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            “The adventure and challenge of taking over government after decades in opposition is revealed in Denis MacShane’s diaries. He vividly captures the inside details of the tensions and words uttered as Labour set about rebuilding Britain. Labour Takes Power is an important guide for the new Labour generation in the Commons preparing for power under even more challenging circumstances.”

            David Blunkett, former Home Secretary

            
                

            

            “Denis MacShane breezed in from Europe after fifteen years’ exile working with social and social democratic parties on the Continent to be elected an MP in 1994. His inside story of the first Blair government reveals deep tensions over policy and progressive politics. As Labour looks to once again form a government, this book is essential reading on what entering power meant for Labour MPs in 1997.”

            Polly Toynbee, Guardian columnist and former BBC social affairs editor

            
                

            

            “The 1997 Labour government brought in many significant reforms – more than some of our young people realise – including the abolition of hereditary peers, a Parliament for Scotland, assemblies for Northern Ireland and Wales, an elected mayor for London, the abolition of all Tory homophobic laws, a national minimum wage, a win-win relationship with Europe, the Human Rights Act and the ending of massacres in the Balkans and the death squads of the Serb strongman Slobodan Milošević. Denis MacShane was an active backbencher and commentator during this time and his diaries reveal details, anger and passions which bring to life those early Blair years in a way which history books often fail to manage.”

            Baroness Helena Kennedy of the Shaws KC

            
                

            

            ii“The diaries of Tony Blair’s former Europe Minister Denis MacShane are a compulsively readable chronicle of the first New Labour government. There’s high drama, low gossip and parliamentary mischief, but what also emerges is a serious politician who spoke up passionately for Europe at a time when many of his colleagues hoped the issue would simply go away if they ignored it.”

            Francis Wheen, former deputy editor of Private Eye 

            
                

            

            “Much has been written about New Labour, but first-hand, contemporaneous accounts of the Blair government are always invaluable. Denis MacShane’s book is one such, and his insider’s take will provide historians and political scientists alike with a fresh perspective on a period that Labour’s potential return to government has arguably made more relevant than ever.”

            Tim Bale, professor of politics, Queen Mary University of London
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            Preface

         

         I have been writing books, articles and speeches for myself and many others ever since I was a student journalist. I honed my writing skills as a parliamentary candidate for Labour in 1974 and then as the youngest ever president of the National Union of Journalists (NUJ) four years later. Between 1979, when I was blacklisted by all media employers and had to go to work in politics across the Channel, and my return as the MP for Rotherham in 1994, I wrote endless words under my own name and for others, working to promote social justice and to end communist rule in Europe, apartheid rule in South Africa and different forms of autocratic rule in Latin America and Asia.

         As I wrote political biographies or accounts of the historical origins of the Cold War and the left, I sifted through thousands of documents, letters and memoirs. If by chance in some archive I came across the contemporaneous letters, diaries or interviews of one of the principals I was writing about, it was like a new shaft of light illuminating history briefly.

         So, when I was elected as the Labour MP for Rotherham in 1994, I decided, probably somewhat pompously, that I owed a duty to viiifuture historians to note down as much as possible what I heard, observed and took part in as an MP.

         I had the great fortune to be named a parliamentary private secretary at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) when Labour won power in 1997. It meant working with Robin Cook, who had been an inspiring and constructive Labour MP from Edinburgh since 1974. He was the finest orator of his generation, a shade sharper and wittier than Gordon Brown. Parliament of course comes from the French parler, and the art of speaking – the rhetoric taught by the ancient Greeks which is now called oracy and is still the most important attribute of anyone in democratic politics – was an art Robin Cook mastered better than most.

         I also spent fifteen years working with the democratic left in Europe – trade unions and social democratic and socialist parties. I learnt not just European languages but also the complexities, histories and hopes of the democratic left on the Continent. Tony Blair arrived in No. 10 free of the burden of anti-Europeanism articulated by Labour MPs such as Tony Benn, Michael Foot, Robin Cook and Jack Straw in the 1970s and 1980s.

         Blair was joined as head of government by Lionel Jospin, the socialist PM of France, Massimo D’Alema, the left PM of Italy, and Gerhard Schröder, who defeated the seemingly permanent Chancellor of Germany Helmut Kohl in 1998. Prime Ministers from sister parties in Nordic nations, the Netherlands and Portugal added to a sense that a new progressive European democratic left might be taking shape. Across the Atlantic, the progressive reformist Bill Clinton was in power. I had made good links with Team Clinton as an international trade union official working with progressive American trade unions in the 1980s and 1990s.

         ixSo, as well as twenty years in the Labour Party, I had a background in Continental European and American progressive politics. Blair sent me to the FCO, but quickly I found myself called into Downing Street as a link-person on contacts with European sister parties in government.

         I noted down as much as possible in small notebooks and then dictated nearly every evening and at weekends an A4 page, or two or three, of what I saw and heard. The full diaries which I began in 1996 and ended in 2012 run to more than 2 million words – which would be dozens of book-length volumes.

         They are the raw material of history and of course must be sifted and checked against other written or oral records. I will make the full diaries available in due course via a university archive.

         Today in the United Kingdom, we face, as we did in the mid-1990s, the strong chance of a change of government with Labour triumphantly taking office once again. This book records what it was like to be at the heart of a major department of state, as well as in Downing Street, from 1997 to 2001.

         I hope it may be of interest to anyone who wants to know how politics works and to Labour MPs who have the honour of being asked to serve in government.

         
             

         

         Denis MacShane

         November 2023
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1
            1997

         

         THURSDAY 1 MAY 1997

         The election day weather is spectacular. A warm, balmy day such as one would have in southern Europe at this time of year. I make my first call while jogging to the polling station at Oakwood school and spend the rest of the day tramping around polling stations. Everywhere there is good cheer but not a tidal wave of people turning out, just steady, brisk polling.

         At the Herringthorpe Leisure Centre, all three counts for Rotherham, Wentworth and Rother Valley are being announced. We don’t hear ours until about 2 a.m., when I am back with a majority of over 21,000, though the turnout is lower at just 63 per cent. The figures are roughly comparable in the other Rotherham constituencies. But nationally it is the biggest political rout of the century. Michael Portillo and other Cabinet ministers have gone. I take particular pleasure in the defeat of that filthy little racist, Nicholas Budgen, in Wolverhampton, as well as the disappearance of Norman Lamont in Harrogate.

         2In every single seat in which I worked, we win handsomely, but it has nothing to do with me. On the contrary, there is a bigger swing in Brigg & Goole, which was not a key seat, than in Batley & Spen, which is where the party from Rotherham worked so hard. Everybody is grinning and gleeful; it really is a revenge and a satisfaction to those who have stayed loyal to the party in the eighteen dark years. The Herringthorpe Leisure Centre is a grim place and the council have done nothing to dress the set, so I make my speech of acceptance and off we go.

         The Liberal candidate, who turns out to be anti-European, was pushed back into third place and refused to shake my hand after the count. At 3 a.m. I go to bed as more and more Tory seats tumble.

         FRIDAY 2 MAY 1997

         The final outcome is extraordinary; 419 seats for Labour and forty-six for the Liberals. Never have the British people voted this century so decisively to kick out a party. There are three lessons to be learnt, surely. Firstly, this is a great victory for the Blair–Mandelson–Brown project. No one can take that away from them. Secondly, it is a decisive rejection of the xenophobic and anti-European politics of the Tories. We must build on this. Thirdly, it is a plebiscite or a referendum election – a giant vote of no confidence in the Conservatives rather than the sending of individual constituency representatives to legislate and represent local interests in London. It is a vote against Parliament by sending so many people down there that parliamentary proceedings will become almost surreal. All these aspects give us great possibilities.

         3In the evening, I go to the Labour Club for a May Day social. I give the bar £100 and tell them to buy everybody a drink, but the place is crawling with Trots and malcontents and the musicians strum their guitars and sing dirges and negative unhappy songs. Even ‘The Red Flag’ was sung to a tune which nobody could recognise and so nobody could sing along. This is the worst kind of old sectarian Labour.

