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Brown at 10, its sources and methodology





I took the decision in principle to write a book on Gordon Brown, concentrating only on the premiership, back in 2008, but decided that it would only make sense if I had the same level of access into Number 10 as I had with the previous three volumes in this series on British Prime Ministers. The messages from the Brown camp, however, were constantly changing and difficult to interpret. As a result, the research and the writing did not begin in earnest until June 2010. The delay meant this project was constantly under pressure. Guy Lodge joined the team in early 2010, but we spent half a year drumming our fingers, waiting for the right smoke signals to emerge from the chimneys of Downing Street. If it was Everest we were climbing – an analogy we frequently used – the delay meant missing the most clement season. The pressure was never less than intense. Of the four books, it was far and away the most difficult, and the most precarious. We hope the final text does not reveal the frequent agonies required to produce it.


The principal source material for the book lies in more than 250 original interviews. This bank of contemporary reflections forms the biggest single source of research. The interview transcripts approach a million words. Where possible, endnotes refer to interviewees by name. However, serving officials and others often insisted on anonymity in return for speaking candidly, hence the ubiquity of the phrase ‘Private interview’ in the endnotes. Sometimes, for stylistic reasons, we have used quotations without indicating their origin in the text. In each case these quotations have come from one of those interviewed.


Some three-quarters of the book came from interviews, of which half were with aides or ministers, and half with civil servants. Another significant source, accounting for one-fifth of the book, came from unpublished contemporary diaries, kept by a variety of different figures, mostly from within Downing Street. For reasons of confidentiality these rarely have the author’s name attached to them. The remaining material in the book comes from newspaper accounts and published diaries and memoirs. We accept that readers must take much on trust. The 250 interviews and all other documentation from the book are being placed in the Bodleian Library, to be stored alongside the material from the earlier three books. A full record has been made for the source for every single endnote in the text, which those consulting the library in thirty years’ time will be able to consult.


Another major source of information was derived from sending passages of the book out to those who took part in the events described. This immensely time-consuming exercise produced considerable quantities of extra material. These, too, are referred to in the endnotes as ‘private interviews’, and the sources of these will again be made known in the Bodleian Library in thirty years.


This is the fourth book produced using more or less the same method. The interviews for this volume were conducted solely by Guy Lodge and myself. Jointly, we debated the architecture for the book, with much of the detail being supplied by Guy, who then oversaw the production of the ‘briefs’ covering the 10 chapters. The briefs contained the raw material for each sub-section within the chapters, blending interviews with diary material and other sources. My comparatively simple job was to compose the text of the first draft, which I did speaking into a dictaphone that was then emailed to Julia Molony, who transcribed it and then corrected the one or two reworkings of each chapter that I subsequently made. Guy then revised the text, which improved it immeasurably. The team then checked the facts, oversaw the permissions and reader comments, and produced a final brief from which Guy and I both worked to produce the final draft. The remaining errors are entirely my own and will be corrected in a second edition.



















Preface


Four Books on British Prime Ministers, 1990–2010





Brown at 10 is the fourth and final volume on British Prime Ministers that I have written in a series spanning twenty years of premiership, from John Major moving into Number 10 in November 1990 to Gordon Brown leaving it in May 2010. These books were written with a small army of researchers, and with four intellectually brilliant co-authors – Lewis Baston, Daniel Collings, Peter Snowdon, and, in this case, Guy Lodge.


All four volumes share the same analytical approach: one can only judge a Prime Minister against the circumstances, the ideas, the interests and the individuals that they encountered.


Major: A Political Life (1997) argued that, once the deafening and highly personal scorn about him and his premiership died away, one would be left with his decisions on policy, notably on the economy, Europe and Northern Ireland, that were credible and, in the last case, inspired. Major’s circumstances were profoundly adverse. Any leader taking over the Conservative Party from Margaret Thatcher in November 1990 would have had a difficult ride: the party was deeply divided, and there was no clear direction for it to travel. Major performed well, given his context, and left the country and economy in a fundamentally strong state in May 1997.


Blair (2004) broke away from the conventional chronological approach to the writing of biographies. The core question it tried to answer was how did a man with no early interest in, or ideas about, politics, become one of the most effective and ambitious party leaders of the modern age? The answer the book provides is the influence of twenty powerful individuals and twenty life-changing events. This meant that he came to Number 10 with only the loosest idea about what he wanted to do with power, and how to use it. The result was that his first term (1997–2001), with the notable exceptions of the Good Friday Agreement and NATO intervention in Kosovo, was largely barren of personal achievement: the undoubted successes of the Labour government during this period were principally achieved by his nemesis, Gordon Brown. Blair’s greatest weaknesses, the book says, were his lack of deep thinking, his vanity, and his unwillingness to stand up to powerful men, including Brown, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Rupert Murdoch, and pursue his own agenda despite them.


Blair Unbound (2007) picks up that story from 2001. It argues that, in contrast to the pattern for most political leaders, who see their influence diminish the longer they remain in office, Blair became increasingly effective, not the least because he succeeded in freeing himself of the influence of Brown. Not until 2002/03 did his personal agenda cohere – choice and diversity in public services. Only in his final four or five years did he thus become ‘unbound’. The price of his slow start was that he had squandered his most promising years in power. As a result, his domestic agenda was only partially completed. His desire to make a mark on the national and world stage meanwhile, which began so promisingly in his second term with his response to 9/11, later was responsible in part for his largely uncritical support for the US in the war in Iraq, which he failed, and still fails, to read correctly. His record as Prime Minister conflicts starkly with his success as Labour leader, in which role he won three general elections and changed the culture of the party. Overall, though Blair fell short of achieving his goal of leading one of Britain’s ‘great radical reforming governments’ of modern times.


Brown at 10 describes a Prime Minister whom many, including members of his own Cabinet, wrote off before he even entered office, but who turned out to have one of the most eventful and surprising premierships of the recent period – one that will surely be among the most studied by modern historians. To underline the proximity between when the book was written and the events it describes, it opens and ends in the present tense.


These three Prime Ministers, John Major, Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, in power from 1990 to 2010, all had ‘troubled’ premierships. While they had very different personalities, they all saw their leadership coloured by some remarkably similar factors. All three tried to govern from the centre ground, and had more difficulty with their own disaffected party members than with the official Opposition. Each faced an overwhelming crisis that dominated the perception of their period in power: the ejection of Britain from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism in September 1992 with Major, the Iraq War with Blair, and the banking and economic crises with Brown. Thatcher cast a long shadow over her three successors, establishing in the mind of the public, as well as the leaders themselves, the notion that a premiership, to be successful, has to have an intellectually coherent and distinctive personal agenda. None of them rose to this exacting standard.


All three premierships were diminished by the demands of 24-hour media, and by the slavish way they chose to respond to it. All three were essentially reactive. Major had no time to prepare, given the suddenness of his predecessor’s departure and the uncertainty of the succession; Blair had three years, and Brown had thirteen. Yet none of them was ever sufficiently clear in what they wanted to do with power. It took Blair five years to discover his domestic agenda, Brown until almost the end of his premiership, and Major arguably never defined it, his premiership becoming essentially a postscript to Thatcher’s. Blair came to power under extraordinarily favourable conditions, on which he failed to capitalise fully; Major and Brown faced unusually unfavourable circumstances, but achieved more than might have been expected. None can be considered a wholly successful premiership. All were troubled. The books set out to examine why.


All four aspire to be works, not of journalism or memoir, but of contemporary history, in traditions championed by the Institute of Contemporary British History (now the Centre for Contemporary British History), which Peter Hennessy and I founded in 1986. The distinctive aim of this approach is to write about the recent past using the tools and rigour of the historian, and to do so in an impartial and contextualised way. The source material for all four books is substantially made up of interviews; some 1,200 were conducted, producing three million words in transcript, all of which are secreted away in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. Interviewees often read out or handed over contemporary documents, adding to the record. Passages from the books were shown extensively to the participants to verify accounts, add fresh material, and ensure that different points of view were accurately represented.


Over the twenty-year period covered by the four books, less and less came to be written down in formal minutes, memos and letters. Cabinet under Blair and then Brown (after initial protestations to the contrary) rapidly became a talking shop, rather than a significant decision-taking body. Threat of leaks and personal chemistry mostly denuded both Cabinets of meaningful deliberation. Brown was Britain’s first ‘email’ Prime Minister: he was an inveterate sender and receiver of electronic messages. Moreover, much of the business of his premiership was conducted in meetings without third parties present, or by mobile phone calls and text messages, records of which often do not survive. Historians acting on the belief that the ‘document is king’ might find the cupboard surprisingly bare. Interviews help fill the gaps.


Another difference between contemporary history and journalism is that the former attempts to answer longer-term questions. In the case of this book, there have been ten overarching lines of enquiry:




› What was Brown’s thinking on policy on coming to office? Why did he find it so hard to develop a clear and distinctive domestic agenda, and to convince his Cabinet that he had one?


› Was his premiership doomed from the outset, and might another leader have dealt better with the events and context he encountered?


› How far did his ramshackle and tribal leadership style undermine the effectiveness of his premiership, and did his methods improve over time?


› What was the impact of Blair and the Blairites on his premiership: to what extent did they fatally handicap it?


› How effective were his political team and his Cabinet, and how much did they help him achieve his objectives?


› Why did he face so much turbulence from within his own party, and how effectively did he deal with it, including three attempted ‘coups’?


› What were his major foreign policy and defence opportunities and challenges, and how well did he handle them?


› How well did he manage the financial crisis and its impact on the real economy? Was Britain’s economic position by May 2010 better or worse thanks to his leadership?


› Why did he not achieve more on constitutional reform, and why did he find it harder to respond to the MPs’ expenses crisis than the financial crisis?


› What did he achieve as Prime Minister and what will history say of the Brown premiership? Did he become Prime Minister too late?





Guy Lodge and I have tried to write this book from the perspective of 2040, when the passions and the ambitions we record will be long spent. While it is unlikely that official documents or memoirs will reveal many significant facts not known today, biographers and historians in that distant future will have the benefit of knowing how the key stories, in particular the Afghan conflict, the economic downturn and the unity of the Labour Party, were ultimately resolved. The early playing out of events does not reflect too badly on Brown. Neither the Obama nor the Cameron administrations found a way forward on Afghanistan in the summer and autumn of 2010 that suggested Brown had overlooked any blindingly obvious solution. His embattled response to the recession has not yet ended in the economic disaster many predicted (even if his intransigence over addressing the deficit has created serious political problems for his successor). The Labour leadership election and relatively smooth accession of Ed Miliband in late September 2010 suggests he bequeathed a reasonably cohesive party. Our aim is that the consensus on the Brown premiership in thirty years’ time will be fundamentally the same as the views we express here.




 





Anthony Seldon


October 2010



















Introduction to the paperback edition





In the year since the first edition of Brown at 10 was published, greater clarity has become possible on the tempestuous three years of the Brown premiership, and the period that led up to it. Memoirs and books by Tony Blair, Gordon Brown, Peter Mandelson, and Jonathan Powell, diaries from Alastair Campbell, in-depth accounts from authors Andrew Rawnsley and Steve Richards, and more particularly the greater willingness of witnesses to speak to us, have revealed more about the unique dysfunctionality of Brown’s years at Number 10, and the harm done to Blair’s premiership by their relationship. Brown was the most damaged personality to have been Chancellor and Prime Minister since the Second World War. This extended introduction expands on the period leading up to Brown’s entry to Number 10, when the seeds of his later problems as Prime Minister were all sown.



1. The argument of Brown at 10


It is fashionable to denigrate Brown’s premiership; there is no mileage nor money in anyone from left or right defending it, and plenty in doing precisely the opposite. Explanations for his failure focus on his personal deficiencies as leader, the damaging influence of his acolytes and the lack of a clear path for Labour post-Blair. The book sees truth in these, and other theses, but differs from the prevailing zeitgeist in arguing that Brown achieved more as Prime Minister than is widely acknowledged (his accomplishments are discussed below in the section ‘Brown at 10: assessing his premiership’), and in stressing that it was weaknesses in his character that prevented him achieving more. The achievement not only of his government, but of the ten years of Blair’s premiership before it, was significantly damaged by his personality problems, which he never adequately addressed in office, nor has he in his retirement.


