in such a bloody hurry. Thatcher appeared Boudicca-like on her yacht, which was going so fast that the wake sank Jim Callaghan’s boat, raising all sorts of nightmare scenarios. Quite how nobody was killed or seriously injured on this day is a total mystery.


But for me, things got worse.


I can’t remember who won my race, as my only goal was to stay alive. In celebration of survival I thought it would be rather a good idea to prop up the gin tent bar some more. After a few more noggins I encountered a panic-stricken whip. There was a debate on South Africa and everyone was either at the regatta or in the gin tent and incapable of speech let alone making one. As I could at least walk mostly unaided and was moderately coherent I was ordered into the chamber to say a few helpful words as I had recently returned from South Africa. Mercifully, in those days there were no television cameras in the chamber. But what made my bowels turn to water was the sight of Thatcher steaming onto the front bench to listen.


I have never had the nerve to read what on earth I said. But by the scowl on her face it appeared that my comments about the ‘evil regime’ did not go down a treat.


Mind you, Michael Howard would probably be of the view that Nelson Mandela was proof that prison works.
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CHAPTER 2


THE TEA ROOM





The Tea Room sounds like a cosy, quaint little establishment run by a couple of old ducks in pinnies serving cream teas and piping-hot crumpets dripping in thick, yellow butter. The one in the House of Commons is rather different. It serves all the usual comestibles and is staffed by some delightful old and some quite young ducks. But that is as quaint as it gets. It is in reality a cesspit of intrigue, plots, dark humour, character assassination and occasional fisticuffs. If the chamber is the cockpit of the nation, the Tea Room is a theatre of the absurd, feeding the cravings of the terminally cynical and providing endless free entertainment for the rest of us.


Breakfast time was always the most fun and was like walking onto the set of a long-running soap. It was joyous to watch Terry Dicks survey the room in search of the poor whip tasked with collecting intelligence for the Chief. Terry would plonk himself down next to his victim, take a slurp from his tea and begin his charm offensive, usually along the following lines:


‘So, what fuck-ups have you wankers planned for us today then?’


This would always whet the appetites of the bored and those in search of a bit of red meat, who would slink over and catch what was usually going to be a first-class row.


Terry, although to the right of Genghis Khan, is a thoroughly entertaining bloke, though perhaps not always the most sensitive and politically correct of people, as Norman Fowler as Secretary of State for Health and Social Security found out. Norman was introducing a hard-hitting campaign to fight the spread of HIV when Dicks limped (he had suffered from cerebral palsy since childhood) over, looking for some sport. We all knew that his words of wisdom would be interesting.


‘Well, Norman, how’s your campaign coming on, then?’


Fowler then gave us a detailed analysis of what his department was doing to educate gay men about the importance of wearing condoms. He then made the mistake of asking Terry what message he thought should be central to the campaign.


‘Easy,’ says Dicks. ‘Just tell ’em that if you shove your willy up someone’s bum you’re going to catch more than a cold.’ Norman made his excuses and left while Terry went in search of another victim.


He once fought Jim Callaghan’s Chief Whip Michael Cocks in his Bristol seat. Mike, a delightful old bruiser who locked himself in the Whips’ Office until he had a written assurance of a peerage, used to dine out on his remarks about when Terry stood against him.


‘Cocks or Dicks, whoever you vote for, you will elect a prick,’ he would grin.


But the AIDS campaign revealed just how naive a lot of MPs were about sex. Norman Fowler is meant to have remarked ‘Crikey’ when a Cabinet colleague explained what oral sex was. And, to the amusement of fellow drinkers in Annie’s Bar, I did my best to fill in Eric Heffer on the subject. He was rather bemused. ‘Good God! I was in the RAF and I’ve never heard of such a thing. I wouldn’t ask Doris to do that.’ I am sure that she was greatly relieved.


But my favourite story about Fowler’s very brave and effective campaign was seeing Willie Whitelaw, then Deputy Prime Minister, looking ashen-faced and forlorn, nursing a bucket of whisky in the Smoking Room. I asked him what the matter was. His rheumy old oyster eyes looked up at me as he slowly shook his head as if ridding himself of a terrible memory.


‘I’ve just spent an hour with Margaret,’ he groaned.


‘Well,’ I said cheerily, ‘grim, but not the end of the world.’