         MONDAY 5 MAY 1997

         A bank holiday, so the long weekend of celebration goes on and on. We drive down to London, stopping in at the Transport and General Workers’ Union (T&G) leader Bill Morris’s house at Hemel Hempstead for a victory party. My old friend John Monks, the Trades Union Congress (TUC) general secretary, is there and we talk about how the trade unions need to detach themselves from the Labour Party. He said that he had phoned key leaders early on Friday morning but none of them were biting. He is completely at ease with the concept that it is the trade unions which are damaged by the insistence on holding block votes at the party conference and insisting that they form an organic part of the party’s leadership and structure.

         Unions would be liberated and able to make new alliances, argue new relations with bosses and indeed be a much more useful ally of Labour if they didn’t attach such importance to this completely outdated link. But when I half-hinted at this to Austin Senior at a steelworkers’ union meeting in Rotherham on Saturday night, he bit my head off. ‘It’s payback time after eighteen years and it’s us 4that held this party together,’ he snapped. Austin is president of the Iron and Steel Trades Confederation (ISTC) and a very intelligent man, but his response reflects the prejudices of most union leaders.

         In the evening, Robin Janvrin (the Queen’s deputy private secretary) and his wife Isabelle, John Lloyd of the Financial Times and his new girlfriend Ilaria, Stryker McGuire (the Newsweek bureau chief in London) and, at pudding time, Colin MacCabe come round for dinner. Robin says he looked in at Buckingham Palace for the mass swearing in of the privy counsellors who are in the new Cabinet. I find the obsession with titles and Rt Hons quaint and indicative of the way in which the British state quickly gets to people, but honours matter for everyone and no doubt if any came my way I would gobble them up greedily.

         John Lloyd tells us that Liz Symons has been made a junior minister at the Foreign Office for Europe. ‘It’s a bizarre appointment. She doesn’t even know where Europe is. But she is completely dependable,’ said Lloyd. I am sure the adjective ‘dependable’ is the key. The main Minister for Europe is Doug Henderson who is filling today’s news bulletins with an early flight to Brussels. Doug comes out of the north-east stable of right-wing MPs which is a core block in the Blair constellation. The last time I saw him, other than in the Commons, was in Glasgow where he was accompanying, indeed bag-carrying for, Gordon Brown at the Amalgamated Engineering Union leader Jimmy Airlie’s funeral.

         Joyce Quin, who had prepared the European brief and knows Europe, has been shunted aside for a Gordon Brown placeman who is likeable but knows nothing about European politics and will be putty in the hands of officials. It is messenger-boy duty not real policy-making that is valued.5

         MONDAY 12 MAY 1997

         In the lobby, I bumped into David Curry, the ex-Local Government Minister who kept his seat and who is now campaign manager for Ken Clarke’s bid to become Tory leader. ‘William Hague will get it,’ he told me. ‘It’s a non-vote. By voting for Hague, MPs can keep their constituencies happy without taking any specific line,’ Curry added. This is unnerving stuff given the fact that Clarke certainly seems to have most public support and is the only really heavyweight minister. There is a bizarre article by Simon Heffer in the Daily Mail in which he blasts Hague as being, well, I suppose the only word is vague, and says that despite his European credentials, Clarke is a real tough free-market minister with proven successes at the Home Office and at Education. The Tories are totally out of the opposition scene at the moment as they convulse themselves over their leadership problems. This is giving Blair and his ministers an absolutely clear run, but sooner or later, and it may be sooner, real politics will kick in.

         TUESDAY 13 MAY 1997

         A day spent working at home which isn’t very productive as the phone never stops ringing and, of course, I keep phoning out. I had a good talk with Sarah Helm, the Brussels correspondent of the Independent. She announced that she had a new boyfriend, Jonathan Powell, Tony Blair’s chief of staff. Powell’s marriage to his American wife is dead, not helped by his working over here while she kept living in Washington with their children. I like Jonathan very much and am extremely fond of Sarah, so it is a nice match if it works 6out. She said that Labour had made a good impression in Europe but asked why they had chosen Doug Henderson as Minister for Europe ‘since he obviously was completely lost and just sat there saying rather naive things’. I explained the need for neutral messengers and Blair’s desire to appoint a non-controversial and rather grey team of ministers. Sarah’s pillow talk is clearly going to have much more influence now than in the past. She is a fine journalist whose writing is matched by a political determination on issues she believes in, like rights for Palestinians and European partnership and purpose.

         MONDAY 14 JULY 1997

         I go with Doug Henderson, the newly appointed Europe Minister, to the 14 July Bastille Day reception at the French Residence in Kensington Palace Gardens. I am now named as a parliamentary private secretary at the Foreign Office. I have a pass that lets me walk into the FCO when I want. It’s a bit odd as I know far more about European politics and the EU than any of the ministers, including the Foreign Secretary, Robin Cook. I speak better French than most FCO wallahs, or rather I speak contemporary political French and read Libération and Le Nouvel Observateur which plugs me into the French socialist government which has arrived at the same time as us. Most of the FCO panjandrums both in the FCO and those running Blair’s European and foreign policy desks in Downing Street will read Figaro and other French conservative weeklies if they read any newspaper in French at all. It’s rather grand being driven in a minister’s car, but when we arrive at the French Residence the champagne has run out, either new austerity 7measures by Lionel Jospin’s socialist government or the Quai d’Orsay is sending out signals about what it thinks of its new socialist masters. After nagging the ambassador for ten minutes, two saucer-type glasses – these must have been in stock since Charles de Gaulle was here during the war – of indifferent champagne were produced and that was our ration for the evening.

         Doug Henderson said that my appointment had been decided upon by Tony Blair from the very beginning and that Robin Cook had refused to sign off on it until it was made clear it had to happen.

         Doug is completely in cahoots with Nick Brown and Gordon Brown. Doug and his girlfriend are having dinner with Gordon and Sarah Macaulay next Saturday and he is firmly hitching himself to the Gordon bandwagon. ‘There’s no point in trying to strike out on your own. This place works on who you know and who likes you and 95 per cent of all jobs go to people who simply keep their head down,’ he told me, no doubt prophetically. He also wondered how Tony would reshuffle the pack since clearly a number of ministers aren’t up to it but they do not expose themselves to justify dismissal. Oh dear, I shall be stuck as a PPS if I remain one, for some time to come.

         WEDNESDAY 16 JULY 1997

         At 6.30 p.m. I chaired a Tribune Group meeting at which Robin Cook spoke. There was a good, if heterogeneous, turnout and Cookie was in brio form. He is very pleased with his new ethical foreign policy and human rights line. He said that he had got on a lot better with Madeleine Albright, the American Secretary of State, than any of his European counterparts and clearly likes finding himself lining up with the Americans in preference to the 8Europeans. So much for his long anti-American political past. He told a hilarious story of a draft of a reply to a letter from an MP asking about arms sales to Indonesia:

         
            I am still reading through my replies before signing them and I got to the last paragraph where I found a sentence that said ‘what the position of the government is on this is complete bollocks…’! I circled it and sent it back saying, ‘Surely some mistake?’ But it shows that getting the message through all the levels of the Foreign Office is taking a bit of time.

         

         THURSDAY 17 JULY 1997

         Up early to catch a plane to Paris for a British Council seminar on media and politics. I sat beside Andy Marr and we had a good chat.

         He said:

         
            I had a talk with Robin the other day and he asked me what I thought of Gordon’s Budget. I told him I thought it was absolutely first-rate and he looked at me and said, ‘Well, that’s a point of view, I suppose.’ I wonder how long he will stay at the Foreign Office. I still think he will go back to Scotland and seek to be top man in Scotland.

         

         This is one of Marr’s favourite themes, since a part of him is very much connected to the Scottish project and having a dramatic and radical leader like Cook up there would be the dream ticket for the radical Scottish intellectual journalists like Marr or others like Neal 9Ascherson and John Lloyd. I am not sure that Robin is prepared to give up the historic status of being Foreign Secretary.

         TUESDAY 22 JULY 1997

         I bike over to the Royal Festival Hall for lunch with David Rennie, the very smart and very Europhile Daily Telegraph diarist. He is full of high-quality gossip.