Brown’s ministerial life falls into three periods. A broadly successful six years as Chancellor from 1997–2003, beginning with independence for the Bank of England days after the general election and concluding with his success in overruling Blair’s second attempt to take Britain into the European single currency in the spring of 2003. During these years, Brown ran the nation’s finances prudently and was responsible for driving many of the economic and social successes of the government. All this changed in 2003–8, when he became a pale imitation of his former self. His dominant mode shifted, without him acknowledging it, from being constructive to being destructive, and from an obsession with policy to a preoccupation with politics. He became obsessed with machine politics and scheming with short term tactics taking precedence over strategy and policy, and his creativity all but dried up. His strict rules on financial discipline were sacrificed. Beginning with the 7 per cent hike in NHS funding at the start of this period, he became addicted to spending money, often on projects that failed to deliver commensurate benefits, as a way of emboldening his own position in the party. The Treasury came under pressure from his office to massage forecasts to convey an optimistic picture that Brown wanted the world to see. The longer his delay before becoming Prime Minister, the more money he spent to pave his way with gold flagstones into Number 10. An over-dependence on revenue from the banks and housing market, his failure to regulate financial markets better, or to tackle pensions, were among other failings of this period as Chancellor.


During this second phase, his hostility and negativity to Blair’s policy reached new heights, while at the same time he conveyed a clear impression that he had his own distinctive agenda which he would unveil when at Number 10, whilst fatally underestimating the difficulty of achieving this. Rather than reaching out beyond his narrow clique to others in the party, to academics and think tanks, he became ever more insular. He began plotting systematically against Blair in a manner and style that was inappropriate for one who held such high office. When he came into Number 10 in June 2007, his first fifteen months, after a brief honeymoon, were a fiasco, and he reversed key aspects of Blair’s legacy out of spite not strategy. Only in his final eighteen months did he begin to assert leadership in reaction to the financial crisis. Brown was at his best as Prime Minister when reacting to events. Had he been more positive in his second period from 2003, he would have been a much more constructive and strategic Prime Minister.


The result of his deliberate policy of attacking Blairites and damaging any rivals with claims to lead the party meant that, when the leadership election was held to succeed him in September 2010, there was only one Blairite in the race (David Miliband standing against Ed Miliband, Diane Abbot, Ed Balls and Andy Burnham). Blair is thus wrong when he wrote in his memoirs, A Journey, that New Labour’s period of power can be divided into ‘10+3’. The effectiveness of Blair’s own ten years was severely blunted by Brown, for personal far more than for policy reasons, while Brown’s final eighteen months witnessed a return to some of Blair’s New Labour domestic policies. But Brown’s rediscovery of some of his New Labour credentials came too late to be fully enacted. Had a Lib-Lab coalition been formed after the 2010 general election, then he might have seen this agenda blossom. As it was, Brown will go down in history as the creator and destroyer of New Labour, and then, at the last minute, its guilty and ineffective reviver.


2. Brown before 10


The cold war against Blair: 1992–2005


Brown’s suspicion and hostility to Blair first emerged a full two years before the death of Labour leader John Smith in May 1994. Hitherto, for the nine years following their election as MPs in 1983, they had been inseparable. Brown regarded himself as the more senior, the more intelligent, the more capable and the more Labour. He convinced himself that he would become Labour’s leader first and then Blair possibly after him. Labour’s defeat in the 1992 general election, followed by the departure of Neil Kinnock and Roy Hattersley as leader and deputy, brought the first crisis in their relationship. Blair wanted to seize the opportunity of the vacuum at the top, and for Brown to stand as leader and he as deputy. But Brown’s caution on such major decisions, which was seen so often later on, prevailed. Brown refused to stand himself and dissuaded Blair from doing so also. The experience made Brown immensely suspicious of Blair and his ambitions, and he was never to fully trust him again. Cherie Blair emerged now as a key figure in the deterioration of her husband’s relationship with Brown.


From 1992 onwards, Brown’s character began to change. In place of the jovial and companionable figure he once was, he began to become dark, brooding and profoundly suspicious of Blair, resenting the success he was enjoying as shadow Home Secretary in contrast to the torrid time he was having as shadow Chancellor. At this vulnerable point, two pivotal figures entered Brown’s life. One was Ed Balls. Then a 25-year-old leader writer at the Financial Times, he went on to become not only the most dominant force on Brown’s work as Chancellor and Prime Minister, but the most powerful eminence gris in modern British political history. The other figure was Charlie Whelan, brought in at the suggestion of Peter Mandelson, ironically given their later disliking, to boost Brown’s media image. Neither Balls nor Whelan had worked for Brown when his relations with Blair had been flourishing: both rapidly concluded that Blair was a popinjay, strutting vacuously on the stage, a figure of little substance, and the sooner they established their own principal in his place, and themselves in pole positions by his side, the better. The fact that Blair was so slow in developing his own domestic policy agenda, the argument of Blair, played neatly into their hands. The change that came over Brown at this time was similar to that of an earlier Prime Minister, Edward Heath (1970–74). Philip Zeigler, his official biographer, describes his transition from a popular and urbane politician to one who was deeply suspicious and tribal.


But nothing before 1994 anticipated Brown’s and Blair’s terrible rowing following the death of Smith. Brown thought that Blair cheated his way into the leadership, a ghastly usurpation that put murderous thoughts into his mind. Thereafter, war between both was the norm and harmony existed only when Brown thought that their interests coincided.


Labour’s first term from 1997-2001, as further evidenced by Campbell’s diaries, was one of constant battles between both men and their camps. Brown was determined to show that he, not Blair, was effectively in charge of the government. If he did not win every new battle against Blair, he descended into a terrible rage. The Treasury was effectively run by a small cabal from the Chancellor’s office, consisting of Brown, Balls and a tight group of officials and aides, including Whelan, and Ed Miliband. As the 2001 general election approached, Brown and Balls looked back at the previous four years and saw that the achievements, above all economic stability, prosperity and welfare reform, were due to their efforts, not Blair’s, and they were angry that they had received insufficient credit. Hostilities were stilled in the run up to the general election, bar the odd scene such as when Balls shouted at Blair in Number 10 over election timing. Brown considered the election result, a Labour majority of 167, to be a personal triumph. The campaign was chaired by him and fought on his agenda, Mandelson being out of the picture following his second resignation in January 2001. Now, Brown felt, his moment had arrived and Blair should rapidly leave the stage in line with understandings hammered out in the summer of 1994 after Smith’s death.


Brown was in for a rude shock. Blair did not accept his reading of the general election and he sought to put his Chancellor in his place. Brown was incandescent when Blair refused to give a date for his departure, dismissing talk of any ‘deal’ as delusional. Brown had to watch from the wings in deep frustration as the 9/11 crisis placed the spotlight firmly on Blair, powerfully boosting his international profile and domestic ratings. Buoyed by his new found confidence, Blair was bracing himself for a confrontation with Brown in the New Year.


But in January 2002, Brown’s new born baby, Jennifer, died. Brown had married Sarah Macaulay in 2000, and the loss was a profound tragedy for both of them. It did not make Brown himself more outgoing and open to others, as grief can, but the opposite. Brown retreated into his tent, while he and Balls became suspicious that Blair’s team were grooming a younger successor to take the crown, a suspicion which reached a highpoint when an article in The Times in April 2002 discussed the merits of ‘skipping a generation’. ‘We seized on any attempt to destabilise the PM. The whole game was about positioning Gordon against Tony. The policy was very much second to the politics’, said a member of Brown’s inner circle who has broken its rule of omerta. During the remainder of 2002–03, Blair’s emerging ‘choice’ agenda including ‘foundation hospitals’ became the focus of a deeper and rawer hatred. In early 2003, the battleground shifted to Blair’s second attempt to take Britain into the Euro. Brown and particularly Balls rejoiced in outsmarting Blair and his Number 10 team and Blair’s pet scheme was dead in the water. Treasury officials, like their counterparts elsewhere in Whitehall, liked their minister to win battles, especially against Number 10, and Brown had proved very good at it.


Iraq became another source of tension. Number 10 was deeply antagonised that Brown would not do more to argue in public the case for the war. Brown was conflicted over it, and his inner court debated the merits. They were worried that Robin Cook would steal a march on them opposing the war, perhaps even costing Brown the leadership. But they decided that it would be far safer for him to succeed Blair after the Iraq war rather than precipitating a crisis by challenging Blair over it, as Cook and Clare Short had done. Brown initially thought the war would be a success, as did his team, though Ed Miliband had reservations: he also realised there’d be heavy costs to pay in his relationship with Washington as well as with the Murdoch press if he did not support Blair.


Some observers look back at the build up to the Iraq war as the best opportunity Brown had to oust Blair. Brown’s innate caution played a part in his stepping back from the brink, but far more decisive was his and Balls’s cold calculation of political advantage. Brown and Balls did not judge this to be the moment for a full frontal assault on Blair. A new low followed in the autumn of 2003 with Blair’s and Brown’s speeches to the party conference when they sparred dangerously with each other, followed by Blair keeping Brown off the NEC in November. When it became clear that he was not going to quit during 2004, Brown was pushed beyond the brink. Withdrawal was one of his ploys. So initially in the 2005 general election, he refused to campaign with Blair and only changed his mind when it was made clear to him that he would damage his own chances of succeeding if his aloofness was blamed for loss of seats in the election.


The hot war against Blair: 2005–2007


The 2005 general election had not been easy for Blair. On polling day, Thursday 5 May, Blair was at home in his Sedgefield constituency. At one point in the early evening, he went upstairs to his bedroom and was seen rocking himself back and forth, repeating the words ‘Iraq’, which he blamed for costing the party so many votes. He had been bolstered by Brown’s late support during the campaign, but on the day of the results, he slammed the door firmly back in his face, making it clear that the reshuffle and the new agenda was going to be his own. ‘You fucking bastards’, was Brown’s reaction. Brown was beside himself, his sense of betrayal at an all time high. Together with Ed Balls, as well as Damian McBride, who had become Head of Communications at the Treasury in 2003, they decided that they would have to embark on open warfare and plot if they were ever to get Blair out. Emails between Brown’s inner circle, which were published in the Daily Telegraph in June 2011, document their thinking, though the facts were already known.


No plot was hatched in 2005 because of the 7/7 attack on London whilst Blair was chairing the G20 at Gleneagles. Blair’s commanding response to events gave him an authority, and a palpable reason for remaining, which lasted well into the autumn. The conspirators would have to bide their time.


The first actual ‘plot’ to get Blair out of Number 10 came in early 2006 over the ‘cash for honours’ episode. Blair had been vulnerable on the question of party funding ever since the Ecclestone affair in November 1997, exacerbated by question marks over the activities of his friend and Labour fundraiser, Lord Levy. A spotlight focused on the link between the giving of funds to Labour and the granting of honours. Brown sensed the opportunity and phoned Cabinet colleague Harriet Harman, wife to Jack Dromey, the Labour Party treasurer. He instructed her to tell her husband to make a speech advocating ‘cleaning up’ Labour’s funding, knowing it would profoundly embarrass Blair. Immediately after, on 15 March, Dromey announced an inquiry into secret loans given to the Labour Party. The speech came in the midst of a knife-edge vote in the Commons on education. Blair was described as being ‘clinically angry’ about Dromey’s intervention and particularly his implication that Number 10 must have known about the funding arrangements but kept them secret from the Labour Party. Number 10 blamed Harman and Brown for stirring up the issue, though they knew nothing at the time of the phone call. Brown’s response to Number 10 was ‘nothing to do with me’, to which Number 10’s response was ‘it’s never anything to do with him, is it?’ Brown shrugged his shoulders. ‘When are you going to fuck off out of here?’ he shouted at Blair. The first coup failed to unseat Blair, but had the vote on the Education Bill been lost, it’s unlikely that he would have survived beyond the May local elections. Shortly after Dromey’s intervention, and to Blair’s disgust, the Metropolitan Police launched an inquiry into Labour funding which dragged the issue on to the end of his premiership.


Blair was losing authority at home, while abroad the Iraq war was dragging on without any sight of finishing. Despite four committees investigating aspects of it, questions over Blair’s conduct of the war were refusing to go away.