‘Really? Not the end of the world? I was explaining to her what anal sex was.’ I thought it best to leave him to his whisky. Nowadays he would probably be given counselling.


Someone who would have thought that counselling was a left-wing aberration was the cheeringly acrimonious Nick Budgen, the Member for Enoch Powell’s old seat, Wolverhampton. To hear him chortling over some acid piece he had written in a broadsheet was a joy. He once gave me some interesting advice about writing.


‘I only take the cover off my typewriter for reasons of either money or malice. Preferably both.’ Dear Nick only had one fault: he was notoriously mean – not in spirit but in cash. I’m sure that I grew my beard while waiting for him to buy a round. It never happened.


Douglas Hogg was another Tea Room regular. Dougie is a lovely guy but could get rather irritable with those who annoyed him. And there were quite a few of them. One such fellow was an old right-winger called Ivor Stanbrook.


At the time, Dougie was in the Whips’ Office, a job which needed tact, discretion and sensitivity – not, perhaps, qualities he possessed in abundance. I can’t remember what offence Ivor had committed but I do recall Hogg being dragged off the poor fellow as he had him by the lapels shouting, ‘Bounder, cad, bastard.’ He was sensibly moved from the Whips’ Office to a ministry.


But Ivor was a funny old stick. He used to be chairman of the backbench Constitutional Affairs Committee, and for some bizarre and inexplicable reason I was secretary. He always insisted we met in Committee Room 14, the largest in the House. Yet usually it was just me, him and the vice-chairman, Robert Cranborne. Once, I made the mistake of calling him by his first name at a meeting. ‘Order, order, all questions should be addressed through the chair!’ he barked.


‘But Ivor, there are only you and me here!’


It didn’t make a difference.


Sometimes it was very difficult to keep a straight face and not dissolve into fits of giggles, as when the very, very strait-laced Peter Viggers (he of duck house fame) slumped into a chair, deeply upset. The poor fellow was close to tears. I asked what the matter was.


‘Last night I did something that I was deeply ashamed of. I really can’t bear thinking about it,’ he lachrymosed. As you can imagine, a small crowd of unwell wishers assembled. A moment of madness on Clapham Common? A shake too far at a urinal in the Victoria railway station lavatories? Oh God, not the most unforgivable of sins, shagging a royal corgi? Our imaginations ran wild until finally he confessed.


In a voice quaking with emotion he told of his wickedness and shame.


‘Last night I voted against the government.’


‘For fuck’s sake,’ leered Budgen, ‘I did that three times last week.’ And off he stormed to cadge a drink in Annie’s Bar.


But the Tea Room could be a place where great personal dramas were played out. There was the time when some old boy was caught in bed by a tabloid with someone who wasn’t his wife. He was in such a state that his long-suffering wife was allowed into the Tea Room to escort him home. As this very tweedy matron led him to the car park, all we could hear was his wailing: ‘Daddy’s been a very bad boy.’ After a week of educative waterboarding at home, he returned a new man.


Poor old Geoffrey Dickens got himself into a spot of bother too. Despite being a rather large man he had a penchant for escorting girls to tea dances and then whisking them back to his flat. At last his conscience could bear the weight of guilt no more. So Geoffrey decided to confess all at a press conference. After his mea culpa had run its course, he answered questions from the hacks. As proceedings were drawing to a close, one asked him how his wife had taken the news.


Geoffrey went as white as a sheet, began to goldfish, and fled the room. He’d forgotten to tell her and was off to catch her before she caught the six o’clock news.


Dickens was a good sort in a hearty, beefy, not too cerebrally gifted, right-wing sort of way. Unbeknown to him he became involved in a famous Tea Room plot. This was at a time when the papers were doing their usual trick of taking soundings on who could replace Thatcher if the number 39 bus curse finally struck. One tabloid was doing a telephone survey. So we decided to rig it. To the shock of No. 10 and the confusion of the press, the man most likely to succeed Thatcher was not Heseltine, Lawson or even Major, but one G. Dickens. It was a good day’s work.


The same malarkey was indulged in by Labour MPs furious that they had to vote for a woman on the shadow Cabinet. They rigged the vote and a rather eccentric (but rather nice) elderly MP called Mildred Gordon was duly elected. She was never allowed to a meeting. I saw Mildred the other week, still going strong at ninety.