         ‘The Foreign Office all hate the new Foreign Secretary, Robin Cook, but they like the Ministers of State,’ he announces grandly with the knowledge of having a father who was one of the great mandarins of British foreign intrigues as head of MI6.

         David said he had written an unkind paragraph about Chris Smith and to his amazement got a call from Chris himself: ‘The phone rang and a flunky said, “I have the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport on the line for you, Mr Rennie,” and there blow me down he was in person. He told me that what I had written was motivated by malice and was unworthy.’

         I don’t know to what extent Rennie is playing Peter Mandelson’s game, but the knives do appear to be out for poor Chris Smith who has no real base in the post-1997 Parliamentary Labour Party. As the first ever gay Labour MP, there would be ructions if he was sacked, but he can be moved sideways and replaced by someone like Peter Mandelson.

         THURSDAY 31 JULY 1997

         To a team meeting at the Foreign Office, presided over by Robin Cook, who, I must say, is one of the worst chairmen I have ever 10sat under. He allows an endless dribbling discussion mainly based on his own experiences and we do not reach half the items on an agenda which only has six headings.

         He is just back from Bosnia and Croatia where he said that meeting the Croatian President Tuđman was an encounter with the last fascist in Europe. ‘He is completely barking, and as I left, the Croatian Foreign Minister apologised for his President’s behaviour, which is an unusual job for a Foreign Minister to have.’

         As he summed up his various forays or foreign office developments, he kept turning to the Permanent Under-Secretary, to ask him, ‘Is that a fair summary, Permanent Under-Secretary?’ as if he needed the approval of the machine at every stage.

         I don’t get the sense of a man completely at ease with the smell of manure that surrounds all foreign policy decisions.

         MONDAY 4 AUGUST 1997

         The big story is that Robin Cook has left his wife Margaret to shack up with Gaynor Regan, his Commons secretary. I had lunch with them once in Bellamy’s and didn’t realise, at the time, I was interfering in a little love lunch.

         The whole story seems dodgy. Robin lives just around the corner from us in Sutherland Street in Pimlico. According to the papers, a freelance photographer just happened to be there outside his flat… And just happened to see him feeding the metre for Gaynor’s car.

         I think the tale stinks and it has all the hallmarks of a set-up. I expect that people in the security services listen to the right wingers 11in the Foreign Office who don’t like Cook, and have picked up his affairs and fed it to the press.

         What a filthy business. Though, to a certain extent, if he wants to make a break with his wife, then it is necessary to get it out into the open. And this may be the least painless way, though it must be devastating for Margaret, Robin’s wife, who has been working as a consultant in an Edinburgh hospital while he has been cavorting about in Westminster.

         SUNDAY 31 AUGUST 1997

         We are in Glasgow so Granny can see her four grandchildren and I can show them something of their father’s birthplace nation. But then the news arrives in the morning radio bulletins that Princess Diana has been killed and everything seems to come to a stop. Benjamin, just three years old, kept saying, ‘Diana dead, Diana dead’ as if it was the most important thing that could happen in his little life so far.

         I am as cynical, perhaps more so, as the next person, but the tears were in my eyes at the shock of her life ending in this manner. As the hours go by, the awfulness of the event sinks in. Suddenly, all the glitz and extravagance of her life fade away and all that stands out is her holding little babies in her arms in the third world or hugging an Aids victim on a deathbed in a London hospital.

         WEDNESDAY 3 SEPTEMBER 1997

         The anniversary of the start of the Second World War, but no one notices. Diana is everywhere, with flags at half-mast and railings 12up in Whitehall to prepare for her funeral. I get a call from the Daily Mail asking me for a quote about the fact there is no flag at half-mast over Buckingham Palace, but I declined to get involved in their rent-a-quote stupidities.

         Instead, I phoned Robin Janvrin, the Queen’s deputy private secretary. I told him that if the royals were not down in London by tomorrow there would be a republic by the weekend. An exaggeration but not by much. The nation is horrified at the callous indifference of the Queen and above all Prince Charles, who made Diana a breeding horse for the future monarchy while he went off living his own life, sleeping with an old girlfriend, as if marriage and the family were a boring irritation for himself.

         I told Robin to get the royals down fast to inspect the mountains of flowers, looking serious and sorrowful and trying to understand the nation’s grief.

         Everyone I talk to has been scornful of the royals. Tony Blair, on the other hand, pops up in a black tie and talks of the People’s Princess with a look of intense anguish and grief in his eyes.

         Matthew d’Ancona calls up to say the Tories are tearing their hair out because Blair is claiming or taking all the credit for defining the week as days of memorial for the People’s Princess. ‘There is complete panic in the Tory high command,’ said Matthew. ‘They think this could be Blair’s Falklands – the moment when he nails himself into the consciousness of the people for a long, long time.’

         I think this is an exaggeration. But there is no doubt Tony has judged the mood beautifully, whereas the palace has just got it desperately wrong. From Balmoral, Robin Janvrin tells me he is very much aware of this. ‘I agree with you completely. I am trying to 13get the message over, but it’s very, very difficult here.’ It was nice of him to phone back and he was as courteous as ever. I expect he’s had this conversation with many others today, but he sounded concerned about what I had to say.

         TUESDAY 9 SEPTEMBER 1997

         Down to Brighton for the TUC and Tony Blair’s speech. Tom Baldwin of the Sunday Telegraph told me that the line from No. 10 on Clare Short was: ‘It’s not a question of her being in the tent pissing out or of her being outside the tent pissing in but simply being in the tent pissed.’ It was a clever-dick phrase but absolutely daggerlike.

         The Archbishop of Canterbury George Carey was the star of the show just before lunch with the most left-wing speech of the week. In fact, it was the most concerted and unapologetic exposition of socialism I’ve heard at a major conference like this in Britain for some time. He was a member of two unions before starting his National Service and then going into the priesthood, and he was quite explicit on the obligation of employers ‘to recognise unions and not to victimise union activists’ and on the need ‘for new economic policies to create full employment’.

         Tony Blair, by contrast, in the afternoon, gave no concessions and told unions to shape up or ship out as far as he was concerned. The core message remained business, business, business. Inasmuch as unions can help business, then they would be allowed through the doors of No. 10 to present the case but, there was no automatic presumption that simply because of the historic connection, trade unions would have any influence over policy.14

         THURSDAY 16 OCTOBER 1997

         I get a call from Daniel Johnson of The Times to ask would I do an op-ed piece on state funding of parties. I write a quick article arguing state funding is a good idea but should be limited and directed more towards party work on policy, education and training and not simply a big cheque in exchange for the number of votes parties poll at their various elections. Instead, I argue that money given to parties for organisational work should be in proportion to their own fundraising and to the members they have.

         TUESDAY 28 OCTOBER 1997

         To the Foreign Office for a team meeting. It lasts longer than usual and there are no officials present. Robin Cook remains depressed after the rotten press he got over his visit to New Delhi, where he tried to raise Kashmir and got a massive Indian Hindu cowpat dumped on him that the UK press gleefully relayed. He exuded unhappiness. He continually referred to whether a proposal or a policy will work in terms of getting the green light from No. 10. It is curious to see a man who has reached one of the top offices of state so obviously feeling not exactly powerless but not in complete control of his destiny or able to fulfil political ambitions by constantly looking over his shoulders at a boss who controls all. Not even a boss in the sense of an individual, the Prime Minister, who has nominal authority over him but a formless entity, ‘No. 10’, which has the power to block any initiative, take over any glory or channel and water down new ideas.

         15After a lot of misery about Kashmir, I intervened and said that I thought his stewardship at the Foreign Office so far had been a big success. On Kashmir, I told him that people would have been astounded had it not been raised and certainly on the ground it was not perceived as being a big failure. Derek Fatchett, one of the Ministers of State and a shrewd Labour MP who was sitting beside me, turned and said, ‘Thanks for the therapy.’ Robin remains the cat that walks alone. He obviously is beginning to feel over dominated by his diary and running the department. ‘Frankly, I don’t know what goes on outside this office or who the thousands of people working for me really are or what they do,’ he said. ‘The diary just runs me around and I’m never in the country or even in the building.’