A second coup was planned for the immediate aftermath of the May 2006 local elections. For weeks, Number 10 had been anticipating disastrous results and were debating intently how Brown might respond. Election day, Thursday 4 May, saw Labour achieve just 26 per cent of the national vote, behind the Lib Dems on 27 per cent and the Conservatives on 40 per cent. Brown sensed his opportunity. Number 10 knew he would strike, but didn’t know how and when. Brown spoke to several close Parliamentary friends including Nick Brown and Andrew Smith, who had been deposed as Work and Pensions Secretary. Smith promptly told the Guardian that there needed to be a proper timetable for Blair to go and that the uncertainty was going on too long. Brown himself was due to speak just after 8 am on the Radio 4 Today programme that Friday morning: ‘we have got to renew ourselves … it must start now’, he intoned. But he pulled back from giving a much stronger call for Blair to go. Balls was enraged: ‘you fucking tosser, you bottled it’, he screamed down the phone at his boss. When Anthony Seldon published a much milder version of Balls’s statement in Blair Unbound in 2007, Balls went onto Radio 4 to deny he had ever said it. Brown and Balls were very cautious in ensuring that records of the conversations between their tight group were not recorded, though Balls himself is believed by some colleagues to be keeping a diary. Balls was right in realising that, if Blair was to go prematurely, it would require a much bigger lead than Brown had given. Number 10 knew at once that they had survived and that Brown had missed another opportunity: ‘had Gordon talked about Margaret Thatcher staying on too long on the Today programme, it would have been fatal’, said one of Blair’s close circle.


No further opportunity presented itself before the recess. Over the summer, Balls concluded that Brown was too weak to push Blair and that ‘he would back off at the sound of gunfire and refuse to put the knife in himself’, in the words of one of Brown’s inner team: ‘Ed concluded that Gordon had left it too late. If he didn’t press the button himself, nothing was going to happen’. Blair’s position was now much weaker in the party following his refusal to criticise Israel for its actions against Palestinian militants in Lebanon that summer. Balls spoke to Tom Watson, the Brownite MP, and the plan was hatched for a series of letters from the 1997, 2001 and 2005 intakes of Labour MPs calling on Blair to stand down. Brown knew fully about the plan, though not the extent of the pace. When Balls walked into his room, holding the Tom Watson letter to Blair from the 2001 intake declaring ‘we ask you to stand aside’, Brown was shocked: ‘fucking hell, are you sure that is not going too far?’ ‘It’s too late’, was Balls’s cold reply. For some hours Blair’s team thought that the game was up. He survived, but only after he had given a public assurance that he would go within the year. Brown’s camp claimed victory, Blair’s camp that he had merely said in public what he had already said in private. The irony was that, for all the plotting against Blair in 2005-07, these years were to prove the most fruitful in domestic policy terms for Blair personally, the argument of Blair Unbound.


Brown’s character weaknesses


The evidence of Brown’s problem personality were all amply on display before 2007. We will never know for sure why Brown became such a difficult man. What can be described is the impact that character had. By the time he became Chancellor, he was profoundly tribal to the point of exhibiting paranoid tendencies. He would see enemies where there were none and would create them gratuitously. He was unable to take criticism objectively and would attack the personal motives of anyone who criticised him. His mistrust of others made him seek to control everything in sight, including his public image as seen in two generous books by Paul Routledge (1998) and Robert Peston (2005). He was driven by powerful and unconscious forces to be the top figure, without the self-knowledge to realise that he lacked the skills required for it, or the empathy to credit the skills of his rivals. His greatest weakness was his lack of self-knowledge and the ability to learn. He was oblivious to his own failings and to the impact of his actions on others. He blinded himself to the methods of those around him and to their actions. In a democracy, it would be wrong to deny the chance of office to anyone on the grounds of an unsuitable personality. Nevertheless, the damage he did, and the trail of misery he left in his wake, which are still insufficiently acknowledged, would suggest that fellow politicians and officials could have done more to stand up to him. The constitutional failures of the Brown years extend far beyond his personal deficiencies.


Brown’s weakness made him far too dependent on the emotional and intellectual support of others. If these voices were positive, as they were in his latter days in Downing Street, it mattered far less than when the voices were negative as they were overwhelmingly in his second period, from 2003-08. During this time, he lacked the psychological and intellectual strength to be a positive force, with inevitable consequences. His inability to inspire trust and loyalty further meant that, once he was in Number 10, the Brownites splintered, while the Blairites within just a few months were conspiring to oust him. The tragedy is that without these character flaws, Brown’s compassion for his fellow citizens at home and for the underprivileged abroad, combined with his intellect and unique energy, could have made him a politician of the very first order.


The unique significance of Ed Balls


Ed Balls has one of the most brilliant minds of his generation. His profound grasp of economics easily outstripped Brown’s own, which helps explain Brown’s complete dependence upon him. Balls’s great intellectual strength was tenacity and self belief if not originality; nevertheless it was he who was responsible for many of the most successful innovations at the Treasury in Brown’s first phase, 1997-2003. There is another side to this story. While Brown himself must remain responsible for all his decisions, Balls’s influence on him as Prime Minister was often far from positive, and the pattern of their umbilical relationship was evident long before 2007.


Balls has staunchly defended himself against any charge of plotting against Blair. It is ‘nonsense’, he has said, that he had contempt for Blair, while it was ‘total nonsense’ that he helped plan the third coup in September 2006. Others around Brown, principally Ed Miliband and Alexander, must share responsibility for the pressure on, and the undermining of, Blair: but their influence pales into insignificance beside that of Balls. His defence is that he was merely involved in negotiations about the transfer of power between Blair and Brown. The response of the Labour leadership to the emails published in the Daily Telegraph in June 2011, is that they were raking up ‘ancient history’. This is dishonest, as the devisers of the response will know.


The charge sheet against Balls has further questions to be answered. He has to defend himself against allegations that he was a bully, ‘the most unpleasant bully I have ever come across’ in the words of a former colleague. Brown, Balls and McBride employed “divide and rule” tactics in the Treasury, favouring those who fell in with them, and marginalising those who did not. Balls was considered by some a calculating and threatening force while Brown was more overt if less effective. In contrast, neither Alexander nor Ed Miliband were considered bullies. The criticisms of Balls up to 2007 include his role in massaging the forecasts and hiking up spending beyond sensible levels which sometimes resulted in substantial waste. ‘The Treasury was saying we had to increase taxes or reduce spending. But Ed put pressure on officials to produce forecasts that Brown wanted to hear’, said an official. ‘Balls’s mastery meant neither Brown himself nor officials, some of whom were “smitten” by him, dared challenge him.’ Treasury officials now accept that they failed in key areas to assert themselves effectively against the Chancellor’s office in these years. Balls further has to answer the case that, in Brown’s final budget as Chancellor in the spring of 2007, he reversed his initial scepticism to become a staunch supporter of Brown’s proposal to abolish the 10p tax band, which hit the most vulnerable in society, a stance which he has since adamantly denied.


Balls’s traits before June 2007 were all in evidence after it. As the pages that follow reveal, which are based on testimonies from several members of Brown’s own inner circle, Cabinet ministers, civil servants and Labour political advisers, Balls has to answer a number of charges about his actions after Brown became Prime Minister. Against the wishes of Gus O’Donnell, who moved from the Treasury to become Cabinet Secretary, he insisted on McBride going with Brown into Number 10 as his own ‘eyes and ears’. Once there Balls urged Brown against removing him despite a succession of people, including Douglas Alexander, Stephen Carter and Peter Mandelson, advising that McBride was not suitable. Balls was primarily responsible for creating an emasculated Number 10 in June 2007, which he himself could dominate. His policy instincts were often wrong, as on anti-social behaviour and education reform, and he did not prove an impressive Schools Secretary. He was responsible for putting immense and underhand pressure on Darling as Chancellor in an attempt to destabilise him, hoping for the job himself. With Brown, he also undermined Labour’s economic credibility by appearing to be in denial about Britain’s spiralling deficit from 2008 onwards. Balls has avoided serious examination of his modus operandi for the last fifteen years through a mixture of brilliance, charm, fear and the offering of privileged information to selected journalists. In a House of Commons not conspicuous for brilliant minds or flair, Balls stands out. But one day there will be a reckoning.


The elimination of the Blairites and the triumph of the Brownites


Brown was clear that he was not going to countenance anyone else succeeding Blair but him. A series of possible successors from the Blairite wing of the party – David Blunkett, Charles Clarke and John Reid, quit politics deciding they had had enough, while Alan Milburn’s life was made such a misery by Brown and his team that he decided to fall on his sword. Others like James Purnell and John Hutton quit after 2007 because they no longer felt comfortable in Brown’s Cabinet. David Miliband, the major Blairite survivor, was knocked out, if not indefinitely, in the September 2010 leadership contest. The result is a whitewash for the Brownites, with Ed Miliband, Balls and Alexander in the three most powerful positions in the shadow Cabinet (and Balls’s wife, Yvette Cooper, shadow Home Secretary). Any friendship between the three had disappeared long before 2007; Alexander and Balls had fallen out in Blair’s first term, while both Eds became far too rivalrous soon after to be close, a rivalry which continued after 2010 with Balls’s ambition for the top job remaining undimmed.


The party will never fully move on until it comes to terms with the history of these fifteen years. Despite all Blair’s doubts about Brown, he neither domesticated him nor successfully schooled him for leadership; nor did he adopt the course of grooming another for the succession, failing to promote David Miliband to Foreign Secretary in 2006 or to push him more against Brown in early 2007. If the Blairite succession imploded, it is partly their own fault. The Brownite rump now in control of the party have a duty to be honest about their role in pressurising Blair to leave, in undermining others, in holding back Blair’s public service reform agenda, and indulging in a form of machine politics in which political positioning triumphed over strategy. If they are to succeed they will have to free themselves from the mindset that led to Brown’s own failure. They need, unlike the clique around Brown, to reach out far wider in search of fresh ideas to renew the party. It will not be easy for them as they have known little beyond the world of Brownite politics, but having to reach out is sine qua non. The lack of strategy and cohesion in the shadow Cabinet in the last year has been the inevitable consequence. Indicatively, the greatest success Ed Miliband has enjoyed to date as party leader with his performance in the News International phone hacking scandal has been not in advocating fresh policies, but in reacting to events.



3. Brown at 10: assessing his premiership



Our book, while critical, does not damn Gordon Brown as a Prime Minister, nor does it dismiss his premiership as an unequivocal failure. History ultimately judges Prime Ministers on how they handle the major decisions with which they are confronted and, on this measure, Brown compares quite favourably with other postwar premiers. Like James Callaghan, Prime Minister from 1976 to 1979, Brown faced an overwhelming economic crisis, but he handled it with far more dexterity and confidence than his Labour predecessor. He managed the major decision of his premiership better than immediate predecessors – John Major, with Britain’s ejection from the Exchange Rate Mechanism in 1992, and Tony Blair, whose judgements regarding the invasion and occupation of the Iraq are still the cause of much anger and resentment. Brown’s decisive leadership during the banking crisis in late 2008 and early 2009, the details of which are examined later in the book, was admired and emulated by many overseas governments. At the London G20 summit in early April 2009, he was acknowledged by other world leaders as the man of the hour. His subsequent handling of the recession, while more controversial, focused on ensuring Britain came through the downturn with the minimum possible economic suffering, particularly among the most vulnerable. His actions helped prevent unemployment, repossessions and business closures from soaring in the way they had in some earlier recessions, which was all the more remarkable given that between 2008 and 2009, economic output in Britain fell more dramatically than at any time since the Great Depression. The accusation that he was a fairweather Keynesian – spending in the downturn but not building up a surplus in the good times – has some force, however, particularly when combined with his hubristic claim to have ended ‘boom and bust’.


However, there is more to Brown’s premiership than his response to the economic crisis. In Northern Ireland, he showed skill and tenacity in bringing to a conclusion the long process of devolution that had begun twelve years earlier with the Good Friday agreement and that many felt, wrongly as it turned out, had been resolved once and for all by Blair. As Labour Party leader, he survived a series of attempted coups against him, as much by luck as by judgement, which revealed either considerable resilience or, as his many enemies around the Cabinet table put it, sheer obstinacy. Labour performed very badly in the May 2010 general election, registering its second worst result since 1918, but Brown brought the party back from the brink in 2008 and 2009 to deny the Conservatives an overall majority. During his final hours in Number 10, he conducted himself in a way that won him respect across the political spectrum. Unlike Harold Wilson in 1976, with his ‘Lavender’ resignation honours list that hinted at unsavoury contacts, or Callaghan in 1979, with bitter recriminations over his election timing and the ‘Winter of Discontent’, and even Blair in 2007, with outstanding questions over Iraq and suspicions over party funding, Brown left with his personal integrity and honour intact. The manner of his departure from Number 10 enhanced his standing, whereas that of his Labour predecessors often diminished theirs.