Not too many grandees were regular Tea Roomers, but Ted Heath would sometimes grace us with an appearance. When in a good mood he was great value, but when he was in a sulk, he was best avoided. When Peter Walker was his minder he warned Ted that he really ought to press the flesh a bit more and mingle with the backbenchers. So Peter took him to the Tea Room and pointed out a knight of the shires who had just made a speech. This was a great opportunity for Ted to show charm and empathy.


‘Prime Minister, Sir George made a speech today.’ Sir George (or whatever his name was) eagerly awaited the prime ministerial pat on the back.


‘I know,’ grumbled Ted, ‘I heard it was bloody awful.’ Peter never took him to the Tea Room again.


One day, Ted had heard it was my birthday and asked me if I’d care to join him for dinner in the Members’ dining room. How could I refuse? If he was on form it would be fun. Sadly, he was at his grumpiest, made worse when we were joined by Douglas Hurd, who was then Home Secretary, and Nigel Lawson, the Chancellor. Both used to work for him when he was Prime Minister. There was lots of talk about ‘that woman’ and, quite remarkably, he treated Hurd and Lawson as if they were a couple of unruly sixth formers. Being gentlemen and knowing that this was an off day, they took their punishment with a smile. And he still owes me a pound from when he was queuing up for a cup of tea and discovered that he had no money, so I obliged. My heartfelt thanks was a grunt.


But Ted could be enormous fun. His fortieth-year-in-the-House celebration at the Savoy was one such occasion. The guests were glittering, the food and wine magnificent and a string orchestra played discreetly in the background. The only person not enjoying herself was Thatcher. When it was time to leave I went to thank Ted for a wonderful time. I commented to him that she seemed to be having rather an uncomfortable lunch. I pointed out that she had been stuck in between two people she loathed, Sonny Ramphal, Secretary-General of the Commonwealth, and Bob Runcie, the Archbishop of Canterbury. Ted’s smile grew to a grin, his grin to a belly laugh and then those famous shoulders started to gyrate.


‘That was rather the point.’ Bless.


But the Thatcher-ten-years-of-fun party at the Savoy was a pretty dismal affair. I remember appearing in a newspaper diary saying that I was pathetically grateful that there wasn’t a terrorist attack as there were people there I wouldn’t want to appear dead with. For some reason Ted didn’t attend.


But my favourite Tea Room story is when one of the well-known womanisers peered up from his Telegraph crossword when asked what plans he had for the day.


‘Well,’ he said languidly, ‘I think I will go and fuck a Member’s wife.’


‘Whom?’ we enquired. This rather nonplussed him.


‘Actually, I haven’t decided yet.’


Not so long ago I was dining at the Ivy with a friend when a well-known Labour politician strolled in. My friend’s face turned ashen. ‘God, I can’t stand that bloody man.’


‘Why?’


‘I’ll tell you later.’ And after we staggered into the sunlight, he uttered words used many times about this particular politician.


‘He fucked my wife.’


This seems to be a bit of a recurring theme in Parliament.



















CHAPTER 3


THE CHAMBER





Nothing on earth can prepare you for making your maiden speech in the chamber. Luckily, my area whip was John Major. He gave me some very good advice: don’t be in too much of a rush, just spend a few weeks sitting, watching and learning. And then, when you think you’ve got the feel of the place, come to me and we’ll go through your speech.


The chamber has its own political ecosystem. Like the weather, it can be very unpredictable and change in a flash. It is also a great leveller. It doesn’t matter who you are or what you have achieved, you stand there alone and utterly defenceless.


Imagine making a speech in front of three hundred bored, cynical old pros who are not there to listen but to make their own point. Start being pompous or clever with that lot and they will shout, heckle, bawl and do just about anything to put you off your stride. Or they might just do it anyway out of devilment.


Dennis Skinner is a past master of this. Along with the Spitting Image puppet of David Steel sitting in David Owen’s top pocket, Skinner’s merciless heckling was Steel’s nemesis. He should have just laughed it off.


Humour is the key. When they are baying for your blood, a little self-deprecatory joke doesn’t go amiss. That is why Hague and Cameron are so good at the despatch box and the likes of Iain Duncan Smith and Philip Hammond get a rough time. The only modern exception to this rule is Theresa May, not exactly the Frankie Howerd of the Commons. She can reduce an opponent to a quivering wreck just by one laser-beam stare.