         TUESDAY 4 NOVEMBER 1997

         To the House to hear Robin Cook give evidence at the Foreign Affairs Select Committee. He was marvellously in control, articulate, not a comma or subordinate clause out of its place, with barely a look at his notes. Only once or twice did he refer to officials and when Simon Gass, the FCO’s head of Europe section, intervened by himself, Robin looked a touch annoyed as if to say, ‘I don’t need any help from anybody, thank you very much.’ His take on the Amsterdam Treaty was interesting, praising it for the headline achievements that were noted at the time such as border controls, the employment chapter and other little vetoes that Britain obtained. But he said it had failed to achieve institutional reforms in the size of the commission, the organisation, the council and so forth in order to prepare for enlargement.

         16This actually is the French, German, even federalist critique of Amsterdam, and it is interesting that Robin is spontaneously offering that. The Foreign Affairs Select Committee is the weakest of the senior departmental committees. The only senior Tory is Virginia Bottomley, who sits there playing with a lovely half-smile on her face, but her questions were anodyne. The room was crowded with journalists, diplomats, others who wanted to see the great Cook in action, and sensing the attentive audience behind him, he was completely and utterly on the job.

         A vote and then Calum MacDonald offered to take me to dinner, but I said I was going home and invited him to come with me. Calum said that Tony Blair had called in all the Cabinet-level PPSs for a pep talk in the Cabinet Room, which seemed an extremely good idea. According to Calum, Tony’s message was pretty simple. We will have two years on no spending and then gradually ease the restraints on cash so as to spend our way to an election victory. This is certainly a change from the behaviour of Harold Wilson in the 1960s and Jim Callaghan in the 1970s when an incoming Labour government was generous and then had to go desperately into reverse, cutting spending and stoking up resentment. In fact, the policy of Budget restraint is an absolute classic Tory policy and is what we used to condemn as ‘stop, go’, plus it can so easily be blown off course by events.

         The current issue of The Spectator has run a foul Europhobe attack on Nick Soames, my pair, except that pairing is pointless now with our huge majority. The assassin is a charming but stiletto-vicious high Tory, Peter Oborne of the Sunday Express. I dug up some facts on the speeches that Bunter has made from the House of Commons Library and sent a letter back defending him. It will 17stir things up a bit as Soames is popular with the public and with a number of Tories, but it shows the complete eclipse of the Old Etonians who, in the shape of Soames or George Young, are quite sensible on Europe but are loathed by the Tory Europhobe Trotskyists who now surround William Hague.

         THURSDAY 6 NOVEMBER 1997

         The papers are full of a ghastly U-turn on tobacco advertising and Formula One motor car racing. Yesterday I listened to Tessa Jowell making a complete fool of herself on the Today programme trying to justify the exemption of Formula One cars from the government’s programme to try to reduce tobacco advertising, which is completely in touch with what the public wants.

         Over to the Foreign Office to see Doug Henderson. He was chortling at Tessa Jowell’s discomfiture. ‘She’s a little goody-two-shoes and, of course, a big FOB [Friend of Blair], so she can’t be touched.’ Of course Doug and his gang of Brownies hate all the N1, NW3 or, in Tessa’s case, NW5 gang. He told me that he had received a note asking his authorisation for the ambassador in Moscow to go and open a new British American Tobacco (BAT) cigarette factory in Uzbekistan:

         
            I said no, because BAT and Philip Morris and all the other tobacco companies are simply moving out of western Europe and opening the new markets for children and others in the ex-Soviet Union, but Robin countermanded my order and said the ambassador could go. So much for his ethical foreign policy.

         

         Doug is a real fitness guy and has young children and I only wonder 18whether it was No. 10 rather than Robin that signed off on the ambassador promoting the cancer industry as long as it was far away from the British media.

         FRIDAY 7 NOVEMBER 1997

         Up at 6 a.m. after a bad night’s sleep and an early drive out to London airport to catch a plane to Portugal for a seminar on the European social model and globalisation.

         On the plane, I was quietly reading a very pro-European interview with Tony Blair in Le Monde, and who should tap me on the shoulder but Stuart Holland in the seat behind me. We rearranged things so that we were side by side and had a marvellous talk and gossip all the way back to Heathrow. Stuart is wonderfully egotistical and outrageous. He is an adviser to António Guterres, the socialist Prime Minister in Portugal who insists on being called Tony and who spoke at the Labour Party conference.

         Stuart was full of a scheme to issue eurobonds or use the European Investment Fund and European Investment Bank to get infrastructure projects going. He said he had had a talk with Robin about this, who was very interested.

         
            I know all of these guys. They’re all of my age and generation. When I was in Rome the other week, I called up [Romano] Prodi and he immediately said come round and have a talk. I see [Jacques] Delors now and then and have tried to get him to get through to [Helmut] Kohl so that they understand that debt can be used. But, of course, the German word for debt is ‘Schuld’, 19which means ‘guilt’, and it’s the same in Dutch so the Germans are absolutely terrified of indebtedness.

         

         I think there is a little more to Kohl’s financial prudence than the fact that the German word for debt and guilt is the same, but Stuart may have a point.

         He was scathing about Tony Crosland, Denis Healey and, above all, Tony Benn.

         ‘I told Benn he was just being a complete fool over the common market in 1975, and he didn’t talk to me for seven years. He is a very dangerous man.’

         Stuart claimed that Jim Callaghan had come up to him in the Commons in 1982 and said:

         
            ‘Stuart, if I had won the election in 1979, I would have introduced planning agreements.’ He had no reason to say this to me, so I think it was what he really thought. The trouble is that Prime Ministers are so heavily briefed they only get a chance to see the value of ideas once it’s too late for them to put them into practice.

         

         I can’t believe Jim was being anything other than a flatterer and, like all non-intellectuals, wanted intellectuals to think well of him. As we spoke, Stuart consumed gin and tonics, red wine, whiskies and then bought half a bottle of Chivas Regal which he drank and drank. He was looking blotchy with thinning hair, bad skin and poor teeth as well as a fat stomach. But his capacity for storytelling and argument was undiminished and his lovely voice, which he told me had been the voice of a great singer when at university, was 20still a joy to listen to. We had a nostalgic hour or so going over all sorts of old ground and old struggles.

         TUESDAY 11 NOVEMBER 1997

         In the lobby, Alan Clark came up and in that frightful, smothered drawl of his congratulated me on my letter supporting Nick Soames in The Spectator. ‘Peter Oborne [the Sunday Express writer who had attacked Soames] is an absolute tart.’ Quentin Davies and Alastair Goodlad also had congratulated me on the letter with Quentin saying in his very nice way, ‘It is quite preposterous that an MP can’t organise his own time and it is none of the business of the whips or the journalists what MPs do providing they come along and vote as required.’

         WEDNESDAY 19 NOVEMBER 1997

         To an office meeting at the Foreign Office where I arrived early, having pedalled in at a furious rate for what I thought was a 9 a.m. meeting only to find it wasn’t due to start till 9.30. The private office, which consists of three secretaries each at their desk in a different corner of a huge room adjacent to the Foreign Secretary’s office, continues unperturbed in its work.

         As usual, the meeting wanders and flows all over the place without a proper agenda. Robin’s main obsession is spending more time with MPs. ‘You have to stay in touch with the House. It is why we are here. Political avalanches can develop with terrifying speed. One minute the ground seems safe and then it is breaking under you and you can be swept away unless you have got an early warning 21system.’ He proposes a day at Chevening, his country house, but the day chosen is 5 January when we will be away skiing. Tough. He then names another day in December, but Doug Henderson says he is launching a European presidency that day in Newcastle. Robin mutters and grunts about whether he can change it, but Doug stands his ground. The only substantive item was a paper by Tony Lloyd about controlling arms sales which is very critical of the French. Tony speaks very softly at the far end of the table and none of us can hear what he is saying. Robin shows no interest and later Doug tells me that Tony has been at some arms control seminars in Sweden, where they have filled his head with the usual Nordic moralism which never seems to stop them selling as many arms as possible all over the place while preaching homilies about disarmament.