Brown’s principal passion as Prime Minister was not at home, but, to the surprise of many, on the global stage, where he achieved a level of respect unknown in Britain. Building on his ten years as Chancellor, he developed a distinctive ‘Brownite’ international agenda that had the clarity and coherence so conspicuously lacking in his domestic policy. For a Prime Minister battling to find his path, the making of Brown was to be the economic tsunami that swept the world in 2008. He saw this as representing the ‘first crisis of globalisation’, and believed it could only be tackled through strengthened global institutions and greater international cooperation. By definition, this was not a mission he could execute alone, but he was one of its most articulate proponents. Climate change was another issue that clearly needed a coordinated global response, but here, despite investing prodigious energy and personal capital, he failed to make the impact he sought at the Copenhagen summit in December 2009. For him, this issue was one of social justice as well as environmental protection: rich nations are the biggest emitters of greenhouse gases but the effects of climate change hit the least well-off countries hardest. He proved a significant multilateralist, helping to make the G20 into the forum for taking decisions on the world economy. For all his initial antipathy to the EU, he could also be impressive at bilateral relationships, above all with Merkel and Sarkozy.


The world’s poor were never far from Brown’s mind. As Prime Minister, he continued to champion the cause of development, ensuring it did not disappear from view during the economic crisis. Untold numbers of the world’s most deprived people had their lives enhanced because of actions he took. That the Conservative Party undertook to protect the international development budget in the 2010 general election is testament in part to the way he transformed the profile of this issue. He dreamt great dreams, and his hopes – of pushing Israel towards a lasting peace with the Palestinians, of an end to landmines, and even a nuclear-free world – were to be dashed, though not for want of trying. As a war leader, he handled Britain’s withdrawal from Iraq sensitively. Afghanistan proved much the harder challenge. Mortified personally by the escalation in troop casualties, he was unable to reassure the nation about the reasons for this sacrifice or build support behind a clear strategy. Only in his final months did he manage to reassert civilian control from the military and oversee a coherent policy.


It is a Prime Minister’s performance in the domestic arena, however, which most shapes the public’s view. Here, with the exception of his handling of the recession, Brown’s achievements are much more limited. His biggest domestic failing was his reluctance to talk about cutting the deficit, which made him appear hopelessly out of touch and badly damaged his own economic reputation, and that of the Labour Party. He deserves limited credit for his health policy, especially where he was inspired by the surgeon-cum-minister Ara Darzi to roll out imaginative initiatives in the realms of preventative and community health. But overall, tough decisions in health were sidelined, and no clear lead was given. In education, he bequeathed control of policy to his principal lieutenant Ed Balls and, to the surprise of many, innovation and the drive on school improvement stalled. On law and order, he began by reversing the Blairite agenda and only late in the day, as the election approached, did he seek to make it a priority. Overall, Labour lost significant ground under Brown on public-service reform. On constitutional reform his early promises of change came to nothing. Had he done more initially, he might have been able to turn the MPs’ expenses crisis to his advantage: for a man who talked the language of character and morality, and whose lack of personal greed was such a strength, his failure to provide national leadership during this toxic scandal was a conspicuous failure. As a result he received little credit for the solutions he found. Some promising ideas were produced towards the end of his administration, including high-speed rail and a ‘national care service’, but they came too late to be enacted. Had he got to these earlier, his domestic legacy would be more memorable. Philosophically he oversaw a significant shift toward the notion of the ‘entitlements’ citizens could expect from public services, but he lacked the patience and the drive to turn this into a coherent agenda. It took Blair five years to identify his defining theme in domestic policy: Brown arrived at his during his final months, under pressure to find an attractive platform for the election. In his final weeks and days at Number 10, his ‘progressive governance’ agenda for 2010–2015, to be enacted either by Labour alone or in coalition with the Liberal Democrats, was advocated with zeal; but electoral arithmetic was to ensure it never left the drawing board. To the end, his was the ‘might have been’ premiership.


Apart from a brief spell at the beginning, and in his final twenty-four hours, the British public never warmed to Brown. His sweeping international vision was never likely to resonate with a domestic audience, either in the country at large, or among the opinion formers in the press. His deep difficulty communicating meant that, with some rare exceptions, he consistently failed to connect with the electorate. Unlike Blair, he was no actor. Nor was he a charmer. Indeed, egged on by his coterie, as Chancellor he turned gracelessness and rudeness into a personal style, and he could not altogether rid himself of these traits after 2007. As a result, he became one of the most unpopular Prime Ministers in recent history. Much was made of this by the media, which had fallen out of love with New Labour in general and Brown in particular, especially after his catastrophic handling of decisions over whether to call an election in the autumn of 2007. Thereafter, the press had little interest in reporting his successes.


Overall, however, to dismiss Brown as an unpleasant bully and his premiership as a failure would be unhistorical and two-dimensional. The interesting question is not why did he fail, but rather, why did he not achieve more? Five separate reasons can be given.


Brown’s inheritance


One can only judge a premiership historically after weighing the circumstances faced by the Prime Minster. Any Labour leader who succeeded Blair in June 2007 would have encountered difficulties. The party was divided, not just between Blairites and Brownites, but by the still raw wound of the Iraq invasion. On policy it was in conflict over its direction and unsure how to refresh itself as a centre-left party after ten years in power. To make matters worse there was little left in the coffers to fund a revitalised policy programme. Brown’s inheritance bears some resemblance to that of James Callaghan, who succeeded Harold Wilson in 1976, with a majority dwindling to zero in the midst of a worsening economic crisis. His situation when entering Number 10 compares, too, to that of John Major in November 1990, taking over from a leader who, while increasingly embattled, was still beloved by many of the party faithful. Major and Brown both became Prime Minister at a time when their party had been in government for around a decade and a resurgent Opposition was able to tap into a widespread desire for change. These were difficult conditions for any leader to prosper in, even before considering the three major external challenges the incumbent of Number 10 would face after June 2007: the banking and economic crisis, evident within weeks of taking power, the expenses crisis in summer 2009, and the increasingly problematic war in Afghanistan.


The contrast with Blair’s situation in May 1997 is stark. He enjoyed benefits that most incoming Prime Ministers could only dream of: a united party, a landslide victory, an enfeebled Opposition, a strong economy, a benign media and a sympathetic intellectual climate. Historians have yet fully to take stock of how fortunate Blair was, and thus how much more might have been expected of him, or, by comparison, how unfortunate Brown was. When they do, it is likely that the reputation of both men will be re-evaluated.


Expectations of a new beginning in 2007 had, however, been ramped up to almost impossibly high levels, not least by Brown and his acolytes. Moreover, by contributing to the factionalisation of the party by deliberately discouraging a leadership contest in the spring of 2007, but failing to come to power equipped with a clear agenda for renewal, he was in many ways the author of his own misfortune.


Deficient leadership qualities


Brown possessed few of the qualities required of a political leader; in particular he lacked an overarching vision which could command loyalty and respect. He had an international vision, which he outlined in the most powerful oratory of his premiership – his address on development to the UN General Assembly on 31 July 2007, his speech to the US Congress on 4 March 2009 and his talk at the ‘TED’ Global conference in Oxford on 22 July 2009. But these offered a programme for a more just and better-connected world rather than an agenda for improving domestic policy.


He further lacked the skills needed for team-building, and was a poor chairman of the Cabinet and its committees. Oddly for a man who had been a senior government minister for so long, he displayed little sympathy for, or interest in, motivating his Cabinet colleagues. He made it all too clear that he was not interested in the great majority of them, nor did he make them feel that he valued or even liked them. It is unsurprising then that, within a few months, the Cabinet were openly discussing amongst each other how they could get rid of him. He failed to understand that in the Whitehall system, Cabinet ministers drive policy; he failed to trust them, and tried to be effectively a departmental minister from Number 10. After initial moves toward a more collegial approach, Cabinet meetings rapidly became a talking shop. Even at the end, most ministers felt excluded from discussions about forming a coalition with the Liberal Democrats. Within Number 10, Brown was poor at recruiting and utilising his team, and his working practices were chaotic. He continuously bypassed structured decision-making processes, preferring to take advice through informal channels, which was a source for inertia or confusion. He was fortunate to have had some high calibre civil servants and aides to advise him. Without them, his deficiencies would have been still more cruelly exposed.


Brown further lacked the communication skills necessary for effective leadership. He was capable of speaking with brilliance and passion, especially abroad, but was all too frequently wooden and repetitive at home or in forums that required more spontaneity. Rarely did his words inspire, particularly in the House of Commons, where his performances at the despatch box were largely unconvincing. His two most effective domestic speeches, to the Labour conference on 23 September 2008 and to Citizens UK on 3 May just before the 2010 general election, show the extent of his true potential. Yet, he struggled especially to connect with ‘middle England’ – a part of the country for which he appeared to have little instinctive feel.


He often lacked the judgement and instinct possessed by natural leaders, and was not inclined to take responsibility or acknowledge his own failings. Slow at taking decisions, he preferred to procrastinate until a crisis point was reached: his decision-making was often thus best under pressure, when he had no option but to reach a conclusion. In such circumstances he could be calm and commanding, as he showed with his response to the banking crisis, or during the London G20 summit. He would often though indulge in opportunism and attempt to wrong-foot the Opposition. This almost always rebounded on him badly, as it did over proposals for 42-day detention without trial for terrorist suspects and the 10p tax-rate débâcle in 2008, or, perhaps most devastatingly of all, the aborted election in the autumn of 2007.


Deficiencies of character


We have seen how Brown’s psychological difficulties marred his performance as Chancellor. Not that he was lacking altogether in personal qualities. Brown possessed many character strengths – notably, high intelligence, a capacity for relentless hard work, personal integrity and frugality, and even, though few saw it, deep sympathy for those in difficulty. His beliefs were inspired by a genuine compassion for people at home and abroad. His father instilled in him a profound sense of moral duty, which was reinforced by Nelson Mandela, to whom Brown wrote a thank-you letter as his final act as Prime Minister. He was inspired by their example, as he regularly admitted, to do worthy deeds. These positive traits were, however, occluded and often trumped by his negative characteristics, which contrasted so strongly with Blair’s optimism. He lacked the emotional stability and self-confidence to be a consistently strong Prime Minister. He was a highly ‘defended’ leader, with a tendency to go underground when things went wrong, to be cliquey and mistrustful of those outside of his inner circle, to harbour deep resentments against slights both real and perceived, and to find it difficult to control his mood swings. When events turned against him, as they did after the autumn of 2007, he could become deeply depressed and lose focus. When he felt let down – as on a trip to Pakistan in April 2009 – or when he considered that he had been given wrong advice – as on the handling of the Iraq Inquiry in June 2009 – his behaviour became like that of a spoilt child; he would sulk, scream at people and occasionally throw objects. A short time afterwards, he would feel chastened and contrite, ashamed of losing control and upsetting others. In this, his behaviour mirrors another former Prime Minister, who had also been kept waiting for over ten years to lead his party – the legendary outbursts of Anthony Eden (1955–57) would also be followed by grovelling apologies.


Brown reacted with hurt, shock and anger to the suggestion that he was a ‘bully’. The idea conflicted starkly with his own self-image, and with his sense of what his father would have admired in him. When he let himself see the hurt he had caused others through his shouting, aggression and psychological pressure, he could feel remorse. He was certainly not a ‘bully’ in the calculating and cold-hearted style of his acolytes.


Brown’s diffidence meant that he often relied on a cadre of aides whose practices were unbecoming to the dignity of the office of Chancellor of the Exchequer, let alone that of Prime Minister. The principal culprits were Balls, Charlie Whelan (Brown’s press secretary until he was forced to resign in 1999, and an unofficial adviser thereafter), and Damian McBride, who took over as press secretary from 2005 and became a powerful member of the inner team until he, too, was forced to resign in 2009. All three were highly intelligent and capable, but they were also impressionable, and Brown must bear a significant measure of responsibility for the actions they carried out on his behalf. Brown also looked to a group of close followers, including MPs Ian Austin, Nick Brown and Tom Watson, to look after his interests in the Parliamentary Labour Party. This way of working heightened his sense of insecurity, and did little or nothing to encourage him to think creatively or deal openly with other party colleagues. Indeed, his dependence on a team that was ready and willing to resort to intimidation damaged Brown’s integrity and authority, while reinforcing his insularity.