But the master of the despatch box was Tony Blair. A genuinely nice guy and a mesmerising performer in the chamber, it is desperately sad that this supremely gifted politician will be viewed in history through the prism of the Iraq War and a tragedy that Labour’s most successful leader should be vilified by his own party. Worse, in a nod to North Korea, Ed Miliband’s hounds are gradually airbrushing Blair out of history. Soon all that will be left of him will be the Cheshire Cat grin slowly fading above the shadow Cabinet table.


Thatcher, like May, was an exception to the humour rule. She had none at all. But her sheer strength of will cowed everything in her wake. In the chamber she was a force of nature. I was sitting ten feet away from her when she made her famous ‘No! No! No!’ speech and pulverised Neil Kinnock.


I was also sitting in the same place years later, for her final appearance as Prime Minister, when she holed Skinner below the waterline with her ‘I’m rather enjoying this’. It brought a tear to my eye. And I had voted against her.


One of the golden rules in politics is that those who appear to be rather nice often aren’t and those who seem ferocious are rather engaging.


Two names come to mind: Dennis Skinner and Norman Tebbit.


Skinner is regarded by those who don’t know him as a national treasure. In reality he is a ghastly, bigoted, self-obsessed shit. I will qualify that. Even shits would regard him as a shit. He is probably the most unpopular man in the Commons and his own party despise him. But reading his press you would think that he is an institution. Although, in a bizarre unpleasant sort of way, I suppose he is. The sort of institution that requires its guests to wear jackets with buckles round the back.


What confirmed his copper-bottomed shittery for me was an incident after the Brighton bombing. John Wakeham, the Chief Whip, had lost his wife and was horribly injured. It took weeks for him to return to Parliament. One afternoon, the chamber was packed for an important debate. Suddenly, the main doors swung open and there, standing on crutches, was a very frail Wakeham. Painfully, he hobbled to his place on the front bench. The debate came to a halt. In one movement the House rose in respectful silence for the courage of a man who had suffered so much at the hands of the enemies of this country.


Well, all of us stood save for Skinner, who sat scowling in his place. What a revolting little man.


On the other side of the coin is Norman Tebbit. Another man who suffered terrible personal loss at the bombing, he was a Rottweiler in the chamber and was nicknamed the Chingford Skinhead by Kinnock. But actually he is a really nice guy with a twinkle in his eye. And a great sense of humour.


Although we did have a little falling-out. Just after the 1987 election I’d had a night out with a newly elected mate, Steve Day. I’d spent a night at his flat and we walked to the House the next morning. It was a beautiful day, the sun was shining and we had a spring in our step. As we entered the Members’ cloakroom an enormous bulletproof limo glided to a halt. A gothic gloom descended and party chairman Norman Tebbit, with a smile like the brass plate on a coffin, marched in.


‘Morning, Norman. Lovely day, mate,’ I smiled.


But rather than the cheery grin I expected I received a curt ‘What’s so lovely?’


‘What’s the matter?’


‘You, you cunt. I saw you on the News at Ten last night. Asking for more money for pensioners and the health service.’


‘But I was only being reasonable.’


At that, Norman came up close and started prodding me in the chest, and gave me the full hairdryer.


‘It’s not your job to be reasonable. Your job is to unquestioningly support your leader and your party, in that order.’


And, with a snarl, off he strode. Norman was not having a good day. And now neither was I.


A few years later I was making a film for Newsnight. John Major was Prime Minister and the Amish wing of the party was causing him grief over Europe. Tebbit made a speech of such disloyalty towards Major that it would have led to summary execution in Zimbabwe. Afterwards he was surrounded by the usual dandruff-flecked ghastlies, who were in a state of damp-gusseted ecstasy over his words. I sauntered up with a mischievous glint in my eye.


‘Unquestioning loyalty to your leader, eh? Who’s the cunt now?’


It didn’t go down well.


One little ritual that all Cabinet ministers perform is to invite new MPs in for a drink. I suspect the idea is that if ever they had pretensions of becoming Prime Minister (you’d be amazed how many do, which shows they are masters not of mass- but of self-delusion) they at least got a brownie point for giving you a couple of glasses of warm white wine. These first ministerial encounters could be tremendously revealing.