         I walk down the corridor to her office with Liz Symons. I tell her very sharply that she is causing a lot of trouble with MPs by refusing to sign letters and always upholding the position of her officials even when the cases are manifestly unfair. ‘But Denis,’ she says in that butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-her-backside voice, ‘I have to send out 1,500 letters a week. I can’t sign them all, no one can.’ I tell her that other ministers do and that she should make a distinction between routine letters and those that are important to MPs and that her predecessor, Liam Fox, certainly did. ‘It’s so difficult. I am working all the time. I have all these other policy matters which I have to concentrate on,’ she complains. I tell her bluntly that there is an impression around that she has never done a constituency surgery and doesn’t remotely understand the pressure that MPs are under. I console her by saying that everybody recognises that as FCO minister in charge of entry clearance for relatives of constituents who 22want to emigrate from Pakistan, India and Bangladesh, she has one of the worst jobs in government, but there is a great deal of discontent building up and this is the kind of parliamentary avalanche territory that Robin was talking about. She is obviously unhappy to get the telling off, but I hope I did it as a friend and the message gets home.

         Across to the House for Prime Minister’s Questions. I don’t see any point in attending save to mark Blair’s score card. How did he do? It was about even with one or two good spontaneous bursts, like when he pointed out that John Bercow, the obnoxious little twerp who has been sucking around Tory tits since he was in nappies, had worked as an adviser for Jonathan Aitken. This produced a real laugh and made Bercow look stupid, though he shook his head furiously. Afterwards, John Williams of the Mirror said Tony looked absolutely terrible and strained. Of course, John sits in the gallery looking down on Blair, whereas all we see is the back of his head, and I thought it was an interesting comment. The past ten days have been pretty wretched and we have been exposed as looking very weak.

         To a Tribune Group meeting with Harriet Harman. It was in the upper committee corridor and as I went there about ten minutes early, the room next to it had its door open and familiar voices were to be heard. I put my nose round the corner and Diane Abbott was there. ‘Ah, it’s the sycophant-in-chief, come in,’ she said. I looked around and saw Tony Benn and Alan Simpson, and realised I was attending the campaign group. Its star speaker was none other than Eddie George, the governor of the Bank of England. I watched in amazement as he courteously exchanged views with the hard left of the Labour Party. ‘Tony, I think that’s a very important point… Yes, 23Alan, I do agree that EMU [the Economic and Monetary Union] is far from settled.’ It was the Tony and Eddie show or the Alan and Eddie show and there was something gloriously comic in seeing the high priest of finance capitalism meeting the far left of the PLP and conversing so sweetly and it seemed to me with so many heads of agreement.

         I had dinner in the Members’ Dining Room. As I entered, Diane Abbott and Audrey Wise were at a little table for two and both gave me a public dressing-down for daring to support the government’s line on welfare at the PLP this morning. They really are obnoxious, but I adore Diane. She spends all the summer on an American lecture tour and is a star of TV talk shows over there. It is the only way for a clever MP once she is off the career ladder to make herself known. But it is a crazy waste of talent and she, of course, becomes an object of parody and scorn very quickly.

         In the lobby, I bumped into Peter Mandelson and he agreed to come and open the exhibition of cartoons I am planning of Martin Rowson’s work. This is very good news and will pull lots and lots of people in.

         MONDAY 24 NOVEMBER 1997

         I did an interview on French television about whether London harbours Islamic terrorists. I gave as good as I got from the French interviewer, who said yes, we did, and I reminded them of the obligation of democracy to offer exile and asylum to political refugees. I really think I will stop doing these things on French television as there are no votes in it at all, nor much point.

         Dinner with the Critical Quarterly gang at Groucho’s. Christopher 24Hitchens was there and Anthony Julius, but the real pleasure was to see Nigella Lawson turn up. With one or two penetrating comments, she helped to sum up a real issue. We had a good discussion on the need for a politics of family which got some half-hearted endorsement when I advanced my new round of ideas on the need for effective family politics, though Anthony Julius got very upset when he was accused of being a family lawyer, saying he had only done one divorce in his life, that of Princess Diana.

         Hitchens made a good comment that now communism was dead, the only place where the slogan ‘from each according to his means, to each according to his needs’ was valid was the family, which made everybody stop and think for a moment.

         I kept getting beeps saying that there was going to be a division and then that there was not going to be a division which caused hilarity with all the women around the table, who thrust the pager into their waistbands and waited for it to vibrate with the usual fairly scatological comments. I suppose I take these vibrating pagers so much for granted there is nothing to them, but if you haven’t had one throbbing somewhere about your body then there is something new to it.

         TUESDAY 25 NOVEMBER 1997

         Question time went off OK. Michael Howard hardly rose to ask a question except a rather feeble one on Iraq. He showed no interest in his shadow teams trying to attack Robin. I wonder if he might just walk away from it all before long. He shows no interest or concern, and apart from an out-of-date hostility to Europe, has no passion or political purpose that makes itself evident at the despatch box.

         25I stayed for Gordon Brown’s statement on what was being called the ‘Green Budget’ but is now called the ‘pre-Budget Statement’, which was meant to be an outline of tax thinking in order to have a more mature discussion of fiscal alternatives and policy choices before the Budget. But he is such a showman that he can’t resist throwing powder into the fire and puff! Up he comes with two new classic welfare policies – extra money for pensioners for their heating bills and new childcare places. At the same time, corporation tax is cut on companies and there is to be a law enforcing fiscal stability. The latter to please the City and capital; the former to delight, as it did, the Labour backbenchers and the welfare constituency. It was a brilliant performance. Tony was sitting beside him looking much younger and relaxed and beaming with delight at his Chancellor’s command in the House.

         In the lobby, Peter Mandelson came up in a glum way and asked if I’d seen The Guardian leader that day. I hadn’t and he said it was a filthy attack on him, blaming him for everything that went wrong. ‘But at least they say Tony Blair has to shoulder some of the blame,’ which I suppose is some bizarre consolation. Poor old Mandy.

         THURSDAY 27 NOVEMBER 1997

         This was fox-hunting day or, to be more correct, hunting with dogs day, since it is also proposed in the bill that we discuss today to stop all hunting with dogs. The House was absolutely full on both sides. I had a brief chat with Dennis Skinner before the debate began in the Members’ Lobby. I said that I really couldn’t get worked up about it. ‘I agree with you. I am just here to go through the motions. If you think of all the problems that we face, this is absolute nonsense,’ he muttered.

         26Michael Heseltine was the first speaker from the Tory side and early on in his speech attacked the bad wording of the bill. He ridiculed the reference to flushing foxes out and then killing them and asked rhetorically if anyone had ever tried to flush out a fox and then put it down.

         I bellowed out: ‘Ask Mrs Thatcher!’ and the House broke down in laughter with the Tory benches collapsing and Heseltine having to stand rock still for a number of seconds trying to find his composure and not grin himself. He tried to remain serious and made some reference to having knowledge of what happens in the political process when parties get ‘decimated’, which brought even more howls of laughter as our benches pointed merrily at the decimated Tory side. He then got back into his speech, but I crept out since it was going to be my only chance to intervene and went off to the gym.

         SUNDAY 30 NOVEMBER 1997

         A lovely farniente day. Up late – 9.30 a.m. – because we were so tired and then a spectacularly good roast beef lunch followed by a trip to Lots Road Gallery where I put in bids for some Gillray cartoons of Peterloo and a fake Sisley done by a clever Spanish artist called Kanals. I didn’t bother with the Sunday papers and instead read books and magazines and felt much better for a day without the press on top of us.

         I talked to Carol Barnes, who said she had introduced the item on fox hunting in which I spoke on ITN. She said she and my old friend, Graham Miller, who I worked with at Radio Birmingham, both fell off their chairs as they saw me pop up. ‘You looked much better than you usually do,’ Carol said, I think kindly.27

         MONDAY 1 DECEMBER 1997

         Across to the Foreign Office for some kind of Christmas party for the media. I had a brief chat with Tim Garton Ash, who is fretting and worrying about Europe and trying to work out where he’ll want to be in ten to twenty years’ time. I had a go at him for his hostility to EMU which he resents but he is backed up by Sir Nigel something or other, the old Etonian ex-ambassador to Germany whom I met in Manchester and who is still locked into a Conservative critique of Europe. None of these guys understand that Europe needs big decisions, not incremental little changes. Labour couldn’t stomach sharing power over steel and coal in 1950. Now that the euro has been decided upon by Paris and Berlin as the essential underpinning of a true single market – imagine the US economy being based on California or Texas or Michigan each with its own currency – the British self-proclaimed pro-Europeans shrink in horror at having the same currency as the Germans and French.