If Margaret Thatcher had a ‘one of us’ way of judging individuals, based on their adherence to her free market beliefs, so too did Brown, but his was based less on ideology than on tribalism. He could be very dismissive of large swathes of people because they were viewed as being uninteresting or unsupportive. As Prime Minister, he continued mainly to ignore the Foreign Office, Treasury, Ministry of Defence and Cabinet Office, most of his Cabinet colleagues and fellow EU leaders. He was also contemptuous of most journalists and nearly all policy thinkers. Blair had a tendency to rule with a small clique, but Brown turned it into an art form.


After arriving in Number 10, Brown sought to operate a ‘cleaner’ and more inclusive administration than Blair’s, and one that was unsullied by spin. But his actions and style were to do much to undermine trust in government. He felt bruised by his own experience of life and had come to believe that success in politics required periodic acts of brutality. After all, it was this toughness that had ousted his nemesis, Blair, and propelled him into power. Callaghan and Brown may have both presided over governments that were swamped by events, but Callaghan was meticulous in ensuring Number 10 conformed to the highest moral standards. Many of Brown’s political aides were high-minded and laboured hard to bring out the best in him – these included Gavin Kelly, Justin Forsyth, Kirsty McNeill, David Muir, Nick Pearce and Stewart Wood. One key strand of the story of Brown’s premiership is how these better people came to drown out the ‘bad voices’, regardless of what the Prime Minister himself may have wanted.


The corrosive impact of Blair on Brown, 1994–2007


We will never know what Brown would have done if he had succeeded John Smith as Labour leader in July 1994. He would certainly have been a very different figure to the one who finally realised his ultimate ambition in June 2007, a full thirteen years later.1


Those thirteen years took a severe toll on Brown, both physically and emotionally. The prolonged battles with Blair exhausted him, while running the Treasury for ten years – the longest unbroken spell of any Chancellor in modern history – further drained his reserves of energy, not least because of his obsessive ways of working. The long wait damaged his prospects of success in other ways, too. According to Douglas Alexander: ‘If he had taken over ten or even five years before, he might well have been more mentally agile and more open to new ways of thinking.’2 Had he become Prime Minister in 2004, he would have had the team at Number 10 he always wanted, with Ed Balls serving as his chief of staff and Ed Miliband his head of policy. When his time finally came, his young lieutenants were pursuing their own political ambitions.


The most damaging period of all was 2004–07. ‘Not getting the premiership in 2004 weakened him irreparably,’ says one member of his close team. Three years passed when Brown squandered energy and ideas on infighting that he could have devoted to leading the country.3 It exposed his all-powerful ambition in a way many found distasteful and even repugnant. It made him enemies instead of forging alliances, with the result that when he came to power, his support, especially at Cabinet level, was paper thin.


His attempt in June 2007 to form an inclusive government was built on sand: barely anyone trusted him. ‘He was corrupted by his ambition to be Prime Minister and it distorted everything that he did and said,’ says Tessa Jowell. ‘Whether somebody is with me or not was all he cared about, and the Prime Minister cannot be like that.’4 A retired Treasury mandarin speaks for many bruised officials: ‘As someone who had wrecked somebody else’s premiership, he was always going to have problems with his own. His core failure was his inability to be a team player, his inability to share, and his need always to be right – the clever boy in the class.’5 


Lack of policy clarity


Effective leaders need to have a clear programme of action. Brown only achieved this at an international level, and failed to explain to a domestic audience how his efforts on a global stage were addressing concerns at home. His success as Prime Minister came when he was reacting to events, not when he outlined his own agenda for the future. The lack of clarity was all the more serious because his pressure on Blair to leave had been predicated on the assumption that he himself had a much stronger claim to be Prime Minister based on a distinct policy approach. Expectations ran incredibly high. Yet many of those who worked with Brown in Number 10 from June 2007 were astounded to find that ‘the cupboard was virtually bare’. His determination to ascend to the Labour leadership unopposed in 2007 not only denied him a ‘mandate’, it also meant he had no requirement to set out his stall to his party or the wider electorate. Petrified of losing the support of Blairites on his right, and uncertain what his own centre-left domestic agenda would look like, he lurched from speech to speech, issue to issue, and crisis to crisis. Only in his final year did he begin to outline anything approaching a coherent personal agenda, when he realised that electoral logic meant he had to appeal to the middle ground. That meant embracing the market-based approach to public service reform that he had done so much to block when it was proposed by Blair. It meant also flying in the face of Balls, who resisted the move, not the least in his own schools department. That was never going to make for an easy life.


These five factors that marred the premiership provide the background for Brown at 10. This is the story of one of the most complex, cerebral and tragic Prime Ministers ever to enter Downing Street, and one who presided over one of the most troubled periods in domestic British politics. 
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Power at Last


(June to September 2007)





Day Zero


Wednesday 27 June 2007 is a day that Gordon Brown has dreamt of for years, just as it has been dreaded for years by Tony Blair. Resigned though Blair is to it, he knows that his work over the previous ten years is far from complete, and that the principal reason for that is the resistance put up by Gordon Brown. For Brown, this is the day to put behind him all the broken promises of power he believes Blair has offered him. On this day, feelings are running high on both sides. Wednesday 27 June 2007 is the day that one of the most troubled political relationships in British history ends, and one of its most turbulent premierships begins.


Brown spends the morning with his advisers in the Chancellor’s office in the Treasury, frantically going over last-minute Cabinet appointments, arrangements for the day, and the historic speech he will give on the steps of Downing Street. Blair spends the morning in Number 10, in his office at the end of the Cabinet Room, preparing intently for Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs). His aides will say he worked as hard on them as he had ever done. He is tired following a small party he held the night before for his close team, at which he talked about what he would and would not miss about being Prime Minister. In the latter category he included ‘living his life in a constant state of nervous anticipation about what would happen next’. The emotion of the last few days is beginning to get to him.


Shortly before noon, Brown travels with his staff from his office along Whitehall to the House of Commons for Blair’s final PMQs, where he sits down on Blair’s left. They do not speak. They have little to say to each other. Blair had offered to advise the new Labour leader on how to cope with the pressures of what awaited him, but Brown had shown no interest.


At noon, Blair begins to speak, offering his condolences to the family and friends of three British soldiers killed over the previous seven days. He pays elaborate tribute, very deliberately, to the bravery of the armed forces. Conscious of the occasion, David Cameron asks serious questions about the floods, which will dominate Brown’s first month as Prime Minister, and about the Middle East. The Leader of the Opposition pays generous compliments to the man who has been his adversary for the past two years: Cherie Blair, watching with her children in the side gallery facing Cameron, mouths the words: ‘Thank you.’ Blair is overwhelmed as he speaks his final words in the House of Commons and chokes as he says: ‘Some may belittle politics, but we, who are engaged in it, know that it is where people stand tall … it is still the arena which sets the heart rate beating a little faster … I wish everyone, friend or foe, well. And that is that. The end.’ After a moment of hesitation, MPs from all parties rise to their feet. It is the first time anyone can remember the whole House giving such a round of applause. Watching him intently on flat-screen TVs in the State Dining Room in Number 10 are all his staff, tears in their eyes.


At 12.30pm, as they rise from the government benches, Brown, sporting a blue tie, pats Blair, with a red tie, on the back. He returns quickly to the Treasury where he speaks individually to the team who have served him so loyally over the years. Gathered in his room are his close staff, including Sue Nye, Shriti Vadera, Gavin Kelly, Spencer Livermore, Stewart Wood, Dan Corry, Michael Ellam and his principal private secretary, James Bowler. He is ‘extraordinarily emotional’, thanking them for everything they have done in the past to make this day possible.1 ‘Everyone knew how difficult he could be, but we all accepted him as he was. There was an incredibly strong bond between us.’2 At 1.46pm the longest-serving Chancellor in modern history prepares to leave the Treasury.


At 12.40pm, Blair returns to Downing Street, goes up the stairs for one final time and greets the 200 or so Downing Street staff who are assembled in the three interconnected state drawing rooms where he has brought them all for a glass of champagne. His principal private secretary, Oliver Robbins, taps a glass for silence so Blair can give an impromptu speech. Midway through, his wife and their children arrive. He tells his audience how wonderful they have all been, from ‘switch’ on the telephones to his senior advisers, and how much his family have enjoyed living in the building. The longer he talks, the more affected he and his audience become. ‘Between half and two-thirds had tears running down their cheeks,’ says one witness.3 With no time to bid farewell to them all individually, he slips one final time into the ‘den’ – the small rectangular room through the double doors at the end of the Cabinet Room – while the staff come down the staircase to line the corridor from the Cabinet Room to the front door. As he walks along with Cherie and the children, he shakes a few hands and says some words of encouragement. On the street outside, still overcome with emotion, he declines to say anything. At 1.07pm the car leaves Downing Street, arriving at Buckingham Palace at 1.12pm, where he tenders his resignation in a private audience with the Queen.


At 1.46pm, Brown walks along the corridor outside the Chancellor’s room to the applause of staff. Down in the Treasury’s atrium, he says a few final words of thanks and leaves. Outside the Treasury, he and his wife, Sarah, climb into the Chancellor’s official red Vauxhall Omega. At 1.51pm, their convoy sweeps through the gates of Buckingham Palace into the Royal Quadrangle and the Browns disappear inside the building, where they spend almost an hour with the Queen. She offers Gordon Brown the job of Prime Minister and they discuss his hopes as well as the challenges he will face. Neither could have guessed what lies in store; he will be tested like no other holder of the post since the Second World War.


At 1.50pm, Blair’s staff begin a last, frantic tidy-up of Downing Street, collecting all their papers and clearing their computers; they will not be allowed to return. They are told they cannot leave through the famous black front door, and are shown speedily out through the link to the Cabinet Office at 70 Whitehall, handing over their prized Number 10 passes to the Garden Room secretaries as they leave. ‘It is like leaving a fantasy world and re-entering reality,’ says one.4 Several of them disappear into Soho and drink until late. At 2.30pm, the Blairs arrive at London’s King’s Cross station, where they carry their own bags, boarding a GNR train bound for the North-East.


At 2.47pm, Brown steps out of Buckingham Palace as Prime Minister and gets into his official Jaguar to be driven to Downing Street. His staff joining him from the Treasury had a frantic rush after he left, dashing up Whitehall with their bags and entering Number 10 via the same route by which Blair’s team has just departed. They are met by their new secretaries, who take them to offices they have never seen before. They gather to watch Brown leaving the Palace on the television in Spencer Livermore’s office by the Cabinet Room. They see him being driven away and pull up in Downing Street outside.


At 2.50pm, Blair’s train pulls out of the station. ‘That’s it. I’m no longer in charge. I’m going to get on with the rest of my life and let Gordon and the government get on with it,’ he says as he speeds northwards. On one point he is adamant: ‘I’m not going to talk to people about what Gordon is doing or not doing. I don’t want anyone to say that I’m carping from the sidelines.’5


At 2.52pm, with Sarah at his side, Brown delivers his carefully prepared speech. He chooses to memorise it to avoid the risk of a malfunctioning autocue at such an auspicious moment. ‘On this day I remember words that have stayed with me since my childhood, which matter a great deal to me today – my school motto: “I will try my utmost”. This is my promise to all of the people of Britain. And now let the work of change begin.’6


The Browns enter Number 10 and are greeted by the same staff who applauded Blair an hour before. Theo Bertram – one of the few members of the Blair team to stay on under Brown – recalls: ‘When Tony left we had champagne and then clapped him out. When Gordon Brown arrived, we clapped him in and then had coffee upstairs. It set the tone for his premiership.’7 Outside the Cabinet Room he is greeted by Cabinet Secretary Gus O’Donnell and Oliver Robbins before he disappears into the ‘den’. Into the room pile Gavin Kelly, Spencer Livermore, Sue Nye and Michael Ellam. Brown looks ‘incredibly overwhelmed and emotional about the fact that he had finally achieved his goal’.8 They have a few moments of mutual congratulation before they all leave to get on with their work. The task has finally begun.


In his heart, Brown wanted to put the past behind him, a past he knew had too often been unsavoury as his ambition had got the better of him. This was the moment he had yearned for all his adult life. Now he had the crown he craved. Whatever had gone wrong in the past, he was determined that this would be a new start: ‘doing his utmost’ meant fulfilling his dreams for a fairer Britain and a more equitable world, as well as governing in a way becoming to the dignity of the highest elected office in the land. But would the demons that had bedevilled him since 1994, and before, still come back to haunt him?