Keith Joseph (nicknamed the Mad Monk) was delightful, but tortured. He would sit there as Education Secretary, a vein throbbing rhythmically on his temple, raging that his civil servants wouldn’t let him actually do anything.


Transport Secretary Nick Ridley (grandson of Lutyens and a gifted artist himself) was a wily old fox with a great sense of humour. But he did have the unnerving habit of sitting on top of his desk, chain-smoking and scratching his crotch.


Michael Heseltine, the classiest of class acts, of whom I’m a great fan, was far too grand to bring us in in small groups. He got the whole ghastly experience (for him, not us) over in one go by inviting all the new intake en masse. Then, in his great room at Defence and standing by a portrait of Lloyd George (Hezza is Welsh too), he made a cracking, rousing and inspirational speech. It was a not-terribly-subtle hint that one day he wanted to be leader. But we loved it.


After his resignation over the Westland affair I bumped into him at a party conference and he offered to give me a lift back to my hotel. As we were walking towards the exit he was accosted by a pack of journos. ‘What’s it like not being in the Cabinet, Mr Heseltine?’ was the deeply insightful question.


‘Well, I do miss my ministerial car,’ he said with sadness as he led me to a magnificent limo, bristling like a porcupine with aerials and far, far grander than anything the government could provide. He also had the same driver.


Hezza was kind enough to campaign for me in Harlow in 1992. He was then Deputy Prime Minister and I was on the IRA death list so we both had armed security at the time. He is the master of the walkabout and I was very excited about leading him through the main shopping centre. However, our security guys sounded a word of warning. They were worried that there could be trouble. That there were some left-wing agitators and a lot of press and television. ‘Best avoid,’ was their advice, ‘but it’s up to you guys.’ ‘Press’ and ‘trouble’ are two words which have the same effect as ‘dog’ and ‘doorbell’ to Hezza and me. Our eyes sparkled, and in unison we shouted, ‘We’ll do it!’ And what an experience. No hand was unshaken. No baby unkissed. Young mothers and pensioners alike melted to his charm. I remember some poor old dear being backed into a corner by the crowd. Hezza, eyes ablaze and hand extended, came to the rescue.


Many years before, when he was at war with Thatcher, my favourite Mirror front page was a cartoon of him swinging through the jungle in a loin cloth with Margaret dressed as Jane. The caption was ‘Me Tarzan, you pain’. It will be a long time before we see his like again.


Always at the end of first ministerial drinks we would be treated to the parting words ‘Feel free to knock on my door; you will always be welcome.’


There was one exception to this: Tebbit, whose parting words were, ‘Always feel free to knock on my door. I will, of course, tell you to fuck off.’


He was joking. I think. Actually, I’m rather fond of the old devil.
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The chamber can be a cruel and heartless place, where reputations can be shredded in a single debate and hopes dashed by a crass question or an incompetent answer. But it can be capable of great compassion, forgiveness and humanity. The sad and unexpected death of Labour leader John Smith is a case in point. One morning I was in the gym and I saw his secretary receive a phone call. She went as white as a sheet and burst into tears. She had been told that John had just died of a heart attack. I quickly showered and dressed and saw on the annunciator that the Leader of the House would shortly be making a statement. An hour later, the chamber was crowded. Everyone had heard. And when Tony Newton, the Leader of the House, made his speech, most of us were in tears, as John was loved by us all. Yet despite our distress, in the back of our minds we knew that politics was going to change forever. Tony Blair was the hot favourite to win the leadership and he would be lethal.


John Smith was seriously good news, but was a little overweight and treated white wine as a soft drink. Once, he was on a train up to Glasgow and found himself sitting next to Gordon Brown and a very rough-and-ready Glaswegian MP called Tommy Graham. Tommy was a nice bloke but perhaps not a candidate for Brain of Britain. You weren’t likely to drown in his gene pool. The journey was coming to an end and, as Tommy was not involved in the high-octane conversation between Brown and Smith, he felt he needed to make an impression. As the train was pulling in to Glasgow, he made an announcement.


‘See tha fence over theeer?’ he said in his impenetrable Glaswegian accent. ‘Thass weer I shagged the missus for the feer taame.’ And who said that the age of romance is dead?