         TUESDAY 2 DECEMBER 1997

         Over to Doug Henderson’s office for work on the committee stage of the Amsterdam Bill tonight. But I escape from this early to go to the gym. In it there is a young Ganymede, a slight, tiny good-looking youth who I later find out is Douglas Alexander, the new MP for the Glasgow seat where Gordon McMaster committed suicide. What a contrast. Gordon was enormous, wobbly, with rolling chins and a complaisant look. Douglas is small and perfectly formed with sleek black hair and a winning smile in his perfect Athenian face. Another Brownie on the parliamentary payroll.28

         THURSDAY 4 DECEMBER 1997

         Lunch with the Mail’s Simon Walters at the Tate Gallery. I made him buy two decent half-bottles of wine, the claret being a Château La Tour which I accompanied with a fairly disgusting bit of pheasant. He is in mega-flattery mode, describing me as Labour’s Alan Clark. If this diary is one quarter as good as Alan’s, it will be worth the effort, but, alas, Clark is a real writer; I am simply a note-taker. Also, Clark writes whereas I dictate and the difference is as obvious as between buildings thrown up with breeze blocks and one in which brick after brick or stone after stone is carefully laid one on the other by a craftsman to make a real statement.

         Simon is full of an article in the New Statesman which hails Alan Simpson as the new leader of the left. I protest that intelligent and capable of organising as Alan is, he is a loner with no friends or followers and only bitter rivals. ‘The trouble with the left is that it is divided on almost every issue. On Europe, on trade unions, on women, on free trade, on the environment, it is split every which way,’ I tell him. Simon urges me to write an article about all this, but I don’t think I want to wade in and make unnecessary enemies just yet.

         Yet another European debate, though this one mercifully was shorter and we were finished by 8.30 p.m. as people are sick and tired of debating Europe. It was a general adjournment debate and Robin opened it. He arrived with his speech, as always handwritten in his red felt tip pen, and as usual it was a very good one. There was only one problem. No one was there to hear it. Robin has an oratorical trick of turning from the despatch box waving his hand in a gentle semi-circle behind him and pulling himself round to 29address his own backbenchers. But everybody had gone home. After a couple of minutes of this, I whispered to Ken Purchase that I would go out and rustle people up. I rushed into the lobby and grabbed Graham Allen and Janet Anderson and asked them to get onto the front bench.

         I then went into the tea room and tapped anybody and everybody on the shoulder. ‘The Foreign Secretary is making a major speech against Michael Howard and there is no one there to listen to him! Please come in and sit behind him, even for ten minutes or till the end of his speech,’ I begged. The ten or so MPs sitting there were quite responsive and gulped their tea, put down their papers and trooped into the Chamber to form a reasonable phalanx behind him. It looked at least on television as if there was a bit of support and as he turned with more of his jokes against Howard, whom he was putting through the mincer on his U-turn on a referendum on the Amsterdam Treaty, there were at least a few people to smile and nod and cheer.

         FRIDAY 5 DECEMBER 1997

         Across to the Foreign Office for a long session with Robin Cook.

         Liz Symons opened with a long paper on dependent territories like the British Virgin Islands, Saint Helena, the Cayman Islands and the Turks and Caicos Islands, as well as Montserrat, all of which have an odd status. Another one of these historic anomalies, of course, is Gibraltar. The question is, should such islands be forced to become independent, or should they be absorbed fully into the United Kingdom with all their people offered citizenship? What the territories want is lots of money. They also want the right 30for their people to come to Britain, but the comfortable ones like Bermuda certainly don’t want to allow anybody from the UK to live, settle or work in their little island paradises.

         The FCO paper was fairly useless, offering an enhanced associate citizenship. I said that one model might be the French DOM/TOM status and Robin asked what that meant. Liz jumped in and very slowly and clearly pronounced, ‘territoires… outre… mer’ and I told him what the DOM (départements d’outre-mer) stood for. I then said that it would be very expensive though an interesting way of sending British influence out into the world. ‘Every single one of them would immediately become eligible for all British rights, including any welfare benefits if there are any in a couple of years’ time.’ Everybody burst out laughing and Derek Fatchett said to Greg Pope, ‘I hope the Chief Whip has noted that.’

         Of course, if Britain were to take over the dependent territories used as off-shore tax havens, it would be a massive interference in the cosy little world of international currency speculation and tax avoidance fiddles. I pointed out it would cause a massive explosion in the City and be a major politically aggressive step. John Kerr, the Permanent Under-Secretary, who sat at the end of the long table opposite Robin, says he doesn’t like the DOM/TOM solution. ‘It is very, very costly,’ he moaned. The conversation drifts off into a hand-wringing series of complaints from Liz about Montserrat. She says that the FCO is responsible for supervising and ultimately administering Montserrat and the other dependent territories but all the money to spend on them comes from the Department for International Development.

         This unleashes a hate session against Clare Short. John Kerr asks, ‘Is the Secretary of State for International Development part of the 31constitution?’ Larry Whitty intervenes to say he had a drunken tirade against Robin from Clare at party conference in which she blamed him for the press criticism of her during the Montserrat business. Both Tony Lloyd and Derek Fatchett say relations between the FCO and the new department are very bad with Clare’s Permanent Under-Secretary encouraging a climate of hostility.

         The dependent territories item took up nearly half the agenda before we moved on to disarmament, where Tony Lloyd had produced a New Statesman article which David Clark, Robin’s adviser, had written for him two years ago, setting out the ten-point plan for a nuclear-free world. ‘Yes, it was a good article, I think I agreed to it while I was playing tennis, didn’t I, David,’ said Robin and everybody giggled at the way high policy is made. Tony mumbles and mutters through his presentation and makes some proposal that our nuclear submarines should announce they are not going to patrol but simply be stationed at their base in Scotland. Everybody looks a bit puzzled trying to work out what the point of that is with even Robin saying, ‘But I thought the whole idea was that you didn’t know where they were if they were out on patrol under the water and that was the element of security and surprise?’ Some of the proposals make sense and if a little package can be got together on a register of nuclear weapons with the support of the big nuclear powers then it certainly would be useful.

         The next subject area is the Middle East peace process.

         Robin says, ‘I hope this room is hermetically sealed but, of course, the Arabs know perfectly well who finances Tony.’ It was a fairly abrupt and open statement. I said I thought Labour’s swing to Israel was simply a reaction against the excessive pro-Palestinian and at times openly anti-Israel borderline anti-Jewish politics of 32the left, including the left in the early 1980s. Andrew Hood, who has close links with Israel, jumped in and started spluttering about events at the Labour Party conference where Gordon Brown at a Labour Friends of Israel dinner had made a gushingly friendly speech, whereas at the equivalent function for the Arab ambassadors and pro-Arab Labour MPs, only Clare Short had turned up and she was late.

         As a result, the Arabs are convinced that the Labour government is in the pockets of Israel. Robin came up with the idea of celebrating the end of Ramadan by going to an end of Ramadan Eid feast in Cairo. ‘I could do with going through Ramadan myself just to stop all these wretched meals I have to eat,’ he grins. He then starts asking when Ramadan ends and nobody knows, with people talking about moons and cycles, but here you have in nominal terms all the people who determine Britain’s foreign policy and overseas relations and not one of them knows the date of the most important celebration in the Islamic year.

         I ask if it is possible to go and burst in on a Muslim feast and whether it is a good idea to go to Cairo where the Egyptians are always locking up journalists and generally showing something less than respect for human rights. John Kerr also says he’s against the idea and instead proposes that we should slaughter some sheep and roast them in the courtyards of the FCO and invite all the Arab ambassadors to attend. I expect it will end up with a reception for them in the FCO to try to soothe their concerns and send out pro-Arab signals, though as I tell Andy Hood afterwards, the real problem is that there isn’t a single functioning Arab democracy or a single Arab country in which political norms or human rights are fully respected.33

         THURSDAY 11 DECEMBER 1997

         The papers are full of the forty-seven Labour MPs who voted against the government on the lone-parent benefits issue. It is not the 200 that Roger Berry was boasting about, but together with the abstentions about a hundred people have refused to support Blair. Blair today is meeting Gerry Adams. I was in Canada last week and it was interesting to note the extent to which people asked me about Ireland, as if that was the most important item on the North American agenda when people think of Britain.