Brown knew the public would not give him long before delivering their judgement. He needed to establish himself quickly as a refreshing change from Blair without upsetting the continuity that, in a year’s time, would justify him if he went ahead with the plan of asking the British people for a fourth Labour term. It would be a difficult balance: change but continuity, the dichotomy that was to be the leitmotif of his premiership. To add to the urgency, he was taking on the premiership at the end of June, rather than in May, when incoming Prime Ministers often assume power after a general election. That meant July would be absolutely critical.


In the first weeks, Brown knew that three decisions would be key. First, he needed to assemble his own Cabinet. This meant thanking Brownite loyalists who had helped him along the way, but also healing the wounds of the previous thirteen years. His fight for power had left him with a deeply divided Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP). His Cabinet appointments would be critical to soothing those divisions. Second, he needed to make the curious building that is Number 10 his own. Blair’s Downing Street machine had closely reflected the nature of his premiership. The terms ‘sofa government’ and ‘denocracy’9 had been coined to define Blair’s style of ruling with a small clique of advisers – most notably his chief of staff, Jonathan Powell, and director of communications and strategy, Alastair Campbell – riding roughshod over Cabinet and Parliament and widely seen as obsessed with the media – a style that reached its apogee during the Iraq War. Brown needed a new style, and a new machine to execute his agenda. Third, and most importantly, he needed to set out that agenda. What, after all, had he been waiting for? His aides knew well that in the first few weeks, a series of substantive announcements would be needed to establish a clear Gordon Brown agenda – distinct enough to prove refreshing, yet steady enough to reassure. Each area represented a significant challenge, but also an opportunity: used well, each would give him critical tools with which to convince the public to accept him as Prime Minister.


Building the Cabinet: June


Few, if any Cabinets in history have been as long pondered-over, written out, binned and then rewritten, as Brown’s first Cabinet. Eventually, only one minister, Des Browne at Defence, remained in the same position he had held in Blair’s last Cabinet. No fewer than seven ministers were given Cabinet positions for the first time, while five were under forty, to help convey the impression of a youthful government and a fresh approach. When Brown boasted to Bush at Camp David the following month about the youthfulness of his Cabinet, Bush responded: ‘You must be feeling damned old then!’10


In his final weeks at the Treasury, Brown was endlessly scribbling away on a plain piece of A3 paper, playing around with names of potential ministers: ‘He used a pencil so that names could be frequently rubbed out and fresh names put in their place,’ said one aide.11 His jottings were too messy to be comprehensible, so his team used a large magnetic board, with potential ministers’ names on different labels that could be regularly switched from one post to another. When the day finally came, the famous board was to have a canopy placed over it, and be transported from the Treasury to Number 10, where it was to become a regular feature of reshuffles.12


The dominant figure influencing the appointments was Ed Balls, who, as well as being Economic Secretary to the Treasury was one of Brown’s most long-standing and loyal lieutenants. Sue Nye, a shrewd assessor of individuals, their talents and loyalties, provided a powerful second opinion.13 As if to underline his theme of change, Brown broke with tradition and did not appoint any Cabinet Ministers on his first day as Prime Minister. Day one was to be about Brown himself. ‘You cannot underestimate the simple fact that changing Prime Minister is a major event in itself, and the people should be given a chance to appreciate that,’ says a former Brown aide.14 This, at least, was how it was spun. But the delay was, tellingly, because the new Prime Minister still could not make up his mind.15 ‘It was clear on the day he went to the Palace that he still didn’t know who his Cabinet would be,’ said an official.16 When the reshuffle did take place, on the morning of 28 June, Brown conducted it, not, as usually occurred, in Number 10, with successful and departing ministers parading themselves before TV cameras, but in the quiet of the Prime Minister’s office in the House of Commons, behind the Speaker’s chair, with Gus O’Donnell, Gavin Kelly, and Nye in attendance. After their meetings with Brown, the appointees met with deputy chief of staff Kelly and head of the policy unit Dan Corry who gave them each a short paper explaining what the Prime Minister considered to be the key issues in their respective departments.17


The position Brown had agonised over most was the Treasury. He regularly toyed with making Balls Chancellor – the job his young protégé craved. At various points over the previous years, and indeed weeks, Balls’s name was pencilled in for the chancellorship, and Brown would dearly have loved to appoint him. Balls was the only person the Prime Minister felt had the full range of abilities to do the job effectively, including an unparalleled understanding of the economy and of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP). Brown needed him for his judgement and confidence in taking tough decisions. More than that, as one in Number 10 puts it: ‘He had thirteen years of intimate friendship with Gordon in which they built up a unique bond of trust.’18 Two days before the announcement, Nye said to an official: ‘I hope he’ll be brave,’ which was taken to refer to making Balls Chancellor. Balls, however, was disappointed but resigned when Brown told him the post was a step too far, at least for the time being. The younger man knew that such a move would prove deeply divisive in the party, especially with the Blairites, who had demonised him, fairly or unfairly, as the representation of everything that they disliked about Brown himself. A governing consideration for Brown in forming his government was building bridges, and he deemed appointing Balls as his Chancellor was ‘too big a risk’.19 One of his longest-serving advisers comments: ‘He wanted to move on from the binary world of Blairites and Brownites.’ 20 Balls even planted a story via journalist Alex Brummer in the Daily Mail saying that he would not be moving into the Treasury. Brown was apparently cross with Balls, who justifies the action saying: ‘I decided to do it to make the decision easier for him.’21


‘Plan B’ for keeping Brown’s most trusted colleague close to him was to give Balls a hybrid role as minister for the Cabinet Office (i.e. a de facto Number 10 chief of staff) and Chief Secretary to the Treasury.22 It was a novel plan that could have meant far closer links between Number 10 and the Treasury than had existed under Blair. In those long final months of waiting, it was a scheme Brown kept returning to. But the plan fell apart because of Balls’s unwillingness to enter such an untested ministerial arrangement. Having spent fourteen years in Brown’s shadow, seeing the older man take the credit for his thinking, he thought it was important to become a public figure in his own right, particularly if he was to stand a chance of succeeding Brown as party leader. Did his acute antennae also warn him that Brown’s premiership would be bumpy, and he would be better off to distance himself? Probably. In addition, he did not think it ‘would work having me as Chief Secretary to the Treasury because it would place the Chancellor in an impossible position knowing that I was so close to the Prime Minister’.23


During the period of transition, Balls had been chairing ‘machinery of government’ meetings to examine the new shape of Whitehall under Brown. During these talks, a case was made for placing children’s policy in one department, to be called the Department for Children, Schools and Families. Initially the new department was also to include youth justice, but incoming Justice Secretary Jack Straw insisted that responsibility for this be shared with his department. Balls maintains that even on the day before the transition, he still did not know where he was going to go, believing Chief Whip Jacqui Smith would go to Education and that he might himself go into Health. But in the final day or two, because of his midwife role in the creation of the new department, the idea ‘emerged’ that he would run it himself. Appointing Balls suddenly to the department was, however, to create new problems of its own.


For the Chancellorship, Brown was left with two principal options: his long-term ally Alistair Darling, or Environment Secretary David Miliband. Appointing the latter to the job he wanted would have made ‘Balls go quite ballistic’, according to one of the inner team. Miliband was, therefore, given the post of Foreign Secretary, meaning the Treasury went to Darling almost by default.24 No two ministerial relationships with Number 10 were to be so strained over the next three years as those of Darling and Miliband, the former periodically, the latter permanently. Education Secretary Alan Johnson was moved to the Department of Health in the hope that his emollient personality would help rebuild relations with the NHS following a troubled period under Blair’s ally Patricia Hewitt. Jack Straw was given the Ministry of Justice, but was not made Deputy Prime Minister, a role he coveted, while Harriet Harman, the newly elected Deputy Leader, was appointed Leader of the House. Together with Geoff Hoon, discussed below, these were the big beasts of the Cabinet. Only with Darling did Brown enjoy a personal friendship. The others were Brown sceptics from the outset; their loyalty was contingent on him providing competent leadership that won the confidence of the party. They would give him the benefit of the doubt for the time being and no more.


Brown knew this, hence his desire to field an inclusive Cabinet. A cynic might be tempted to ask whether Brown’s outbreak of affability to Blairites was a Machiavellian device to ensure a united and plot-free party in the run-up to a planned general election a year or so away. Having won his prized mandate, he would then thrust his own supporters into all the key positions, dispatching the Blairites to the outer darkness. None of his inner camp, however, believed that this thought was at the forefront of his mind. That is not to say that the appointments were not political. Brown knew he was widely viewed as a partisan politician of the old school. By courting Blairites, his first reshuffle would send a powerful message. Nonetheless, the lengths that Brown went to are startling. James Purnell, a known sceptic, not to say enemy of Brown, was promoted to the Cabinet as Culture Secretary, while John Hutton, who had earlier confided that he thought Brown would be ‘a fucking disaster as Prime Minister’,25 was made Secretary of State at the newly formed Department for Business, Enterprise, and Regulatory Reform.


Most symbolically of all, Andrew Adonis – the Blairite sans pareil – was retained as schools minister to oversee the academy programme, the previous administration’s key education policy. The peer had barely spoken to Brown in five years and expected to leave office at the same time as Blair. ‘I was a litmus test for Gordon. I was called to his office and it was just the two of us,’ says Adonis. ‘He asked me about education policy and took voluminous notes. “I hope you’ll be staying,” he said. I replied that, as long as he kept the commitment to academies, the excellence agenda and Teach First, I would.’26 Brown had already determined who would be schools minister before his last-minute decision to put Balls in charge of the department. The latter had been against retaining Adonis and he was equally against the academies programme. As Secretary of State, Balls set about watering down the independent aspects of the academy model;27 it did not make for an easy relationship between the two men.


‘Before we came to power we worked hard to ensure the Blair/Brown split did not continue to undermine things. We tried hard not to appear too cliquey,’ says one adviser.28 Jacqui Smith was one of the most senior Blairites to be brought into Brown’s Cabinet. The appointment of the first female Home Secretary was intended to be eye-catching and the move was described by Fiona Gordon, Brown’s political secretary, as ‘the key decision of the reshuffle’.29 ‘This will come as a bit of a shock to you,’ Brown told Smith at their meeting.30 He had been impressed by her work as Chief Whip, he said, and saw her grip over the Blairite MPs as vital to his own project. Geoff Hoon, Defence Secretary during the Iraq War, was another key Blairite to make the cut, succeeding Smith as Chief Whip. However, under pressure from Balls, the Prime Minister appointed ultra-loyalist Nick Brown as Hoon’s deputy, effectively emasculating the latter from day one. This appointment proved to be the most controversial. ‘Geoff was dead against it as he knew that Nick Brown would basically be the real Whip. Nick was seen by some as a very divisive figure and people were shocked that Gordon had appointed him,’ says one Blairite.31


The list of Blairite ministers continued to grow: Andy Burnham as Chief Secretary to the Treasury and Caroline Flint as minister for employment and welfare reform, while Blair favourite Tessa Jowell was retained as minister for London and the Olympics, albeit without permanent Cabinet status. Jowell’s appointment was the only occasion on which Blair directly intervened. He had expressly told Brown in the build-up to the handover that there were key members of the Cabinet whom it would be wise to keep on, but then took a back seat until he learned that she might be dropped. ‘Tony fought hard for me to remain in the Cabinet at the time of the transition,’ says Jowell, and a compromise was reached – she kept her job, but with a lower status than she had enjoyed under Blair, which did not please her one bit.32


The price of all the prizes going to Blairites was that jobs for Brownites were squeezed. Some of the Prime Minister’s key supporters were disappointed and angered at the extent to which their leader had gone to placate his rival’s followers. Nonetheless, Brown’s three closest advisers aside from Balls all received significant posts. Douglas Alexander was made Secretary of State at the Department for International Development – an appointment that underlined the critical importance of the area to Brown – while Ed Miliband picked up one half of the job that Balls had declined – minister overseeing a beefed-up Cabinet Office. ‘Ed was not wholly chuffed, but someone needed to be around Gordon, given that Ed Balls and Douglas were going elsewhere,’ recalls one in Number 10. Shriti Vadera, the brilliant and fiery City analyst who had been central to Brown’s financial and industrial decision-making, was elevated to the Lords and joined Alexander at International Development as a junior minister, and the two soon fell out. What of Brown’s parliamentary clique? Few received the rewards for years of loyal service they may have hoped for. Tom Watson, still a controversial figure given his role in the attempt to unseat Blair in September 2006, merely joined the Whips Office, while Ian Austin became Brown’s parliamentary private secretary, a role that did not even carry ministerial rank, though one which did keep him close to Brown’s side. Nick Brown, meanwhile, sulked in his tent at his ‘demotion’ to Deputy Chief Whip. Other Brown loyalists on Labour’s backbenches – too numerous to mention by name – received even less than that.