There were some speakers who could pull the crowds. As soon as their names appeared on the annunciator the chamber would fill. Michael Foot, Tony Benn and Enoch Powell were firm favourites. Footy was at his best without a note and Powell presented beautifully crafted works of intellectual art. I shared a desk in the library with Enoch for a few months. A tiny, trim little man, with piercing blue eyes and a strong Black Country accent. Macmillan refused to have him sit opposite him in Cabinet as he was of the view that ‘he had the eyes of a fakir’. Enoch was always studiously polite, but didn’t like to be disturbed. He had a way of dealing with snorers. He would creep up behind them and bang two large books together. It always worked.


He also was rather irritated by the then Commons barber. He was more lethal with a cut-throat razor than Sweeney Todd and made me look as if I had been hurled through a car windscreen the one and only time I used his services. He also never stopped talking. This used to annoy Enoch, as he wished to be immersed in his own thoughts. So on one occasion the barber asked him what sort of haircut he would like. The grim reply was, ‘A silent one.’


Enoch, although sometimes a little quirky and remote, had a dry sense of humour. Back in the mists of time I was travelling on the train to Oxford to stand in for Ken Clarke (then Secretary of State for Health) at an Oxford Union debate, and found that Enoch was sitting in the seat next to me. We had a delightful chat and as we were walking in the direction of the Union a chanting mob could be heard. Poor Enoch had to put up with a lot of abuse after his Rivers of Blood speech. On one occasion we appeared on Any Questions together. Protesters water-bombed us and the programme came off air for about ten minutes. So I thought that a few words of encouragement were needed during our Oxford walk.


‘I’m sorry you have to put up with so much abuse, it must be dreadful.’


He smiled and simply said, in that lilting Black Country accent, ‘If you listen carefully you will hear that the abuse is aimed at you, not me. I’m off to dinner with some friends.’ And with that he raised his trademark homburg hat and disappeared into the night. He, of course, was quite right. It was my blood the mob was baying for.


The chamber is the ideal killing field for the assassin. Winston Churchill famously put the boot into Neville Chamberlain with ‘England has been offered a choice between war and shame. She has chosen shame and will get war.’ But weeks later the coup de grâce was given by Leo Amery (Julian’s father), who invoked the words of Oliver Cromwell when he dissolved the Long Parliament: ‘You have sat here too long for any good you are doing. Depart, I say, and let us have done with you. In the name of God, go!’


The most devastating and lethal speech I ever heard was Geoffrey Howe’s resignation statement. It was said that it took him ten years to make it and ten minutes for his wife Elspeth (a formidable lady) to write it. In those days, if you attacked the leadership it was done through coded language. If ever there was any likelihood of trouble, rather than sit on the benches I’d pop up to the overspill gallery, whereby I was facing colleagues and could see their expressions and gauge the mood of the party. For those not old enough to remember, Thatcher’s star was not just on the wane, it was about to explode. Neil Kinnock was twenty-nine points ahead in the polls. Ministers were being ignored and humiliated by her and none more so than the quiet, gentle and academic Howe. We thought that he would be mildly critical and did not expect the detonation of a political grade-A weapon whose shock waves still resonate throughout the party. It is well worth looking at the film clip. Sitting just behind Howe was my old chum the ginger-haired David Sumberg. When the knife is finally plunged you can see Sumberg’s look of shock and watch him mouth the words ‘fucking hell’. That really summed it up. We knew that now the Lady’s days were numbered.


A golden rule is that whenever you expect trouble in the chamber it rarely happens. The debate on the Westland debacle, in which Heseltine resigned from Cabinet as secret papers on the ownership of that helicopter company had been leaked to the press, was expected to be a cliffhanger, perhaps the end of the government. To paraphrase, it was all about whether Westland should be owned by the Americans or the Europeans. Hezza thought it was a No. 10 plot to undermine him, which it probably was. In fact, the Attorney General, Sir Michael Havers, treated this extremely seriously and bravely threatened to send Scotland Yard into No. 10 unless there was full cooperation. Thatcher never forgave him and eventually sacked him as Lord Chancellor some years later.


The time came for the big debate. Although this was essentially a beltway story, the whips were very jittery about the outcome. We were told that the Lady had a letter of resignation in her handbag. Although I never believed a word of it.