         Calum MacDonald has been appointed to replace Malcolm Chisholm who resigned as a junior minister in the Scottish Office. That is a popular move as Calum is a lovely guy, though I wonder how he will relate to Brian Wilson since both have one major passion in Scotland which is the Western Isles and Highlands and this can’t be an area of responsibility big enough for two ministers. Don Touhig sits beside me during education and employment questions and says it is very unfair that Gordon Brown has been blamed for the lone-parents fiasco. Everybody is covering their ass. Victory has many authors; humiliation is an orphan.

         I walk down Whitehall with Alan Simpson and he is very cheerful after last night. Last week in the New Statesman, John Lloyd had depicted him as the next leader of the left, but I still don’t see Alan’s programmatic ability, let alone the real charisma that is needed, though he is one of the most affable and humorous political opponents one might wish to have. Women in the Commons love him and he likes them. His hostility to Europe also is not going to make him new friends. He agrees that one advantage may be that government plans to cut disability benefits will now have to be put on ice.34

         FRIDAY 12 DECEMBER 1997

         I drive to Doncaster to pick up Clare Short who is going to do some constituency stuff for me. At the station, I saw Caroline Flint. She is the intense raven-haired new MP for the Don Valley who is being ultra loyal on the back benches. She is getting unfair stick and is in this dreadful race with all the other competent, youngish female new MPs. How they must all eye each other, wondering who’s going up, when, and pushed by what or whom.

         Clare was full of her exuberant, emoting self as soon as we got into the car. She wriggled and fought with the seat to push it back. We drove back to my house and she was high in denouncing the events of the week, especially the big rebellion of payments or lone parents:

         
            Wednesday was a complete disaster. Harriet [Harman] just is incapable of running that department. She is fighting permanently with Frank Field and there is no policy structure discernible at all. The party is really angry and fed up. The lone-parent cut is completely unnecessary and a dreadful price to pay to lose all that goodwill.

         

         Clare rambled on and on, letting her hair down. ‘Tony’s become very arrogant with this obsession with control and presentation. There’s a nicer Tony struggling to get out but the arrogance of No. 10 and all his little entourage is now causing us real trouble.’ She said that the lone-parent cut was never discussed in Cabinet. ‘Tony never reads anything. He just sits in an armchair and thinks in terms of presentation all the time. There is no attention paid to detail.’35

         All this spilled out pell-mell as we drove back to the house where I gave her a good stiff whisky and a little bit of a sit down before going to the Labour Club. There she worked the crowd brilliantly and is clearly very popular with Labour Party members as one of the superstars whose warmth and emotional engagement comes out from the TV screen and hugs you close. Her mistakes and excesses are all forgiven because she is a real warm created-in-the-flesh politician. The first group I took her to were all from the World Development Movement and she was immediately snarled at, as was I, about the lone-parent benefits cut. She dominated the little scene wonderfully, saying that we were wrong and that the party was hurt and the Cabinet had to listen to what the party was saying and therefore it was all the more reason to stay within the party to ensure that these messages got across.

         This was exactly the right tone to take and calm people down, much more than my rather stronger line of defence might have been. In fact, I was surprised in the course of the evening at the upset and aggression. It simply wasn’t ever evident before Wednesday night’s vote and shows how an event in Parliament can significantly change the political balance of emotions and priorities. All during her stay, Clare was dumping on Harriet, saying she couldn’t handle policy and had no real feel for her department. ‘She’s only ever been promoted because she stays totally on-message and never answers any questions,’ Clare said bitterly. She feels thoroughly vindicated and was praising up people like Frank Dobson and Chris Smith as the old left in the Cabinet who were on top of their departments, unlike what she kept calling the Blairistas. All of this was private to me, and at the Labour Club she went around talking, engaging, holding hands, listening.

         36I made a little speech of introduction, pointing out all the positive things that the government had done and apologising for the Wednesday vote but saying that there was no point myself and Clare resigning over it. I was glad she was there as a kind of shield since attaching myself to her allowed my cred with the party to remain intact – I hope. Her speech also was one of regret at Wednesday, of healing, staying in the party to fight for what we believe in. ‘It shows the good old Labour Party is there with its heart and its head and we all have to listen to what’s being said.’ She criticised nobody but sent out signals of absolute empathy with all the party members there and absolute opposition to the recent line which is asking us to swallow the tobacco funding nonsense, the Geoffrey Robinson offshore trust debacle and now the lone-parent cuts.

         I took Clare home and we finished off half a bottle of whisky with more gossip. She is very angry, scornful and full of some pity for Robin:

         
            He is losing it. His little chest is puffing out with all this crap about a People’s Europe and being a leader around the world. The Foreign Office have got to him and swelled his head. It is a tragedy, the break-up with Margaret. He was getting back together with her when the spin doctors phoned up and forced him to decide. Now I hear that his new girlfriend is suffering from panic attacks and he is going through a terrible divorce case in Edinburgh. He’s got bags of money with his Cabinet salary but he is trying to take the family house off Margaret. I will never forgive him for what he allowed the Foreign Office to do, or try to do, to me over Montserrat.

         

         37Clare is obsessed with the spin doctors and the on-message control system. She was contemptuous of Brian Wilson, who was her deputy in the shadow Ministry of Transport:

         
            He wouldn’t do any work. He was another one driven by his beeper, always wanting to get into the media. He may be a very good journalist, but in that case he should go and work as a party press officer if he’s not prepared to do the hard work on policy. He was desperate to get into the Cabinet, but I think that probably is going to elude him now.

         

         Clare was full and free and frank with me, but I am terrified if she says any of these things within earshot of a journalist or somebody malevolent. I repeatedly told her that Robin expressed support, admiration and fondness for her, at least in the team meetings I have participated in, but she dismissed all these olive branches and clearly has decided that the Foreign Office is an enemy body. Not really a happy government or Cabinet.

         SATURDAY 13 DECEMBER 1997

         I went out to get all the papers only to find gloom and doom on all the front pages. The Guardian splashing with this ridiculous letter that David Hill, the party press hack, has sent to the Today programme threatening to withdraw cooperation because John Humphrys gave Harriet Harman a hard time in some interview. The Guardian also had a front-page story saying that disability benefits were going to be cut. Thanks.

         38The Times’ splash was more scandal over the Geoffrey Robinson off-shore trusts while The Independent had a front-page story saying that Gordon Brown had been excluded from the European Council of Finance Ministers at the Luxembourg summit yesterday and thus was starting off the British presidency of the European Union by, in effect, helping to inaugurate the two-tier Europe that we were supposed to avoid thanks to the change of government.

         I took a cup of tea and these gloomy front pages up to Clare Short who was in Granny’s bed. We then went down to Tesco where there was a photocall about fair-trade shopping. A good gang of people were there and the store managers were quite friendly and helpful in finding various fair-trade goods. Clare gamely sported a little Santa’s cap in order to try to make the picture come to life. She is a lovely political trouper.

         I then drove her down to Birmingham and had a repeat of all the venom against Robin and Tony from the night before. She said that Frank Dobson told her that ‘Alan Milburn had been very helpful over the NHS White Paper even though’, and this was Clare’s remark, not Frank’s, ‘he’s an old Trot. But then, Tony likes people who have got no political background like Derry Irvine and Liz Symons and Jonathan Powell, who is very nice and clever but has absolutely no political understanding or grasp at all.’ Interestingly, Clare said she thought she would have more money for her department by year three of the parliament. ‘Tony and Gordon have made so many promises at international meetings that they will have to match their words with real cash.’