Brown’s desire to be inclusive went ‘beyond narrow party interest’, as a senior adviser puts it.33 ‘For two years he had been interested in the idea of working with the Liberals – Brown always called the Liberal Democrats, the “Liberals”,’ says a Number 10 official.34 Brown had a long-standing relationship with Menzies Campbell and Paddy Ashdown, and even offered to make the latter Northern Ireland Secretary the week before he became Prime Minister, but was rebuffed. He had more success with other Lib Dems in the House of Lords who were offered advisory roles: Shirley Williams agreed to advise on nuclear proliferation, Anthony Lester on constitutional reform and Julia Neuberger on the third sector. Brown also tried to enlist the support of Williams’s fellow SDP founder David Owen, calling him into Number 10 on 12 September; Owen was not entirely clear whether this was to be offered a ministerial or advisory role, but he declined as he did not believe he had a meaningful contribution to make.35 The defection of Quentin Davies, the Europhile Conservative MP, who castigated David Cameron for his lack of any ‘clear convictions’, was trumpeted at the same time. Brown also tried unsuccessfully to secure the defection of future Speaker John Bercow. The involvement of Liberal Democrats did not go down well with many of Brown’s own supporters in the party, particularly when coupled with his failure to promote figures like Balls’s wife, Yvette Cooper, as well as John Healey and Rosie Winterton. ‘People who thought they had Gordon’s ear didn’t like having Liberal Democrats involved. We told him that if things went wrong, it would come back to haunt him,’ says one.36


Still more jibbing from Brownites greeted another innovation, described by constitutional authority Peter Hennessy as ‘the greatest import of experts of a non-political background since World War Two’.37 Brown’s initiative was termed the ‘government of all the talents’ and the eminent individuals drafted in were described as ‘GOATs’. ‘GOATs were about showing inclusiveness and desire to appeal to all sections to get the best possible broad-based national talent for the government,’ says one Number 10 official.38 That was not a disingenuous claim: Brown had long valued the advice of outside experts, and was sincere in wanting their contributions to his government. But the GOATs were also a consciously tactical move, helping to convince a sceptical public that they should rethink their preconceptions of Brown as a deeply tribal politician.


Brown’s appointments included Mark Malloch Brown, a former Deputy Secretary General of the UN, as minister of state in the Foreign Office, the business leader Digby Jones as minister of state for trade, and former First Sea Lord Alan West, who was made security minister. Not all invitees accepted: the Prime Minister failed to persuade Andrew Lloyd Webber to join the government as a cultural ambassador.39 His most successful GOAT was the celebrated surgeon Ara Darzi: ‘This is your opportunity to make your policy wishes come true. I need a clinician to do this,’ Brown told Darzi after contacting him without warning.40 The Prime Minister refused to accept Darzi’s protestations and, in the end, the latter gave way. Despite the mixed record of GOATs, Brown remained attached to the idea, and subsequently appointed businessman Paul Myners as his City minister, the banker Mervyn Davies as a trade minister, and the high-profile entrepreneur Alan Sugar, who became a non-ministerial business adviser.


The reshuffle was well-received. ‘[It] was generally regarded as one of the most polished in the modern political era … the culmination of months of thinking,’ according to The Observer.41 Not all the machinery of government changes worked: the Department of Innovation, Universities and Skills under John Denham – a minister whom Brown had brought into the Cabinet following the former’s resignation from the front bench over the Iraq War – lasted only until June 2009, when it was merged into the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform. But the Daily Telegraph thought the overall initiative was radical and bold in the way it redesigned the departmental geography of Whitehall, attempting to deliver a semblance of ‘joined-up’ government.42


Brown’s new government was bold, and it bore the Prime Minister’s unmistakable stamp, for all his agonising over it. But would the gamble of filling so many positions with Blairites and others who owed him no political or personal loyalty pay off when the chips were down? And how would Brown warm to his new Cabinet personally? Brown’s newfound collegiality lasted into his first Cabinet meeting, held on 28 June, the day the appointments were announced. The meeting lasted three hours, during which he went around the Cabinet table, asking all his new ministers what they thought. ‘This was a deliberate contrast to the Blairite style of Cabinet. As a team we were very keen to build bridges at every opportunity,’ says an adviser.43 But early on, the tensions emerged. ‘It quickly became apparent that he really didn’t rate key members of the Cabinet like Jacqui Smith and David Miliband,’ says one senior adviser. ‘The only people he initially wanted to spend time with were Ed [Balls], Ed [Miliband] and Douglas [Alexander].’44 Brown had always worked with a tight-knit tribal group of close political aides and officials. Now he would have to inspire and motivate a large team of Cabinet ministers. He knew a radical change of approach was required from how he ran the Treasury, and he was determined to make that transition and become an acknowledged leader.


Brown’s Number 10


For ten years, Brown had eyed Blair’s Number 10 with a mixture of envy – at its size and resources – and disgust – at its superficiality and the way he saw it as being driven by the 24-hour news cycle (which was rich given Brown’s own obsession with spin). Brown was determined that his own Number 10 would be smaller, cleaner and fitter. He had little interest in how the Blair operation ran: he delegated Nye to talk to Blair’s deputy chief of staff, Liz Lloyd, but she thought Nye’s questions were perfunctory. ‘There seemed little genuine interest in learning how we did things.’45 Blair had been equally dismissive of any guidance on how to run Number 10 in 1997, thinking, fatally, that he knew how to do it. ‘They’ll all be gone by Christmas,’ Brown told an official of the private office he inherited from Blair.46 Similarly, little attempt was made to retain Blair’s political team. ‘I knew a number of people who would have been happy to stay on, but that wasn’t on the table,’ said one rare adviser who survived the transition.47 When the day came, as Blair’s staff left through the back ‘link door’ to the Cabinet Office, they passed Brown’s coming in like ships in the night. A Brown aide recalls: ‘These were people we had known for ages. We barely spoke: it was odd.’48 One senior Blair adviser offered ‘to go through everything’, from the running of the famous Number 10 ‘grid’ to other details of the long-established private office, ‘but there was no particular appetite’.49 Having Blairites in Cabinet and across Whitehall was one matter: having those associated with Blair in the holy of holies at Number 10 was quite another.


The ‘politicisation’ of the civil service, and a cavalier disregard for time-honoured conventions of good government had been key dynamics of Blair’s premiership and Brown sought to reverse both. On his first day at Number 10, he revoked the controversial order in council that had given Alastair Campbell and Jonathan Powell authority to give instructions to civil servants. Brown trusted the civil servants he liked, and he wanted to see some of the old Whitehall orthodoxy return. To help show that the days of spin were also over, he decided that Number 12 Downing Street would be handed back to its traditional owner, the Chief Whip, and that it would no longer be occupied by the large media team that had resided there under Blair. He would later reverse this decision.


In place of Jonathan Powell, the Blair appointee who had run Number 10 for ten years, Brown expressly wanted a civil servant. Tom Scholar had been his intellectually brilliant principal private secretary at the Treasury from 1997 to 2001, before going to Washington to work for the IMF. ‘It had been axiomatic that Tom would become chief of staff in charge of Number 10 when Gordon became Prime Minister. Gordon loved him. Tom was unstuffy, popular and extraordinarily able,’ says an adviser.50 Balls was responsible for recruiting Scholar, and it took some persuasion to convince him to take up the job. Brown also spoke to him in Washington in April, but Scholar did not finally accept the job until May; even then he only agreed to serve one year, and would not be available until Brown moved in to Number 10. To balance the appointment of an official as chief of staff, Brown made Gavin Kelly ‘deputy’ chief of staff – a more political role.


Brown entrusted Balls with overseeing plans for revamping the arrangements at the heart of government. An important part of this involved strengthening the Cabinet Office, presided over by Gus O’Donnell, whom Brown had known well at the Treasury. ‘We wanted to build up the Cabinet Office to enhance the Prime Minister’s reach, and the numbers of civil servants at our disposal,’ says Balls.51 He claims he was particularly concerned about how the Blair administration had marginalised the civil service and held conversations with O’Donnell when planning the transition. O’Donnell told him that if Brown returned power to the Whitehall officials, he would be supported by as effective and capable a civil service machine as that enjoyed by any previous Prime Minister.52 O’Donnell, a highly political official, who had managed to serve three very different Prime Ministers – Major, Blair and now Brown – was extremely anxious to achieve what his three predecessors as Cabinet Secretary had failed to manage – a traditionally run centre for Whitehall with civil servants in their correct positions of influence.


Balls’s plan was to beef up three Cabinet Office directorates to assist Brown in running that centre. The foreign directorate was to be led by Simon McDonald, a bright Foreign Office official considered to be in the Brown ‘can-do’ mould. Europe and international finance was to be run by Jon Cunliffe, a confidant of Brown’s from the Treasury, while responsibility for domestic policy was given to Jeremy Heywood. Heywood had come to Brown’s attention at the Treasury and later as Blair’s principal private secretary at Number 10, where he had been one of the very few members of Blair’s staff whom Brown and his team trusted. He had left Whitehall in December 2003 to join the investment bank, Morgan Stanley, and Brown had personally persuaded him to come back. Collectively, Cunliffe, Heywood and McDonald were known as the ‘three amigos’.53 Heywood was the most gifted civil servant of his generation. No official since Norman Brook, who had been Cabinet Secretary from 1947 to 1962, had been so dominant in Whitehall. ‘It was a very popular move to have Jeremy Heywood coming into the Cabinet Office. He was widely respected, and well known to some of us, including Ed Balls,’ says Kelly.54 Ensuring that these three directors would work with strategic purpose was Ed Miliband, minister for the Cabinet Office.


No facet of Blair’s Number 10 aroused more consistent criticism than communications, and its director, Alastair Campbell, who was blamed for creating a culture of spin. In another attempt to create a clean break with the past, Brown appointed another Treasury official whom he trusted and respected as his official spokesman. Michael Ellam was a retiring character, in sharp contrast to Campbell’s brash, bullish demeanour, and Brown had initially approached him about taking up the position in January 2007.55 Ellam’s role was limited to briefing the lobby – the group of journalists who report on Westminster – and did not include developing a wider media strategy for Brown’s government. In charge of political communications was Damian McBride, a former Treasury civil servant who had become one of Brown’s most trusted special advisers. McBride was a controversial figure, known for his aggressive tactics in pursuing his political master’s interests; Balls selected him because of their close relationship and similar outlook. The irony of bringing McBride into a ‘cleaned-up’ Number 10 communications structure seems to have escaped Brown: beholden to Balls, the Prime Minister appeared oblivious to what was being done on his behalf. Also from the Treasury came Sue Nye as gate-keeper, Spencer Livermore as director of political strategy, Dan Corry as head of the policy unit, and Stewart Wood, Matt Cavanagh and Michael Jacobs as senior members of the Downing Street policy unit. Nick Pearce, then director of the Institute for Public Policy Research, was drafted in as an adviser on education and skills and the lead on long-term thinking; he was to succeed Corry as head of the policy unit in the autumn of 2008.


For foreign policy advice within Number 10, the genial Foreign Office official Tom Fletcher was selected in September, which raised eyebrows on account of his comparative youth and inexperience: the job would inevitably involve him in much of the work previously undertaken by Nigel Sheinwald, Blair’s heavyweight foreign policy adviser, who had been appointed British ambassador to Washington. Brown wanted a slimmed-down foreign and defence policy operation in Downing Street, intending to rely on the newly empowered Cabinet Office.


Ed Balls says of the set-up: ‘The thinking was to establish a structured relationship between the Prime Minister and the civil service machine, with political and ministerial input, which had worked so well for Gordon at the Treasury.’56 The interface between Number 10 and the Cabinet Office had been crafted with considerable thought; the question was, how well would it work? 
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Brown’s Agenda


The question most often asked of Brown at this time was: ‘What is his agenda?’ It is a question asked of all newcomers to the role of Prime Minister, but now it took on increased significance. Following Blair’s resignation, it had taken Brown just six days to secure 313 nominations for the party leadership from Labour MPs. There was no need for a salesman’s pitch – he was the only game in town. At the time, the lack of a contest had been greeted by Brown and his team with relief, but some now regretted the missed opportunity to set out his stall. One senior minister spoke for many when he said that the absence of a contest meant ‘Gordon had no intellectual reckoning and no chance to clearly say why he wanted to be Prime Minister’.57 It is one of the great paradoxes of Brown’s premiership that, despite having been at the top of British politics longer than any post-war Prime Minister since Anthony Eden, when he arrived at Number 10, it was far from clear what he wanted to do.