This was Neil Kinnock’s big chance for a knock-out blow. We watched with trepidation as he rose to speak. We shouldn’t have bothered: he bombed. Too wordy, too shouty, and missing his target.


But Westland claimed the scalp of Trade Secretary Leon Brittan, whose department was accused of leaking the document. I like Leon. Kind, decent, honourable and intelligent. His problem was that he was very tall, a QC, and had the look of an armed robber with a stocking stretched over his head. People thought that he was talking down to them when nothing could be further from the truth. What deeply disturbed me was the whiff of anti-Semitism that began to pollute certain sections of the party. A number of colleagues whispered that the trouble with this Cabinet was that there were too many Estonians and not enough Etonians. I felt ashamed of them.


But I do like Neil Kinnock. He is brave, good-hearted and great company. He was just unlucky and had a propensity to bang on a bit. He once helped end any hope of a ministerial job for me under the Lady, although I was doing rather well on that score myself. At Prime Minister’s Questions he shouted at her to give the Hon. Member for Harlow a job. Well, that was it.


I was once at a do where he and Hezza were speaking. We were on a three-line whip, which means that the only excuse for non-attendance is death. I looked at my watch. Five minutes to go. Damn, I was stuffed. When we eventually headed for the door I was looking a bit forlorn. I was due a serious bollocking from the whips. Neil sidled over.


‘Don’t worry, boyo, I’ll give you a lift back.’


So there I was in the back of the Leader of the Opposition’s car with the man himself, sweeping through Carriage Gates. Heaven knows what people would have thought. Neil read my mind.


‘Leave it to me, boyo. Look those whip bastards in the eye and tell them you were with me. I’ll ring the Chief and explain.’ To his credit, he did. And my genitalia remained intact. For the time being.


It is hard to believe that cameras were only introduced into the chamber in the late 1980s – and then only after a row. But the absence of television hid a number of sins, notably of extreme drunkenness and bad behaviour. Viewers would have missed the swaying and the final collapse onto the benches of Nicky Fairburn after slurring a question. They would have also missed a rather drunken Ron Brown throwing the mace to the ground and a senior Labour whip marching in to punch him in the stomach, throw him over his shoulder and give him a good kicking, within earshot of us all.


Dear old Ron was affable but quite bonkers. His face was horribly scarred after he had received 5,000 volts in an industrial accident. The word was that this had scrambled his brain. I remember coming back from a run and having a shower in the Members’ changing room, then a rather Victorian affair with a tanning lamp that was built in the ’20s and looked as if it was on loan from Dr Frankenstein’s laboratory. A very dangerous machine indeed. Anyhow, as I was sluicing myself down, I heard gruntings and groans and then squeals of ecstasy. I looked in the end cubicle and there was Ron indulging in Ugandan discussions.


We eventually had a rather pompous debate about what to do with Ron, who, although as mad as a box of frogs on speed, was quite a pleasant guy. One Tory, it may have been Peter Bottomley, rose to support him. Dear old Peter, although well-meaning, inadvertently had us rocking in the aisles and crying with laughter. ‘Does the House not think’, he said portentously, ‘that we are using a sledgehammer to crack a—’ but before the word ‘nut’ could be uttered the House was too paralysed with mirth to do anything but whoop for the joy of it all.


Viewers would also have missed out on Dr Alan Glyn, the Member for Windsor. Poor old Alan was very elderly and very infirm and, according to the wonderful Steve Norris, had ‘more dandruff than a dead badger’. He was a small man with a limp and a Hitler moustache. The limp, he claimed, was as a result of him being a British spy monitoring the Soviet invasion of Prague. The truth is that he fell asleep by the road and a Land Rover ran over his leg.


The old boy had pretty well lost the plot in the 1980s and could barely walk or talk. He would just raise a paw in welcome and wobble off into the distance. Although he did keep repeating, when occasionally speech was restored, that he was both a doctor and a barrister and ‘fucking useless’ at both. The joke was that people wore medical alert bracelets with ‘not to be treated by Dr Glyn’ on them.