         Her mother was sitting hunched in a little chair waiting to go out to Mass. She had a lovely strong Brummie accent which Clare has certainly ironed out of her own voice. On the way down, she 39used my mobile to phone her brother to chat about her mother’s trip to South Africa and presents for all the family. She is one of six children, pure Irish Catholic. I said that I thought one area Blair had been very good in was in backing the peace process in Ireland, but Clare is not really prepared to hear much praise for the Prime Minister:

         
            It has been Mo [Mowlam] who has done nearly everything, bringing people together, really working at the detail. There is an incredible hunger for peace in Northern Ireland. My Uncle Paddy lives in Crossmaglen and he says that the Republicans want peace and all this talk of a split in the Republican movement is nonsense. It is that hunger for peace that’s driving it forward and Mo is the person who is actually putting it all together.

         

         I don’t disagree with her estimation of Mo’s importance for a second, but the fact is that Blair has used all his authority as Prime Minister to open the doors of 10 Downing Street to the IRA and allow no excuse for the peace process to break down on the basis that a British government is not serious in negotiating. Clare made me a cup of tea and I then set off to hack my way through north Birmingham and back down the M42 and M40 to a crowded London.

         MONDAY 15 DECEMBER 1997

         Over to the House for the statement on the European Council. Tony is calm and serious. He is flanked by Gordon and Robin. The former scuttles out as soon as it is decently possible, but Robin stays beside the PM whispering and prompting him in the ear as 40each Tory rises. I have the feeling Tony doesn’t really need the help, but Robin remains glued to his side, subordinate and supportive. I am simply taken by Tony’s hair, which has now got plenty of white streaks in it as well as a distinct greying at the temples and a growing bald patch. I remember it all happening to me. Sensibly, he is cutting it shorter and he ought to really get a bit more brutal and admit the fact that over the next four or five years, those once long luxurious locks are going to be memories in photographs and nothing else.

         I bike back home to see the children briefly. Even for thirty short minutes, it is a great pleasure in these crowded days. Then on to Random House, the publishers, just up from Vauxhall Bridge. Anthony Barnett has written another book (yes, yet another) about politics and constitutional reform. Many of the left intelligentsia of our generation dislike him strongly, but I have always enjoyed his company and admire his restless Continental intellectual vigour and energy. He is the begetter of Charter 88, which other than its absurd name, laying claim to affinity with the Czech movement, has been an excellent force for good in the country. Anthony comes up beaming as I am the first MP to turn up. ‘Denis, I am so glad to see you here. You’re one of the half-dozen MPs who actually reads books. I have sent a copy to everyone but I know you, at least, will read it.’

         My heart sank since a book sent to every MP is destined for the bin or a raffle prize. And although I might dip into Anthony’s book, which he signs for me with a flourish, I think I shall probably give it as a farewell gift to young Adam, my assistant, who is going to study politics at Edinburgh University next year. I have a nice little talk with Marina Warner, who I recall as being at Oxford but don’t 41really know. For some reason, I mentioned the fact that I spent Saturday and Sunday night reading a collected edition of Louis MacNeice’s poems, which I picked up in a second-hand bookshop on the Charing Cross Road when out with Sarah, buying her clarinet music on Saturday afternoon. Marina says that her next book will be called No Go the Bogeyman, which was inspired by the famous line from MacNeice:

         
            
               It’s no go the Yogi-Man, it’s no go Blavatsky,

               All we want is a bank balance and a bit of skirt in a taxi.

            

         

         I was feeling rather cocky at being able to reel it off and she and another TV producer, called John Ellis, all around fifty, giggled as we thought that no one under the age of forty would have the faintest idea what ‘a bit of skirt in a taxi’ meant, all those days of going round and round Hyde Park in a taxi without a rear-view mirror as one of the safest possibilities for a rendezvous of safe fun. I asked Marina what was in her book but she said, ‘Oh, I don’t really like to discuss my book at somebody else’s book launch. It’s rather bad form, don’t you think?’

         A taxi up to Finsbury for a very nice dinner with Martin Ivens and Anne McElvoy. Martin is firmly embedded at the Sunday Times, a paper which simply doesn’t have much bite any more. To be honest, recording this diary a day or two later, I can’t remember much conversation. Tim Allan, one of Blair’s young press aides, was also there with a new girlfriend. He is smart and charming, but I have to be on my guard to avoid any remarks that might get recirculated in No. 10. The other person there was Ed Fawcett, who is an old Economist hand who knows Christopher Hitchens and 42remembers I had written a biography of François Mitterrand which is suitably flattering. I wish I had that kind of memory about what other people had written.

         TUESDAY 16 DECEMBER 1997

         Over to Downing Street where all the junior PPSs were invited to meet the PM. Inside we all sat round the Cabinet table. I was in John Prescott’s chair and as soon as Tony came in, he took the notes and papers that had been lying on his pad and turned them over as if to make sure I couldn’t look at them. The room itself is much smaller than I expected, with pillars at either end and really a quite compact table around which the Cabinet sits. There were glassed-in bookcases at the end of the room and while waiting for him, I wandered up to have a look at them but they were full of anodyne editions of John Morley’s Life of Gladstone or William Monypenny’s Life of Disraeli, with the odd book by Tony Crosland or Ian Gilmour as something more up to date. But there was no particular rhyme or reason in the selection and I doubt if anybody had opened the glassed case in years.

         Blair began by saying that we were in a ‘post-euphoria, pre-delivery’ mode. It is a snappy sound bite which was well received. He acknowledged the problems arising from the lone-parent benefits cut but bitterly denounced The Guardian as an enemy paper. There was a touch of media paranoia in his voice. He provided one shocking statistic, which is that we spend far more on disability benefits than we do on education. ‘There is no going back. We have to separate last week’s rebels into those who have a genuine concern and the out and out oppositionists.’ There was more than a hint of iron 43in his voice and I think that if he can find some mechanism for dealing with those who publicly and continually attack him – Alan Simpson, Ken Livingstone, Diane Abbott – then he will do so.

         As Ann Coffey, his PPS, who was chairing the meeting, went round the table, everybody moaned about the effect on the party of the lone-parent benefits crisis. As usual, I took a contrarian view, pointing out that if there were forty activists in each constituency who were unhappy, that amounted to 16,000 people for the 400-odd MPs, but this needed to be set against the 12 million or so who voted for us. I also said that while consideration should be given about how to handle the rebels, we shouldn’t forget the 350 people who had been loyal to the government who also needed to be shown some respect. Blair was fluent, emollient but not wavering on the need to reform the welfare state. It was an authoritative seminar by a competent professor explaining political processes to his post-graduate students. There is not the charisma when he is there in person that one senses coming off the television screen or one feels the public senses about him. He uses his hands and fingers, which are very handsome, extremely expressively, splaying them out and working his hands into a little fist in front of him to make a point. He has an odd piece of vanity which is a fondness for crisp white shirts with very long cuffs which he wears with rather tacky cufflinks.

         Blair confessed the failures of communication of the past few weeks:

         
            Look, I mean, you know that we didn’t get the Formula One funding issue right, but quite frankly all my time during that period was spent in meetings here thinking we might be going to 44war with Iraq. It’s rather difficult to concentrate on the Formula One problem when you think you might be involved in a war at any moment.

         

         He announced he was going to do a tour of party meetings in the New Year. ‘I know I have to get out more. But government is different. I have to spend two days at the Luxembourg summit. Nobody gives a hoot what is agreed there or what the debates are about, but it’s one of the things a Prime Minister has to do.’

         There was a just a tad of a whinge and a hint of self-pity in Blair’s voice. However, overall, the performance was good, convincing and he left the PPSs supportive and friendly. There were no mutterings as people struggled into their coats on what was the coldest day of the year so far with light snow flurries giving a Christmas air to Downing Street as we left. These are people who want to get on with their work and want this government to succeed. I went out to do an interview with Swiss TV and just as the reporter was about to begin the door opened and out swept Alastair Campbell who burst out laughing, ‘Oh no, Denis, not you up to one of your self-promotion stunts again!’ Thanks Ali.

         TUESDAY 30 DECEMBER 1997

         In the afternoon, I go and play golf with Papi, the children’s Vietnamese grandfather, and we get round quickly. The light fades by 4 p.m., but at least there is some oxygen in our lungs.
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