Alan always used to stay at the same hotel in Windsor on election night, with his wife, the delightfully dopey Lady Rosola. In the middle of the night he was desperate for a pee and wandered into what he thought was the bathroom. In fact it was the wardrobe, which fell on top of him. The old boy, after a bit of a struggle, fell asleep. The next morning Lady Rosola noticed that he wasn’t there and assumed he’d gone off to a meeting. So she went home. Of course, Alan was still asleep in the upturned wardrobe, only to be found by a startled chambermaid several hours later.


Another little oddity viewers would have been interested in were the hairy grey suits worn by Toby Jessel, the Member for Twickenham. I once asked him what they were made of.


‘Why, poodle hair, of course,’ he replied, in a way that suggested that anyone who didn’t have a suit made of the stuff must be very eccentric. Evidently some relative used to breed poodles and gave him a bolt of their hair once a year. Perfectly normal.


The chamber can also show empathy and love. This was evidenced in one of the last days before Geoffrey Dickens tragically died. He was an enormous man, as broad as he was tall. In another incarnation he had been a nightclub bouncer. Sadly, he was struck with cancer, and he wanted to see his old friends for the last time. It was a pitiful sight. There was not an ounce of flesh on him. He hardly had a voice and was connected to a chemo drip. It is on these occasions that the House is at its best. People from all parties rallied round, patted him on the back, gave him a hug, shook him by the hand and wished him well. We all knew that this was the last time he would be with us. It was.


Geoffrey, in his heyday, was an old right-winger with a foghorn voice. Everyone flooded into the chamber to hear his speech in favour of Clause 28, which prohibited the promotion of homosexuality in schools. Dickens wasn’t blessed with the keenest of intellects and he couldn’t understand why the House was cracking up with laughter at his attempts to be statesmanlike. Lines such as ‘I’m not against homosexuals, many would bend over backwards to help their fellow man’ and ‘I don’t object to homosexuality, it’s just that my constituents don’t want it rammed down their throats’ were delivered with total innocence. He really wasn’t being deliberately homophobic, just a bit dim.


Some Members are naturally funny. One of my favourite speeches was by Rhodri Morgan (who eventually became a splendid First Minister of Wales). It was at about 5 a.m. and everyone was fairly worse for wear. He was making a speech about the role of Richard Branson, who had been appointed Litter Czar. He reminded us all of the time Branson and Thatcher did a photo shoot picking up litter in St James’s Park. He came out with this cracker:


‘Who does she think she is, John F. Kennedy?’ This rather confused us and one drunken voice shouted for an explanation.


‘Ich bin ein bin liner,’ he grinned.


We had been brilliantly set up for that one.


Sometimes a good lunch would generate serious mischief. My famous question to the Chancellor Nigel Lawson comes to mind. As soon as I got to my feet, two well-refreshed grandees picked me up and suspended me over the benches, just to alleviate the boredom of what was to come. This is probably the only time a parliamentary question has been asked in mid-air. Nigel just couldn’t understand why my supplementary caused so much hilarity. He was, of course, facing the opposite direction.


Mind you, Nigel was a genius at the despatch box. One night we heard that some official in the Treasury had cocked up a major privatisation. Lawson was due to make a statement at ten. We all trooped in expecting humiliation and disaster. In he marched with a statement scribbled on the back of an envelope. Heaven knows what he said, it was all horribly technical. But it solved the problem and we cheered him to the rafters. He had saved the day. It was a tragedy when he was forced to resign.


One strange ritual which has now been abolished was the little bit of theatre when an MP wanted to raise a point of order during a debate. To be called by the Speaker, the MP would have to reach under the Serjeant-at-Arms’ chair and remove a collapsible top hat, sit down, put it on and make his point of order. When finished, he would toss it across the chamber like a Frisbee to anyone else who wanted to raise a point of order. Some of the old boys used to get very excited when the lovely Clare Short sat there in the top hat. They thought that she looked very burlesque. In those days they were a pretty sexist lot. And it could become very uncomfortable when some of the post-erectionists wanted to wax lyrical about the sexual charms of Margaret Thatcher.


Sometimes, Hansard writers (the people who take a shorthand note of proceedings) get it horribly wrong. It’s rare, but it happens. The classic was when John Butterfill gave a perfectly straightforward supplementary question to some minister. When he checked the record the next day to admire his words of wisdom, they had been traduced to ‘this is total bollocks’. How that ever appeared is still one of the great unsolved parliamentary mysteries. The chamber is a funny old place.
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