That did not mean that expectations were low. Having wrestled the crown from Blair’s grasp, it was widely anticipated that Brown’s leadership would strike out in a new direction. Brown himself had fuelled that feeling during his first speech as Prime Minister on the steps of Downing Street, in which he undertook to lead a government of ‘change’. The question was, what shape would that change take? From the autumn of 2006, intensive work had taken place among Brown’s team in the Treasury to prepare for power, building on and refining ideas that had already been readied for the false start in 2004, when Brown had believed that Blair would stand aside for him. His team intended him to hit the ground running once in Number 10 with a series of policy initiatives. ‘We discussed at length how to plan it, knowing that July would be the pivotal month when the public would make up their minds about him. We knew we had to get July right,’ says one Treasury official who worked on the handover.58 ‘In the event, the public did make up their mind about Gordon Brown by the end of July, and it was very favourable.’


Yet, Brown was also acutely aware that, on domestic policy, he needed to strike a difficult balance, moving away from the unpopular aspects of the Blair regime and thus refreshing Labour in office without compromising the strengths that had won the party three successive elections. Continuity or change? It was a dilemma that would define and, at times, suffocate the development of policy during Brown’s time in Number 10. For six months and more, as he and his team at the Treasury prepared for power, the debate had raged within his inner circle. From the start, Balls and Ed Miliband urged him to prioritise the change dimension of the equation, believing there was appetite for a more distinctively social-democratic project. ‘All those working closely with him were saying you have to be about change,’ says Balls. ‘Throughout 2006 to 2007 I was saying to him to look again at his John Smith Memorial Lecture in 199659 [in which Brown set out the New Labour case for social justice] and update it.’60


Focus groups and surveys conducted by Spencer Livermore and Brown’s personal pollster, Deborah Mattinson, suggested that what concerned the public most about Brown was that he was ‘too associated with the past, and would not bring about the change they craved’.61 But Brown was more cautious. His rhetoric may have been big on change – in his leadership acceptance speech in Manchester on 24 June he had used the word twenty-eight times – but when it came to the substance of policy, he worried deeply about being portrayed as ‘Old Labour’. This was a favourite attack line of the Tories, who liked to paint Brown as a roadblock to reform. The Prime Minister believed that any too-sudden moves risked losing him more support than they would attract. Advisers could not budge him.


Brown’s preferred option was to build consensus as a ‘father of the nation’ figure. Balls explains that ‘he tried to appeal at the same time to the readers of the Daily Mail and The Times, as well as to readers of The Guardian and the liberal intelligentsia’ – two constituencies Brown believed had been let down by Blair.62 For the former, Brown offered a programme of social conservatism with a series of announcements calling into question aspects of Blair’s policy that had irritated the Daily Mail, such as plans for ‘super-casinos’ (11 July), the reclassification of cannabis (18 July) and 24-hour drinking laws (22 July). These seemed to hit the spot; in a piece for The Independent entitled ‘I am a Tory, but I must admit I find myself seduced by the cut of Gordon Brown’s jib’, journalist Michael Brown wrote: ‘Mr Cameron poses as the social liberal but it is the middle-aged, socially conservative puritan, Mr Brown, who captures the sombre mood of the middle class.’63


Liberals on the centre left, meanwhile, were to be placated by the promise of constitutional reform, designed to contrast with Blair, who had been famously uninterested in the issue. For his first speech as Prime Minister to the House of Commons, on 3 July, Brown launched the ‘Governance of Britain’ green paper, which called grandly for a ‘new constitutional settlement’. This decision was very much Brown’s own. ‘It ran against the judgement of some of his team who thought he should begin with more “kitchen-table” issues, like health or education,’ says Corry.64 The green paper promised to consider measures to strengthen the power of Parliament, particularly in relation to the executive, including giving the legislature a direct role in approving declarations of war. Following the controversy over official advice given on the legality of the Iraq War, it also raised the possibility of reforming the office of Attorney General. In its detail, the document reflected a high degree of political caution and indecision, but at the time it was relatively well-received. The Guardian’s Jonathan Freedland spoke for many liberals: ‘That Brown had chosen to make his maiden prime ministerial speech on [constitutional reform] was replete with significance. For many long years [it] has been the poor relation in British politics. Yet now Brown has declared that it counts and that he means to spend serious political capital on it.’65 Little did Freedland know that Brown had written an alternative draft of the speech that was far more forthright than the one he delivered, including a boldly argued case for a written constitution.


Brown received praise from the same quarters for his announcement that Cabinet meetings would be longer and more discursive, and policy announcements would be made first by ministers in the House of Commons rather than on the BBC Radio’s Today programme. These were exactly the assurances that those concerned with the rising ‘democratic deficit’ in Britain yearned to hear. They were also a targeted riposte to Blair’s ‘sofa government’ approach, which had been widely criticised, above all during the Iraq War, and which Brown believed to have damaged trust in government. They were changes to style more than substance; one aide explains: ‘We were seeking to move away from the spin and the actor Blair towards a genuine straight-talking guy.’66 But many of these symbolic changes would not last: a media obsessive such as Brown was never going to stick with the pledge to announce policy only in Parliament.


In another bid to be more open, Brown broke with tradition by publishing a draft Queen’s Speech on 11 July to facilitate public debate and consultation on the government’s legislative programme. Domestic priorities were to be housing, education and health. The pledge to build three million houses by 2020 was a major new commitment. It had been urged by Number 10 advisers and the new housing minister Yvette Cooper on the basis that Labour had not focused sufficiently on this area during its time in office, and had concentrated too much on refurbishment rather than new building. Here was Brown’s opportunity to be associated with a landmark reform. On education, the draft Queen’s Speech included a bill requiring all young people to stay in education or training until the age of eighteen – a policy agreed under Blair – and an ambitious ‘Children’s Plan’.


On 30 June, just three days after taking office, Brown visited Kingston Hospital in London. The hospital’s management had been praised for reducing the number of MRSA infections, and the Prime Minister used the visit to trial a new drive on infections to be launched the next day. A team of experts would be set up in the Department of Health, and health minister Ara Darzi would be asked to develop a strategy to tackle the problem. Brown’s intervention proved effective: having been significantly off-track when he took office, the government later hit its target to halve MRSA infections. Darzi would prove to be one of the most inspired appointments of Brown’s premiership, as he delivered wide-ranging reform of the health service, from the roll-out of polyclinics to extended opening hours for GPs’ surgeries.


But despite high-profile action on hospitals, public-service reform per se did not feature prominently during the opening weeks of Brown’s premiership. He pledged that health and education would be priorities, alongside housing, but the initiatives that had defined the Blair years, from academies to foundation hospitals, were noticeably absent. It was in many ways a conscious decision. Blair’s insistence on constantly altering the way in which public services were delivered had drawn increasing irritation from practitioners during his final years as Prime Minister. Brown had deliberately set out at a calmer pace, rebuilding relationships with professionals, especially in health, where Alan Johnson was seen to have ‘settled things down’ after a period of turbulence.67


In other areas, continuity was the order of the day. Brown felt that a national ID card scheme was an expensive waste of money, but decided not to cancel its introduction for fear of looking weak on security.68 Blair’s anti-social behaviour agenda was retained, if not championed, not least because responsibility for the ‘respect’ taskforce was transferred from the Home Office to Balls’s new children’s department. Tuition fees were another Blair policy that Brown had long opposed, but advisers disagreed with the Prime Minister’s plans for a graduate tax, and the fees stayed, albeit tempered by reforms to alleviate the burden they imposed on low-income families. One aide admits: ‘We thought the change on tuition fees was our most significant new policy, but it hardly got any attention at all.’69 The error of judgement was telling: anxiety about moving away from Blair’s policy platform made even small deviations seem significant to Brown’s team. One senior minister calls tuition fees ‘the perfect illustration’ of Brown’s inability to decide whether he represented continuity or change.70


Nonetheless, it added up to what seemed like a well-crafted strategy: sweeping away unpopular aspects of Blair’s agenda, and capitalising on Brown’s personal traits. Here was the social conservatism and moral leadership of the son of the Presbyterian minister, in stark contrast with the glamour, and perceived sense of moral decay that had come to taint Blair. Constitutional reform lifted Brown above the politics of spin, to a newfound level of seriousness. Action on the NHS demonstrated an appreciable straightforwardness: hospitals would be deep-cleaned, GPs would be more accessible. The message was clear – this would be a refreshingly different style of premiership, and one that Brown alone was able to deliver.


By the end of July, it appeared that Brown had managed to achieve a successful balancing act on policy. He had avoided unsettling the ever-watchful Blairites while managing to carve out some fresh lines of his own, notably his promises on democratic renewal. Jonathan Freedland’s verdict was typical of the views expressed by the commentariat at the time – ‘Brown’s first month looks like a striking success’ – and went down very well in Number 10. Freedland also described Brown as ‘solid, reliable and grown-up’ and concluded that the new Prime Minister possessed ‘gravitas’.71


Terror, Floods and Foot-and-Mouth: June to September


Brown’s known strengths were dealing with the expected. He had become an expert at orchestrating the grand, periodic Treasury set-pieces of the Budget, and the three-year spending rounds. A question mark hung over how he would deal with crises that emerged out of a blue sky. He did not have long to wait before he was tested. Rarely has any peacetime Prime Minister had to cope with separate challenges of such magnitude in their first weeks. The first emerged on his third day in office – 29 June. In the early hours of that morning, two unexploded bombs were discovered in London. A meeting of the Cabinet’s crisis-response committee, COBRA, was convened and chaired by Home Secretary Jacqui Smith. The following day, Kafeel Ahmed and Bilal Abdullah, two Islamist extremists, drove a blazing Jeep into Glasgow Airport. Was this the beginning of a concerted al Qaida-style attack on Britain? Another meeting of COBRA was convened that evening, chaired by Brown himself. ‘He showed not a jot of panic, even though he, like me, had absolutely no induction for this job,’ recalls Smith. ‘He was commanding in laying out what he expected to happen.’72


That evening in front of television cameras, Brown addressed the nation from Number 10, promising an instant tightening of security at airports and other public places. Insiders were struck by ‘how calm and authoritative he was with the developing events’, leaving an adviser with the impression that Brown ‘had a very sure touch’.73 Shami Chakrabarti, director of the human rights pressure group Liberty, praised how he had ‘addressed the nation, briefly, calmly, [with] no cracking voice, no emotive statements, no lip quivering’.74 Brown listened carefully to advice from the Home Office about how to handle the events and what to say about the Islamist threat.75 A close adviser says: ‘He was clear that there was going to be no finger-pointing at the Muslim community. Nor did he want a series of policy measures such as Blair had introduced after 7/7. He spoke about criminality rather than trying to establish a lineage back to 9/11.’76 Brown had come through his first crisis as Prime Minister with flying colours. It revealed that in time of emergency, he could be decisive – a trait he was to display again during the banking crisis. He had also demonstrated an ability to handle the most sensitive intelligence reports about security threats to Britain, and to digest briefings from the directors of MI5, MI6 and GCHQ. Here was virgin territory for Brown, and one of the loneliest and most burdensome aspects of the job for any Prime Minister.


A second crisis had originated two days before he arrived at Number 10, when torrential rainfall had triggered severe flooding across Britain.77 Three people had been killed on 25 June alone, and on 19 and 20 July, another period of prolonged and heavy rainfall led to a second wave of severe flooding. On 23 July, reports came into Number 10 that GCHQ at Cheltenham, Gloucester prison and the Waltham power station, which supplies electricity to half a million homes, were all in danger. A senior official recalls: ‘If the water had risen just a little further, it could have been immensely serious.’78 Criticised for not responding quickly to the June floods in the North, Brown was determined not to be wrong-footed again. On 7 July, he promised £14m in aid, a figure increased to £46m on 25 July. Employment minister Caroline Flint, whose Don Valley constituency had been badly affected, took advantage of the Prime Minister’s official car and travelled with him from Doncaster to Hull. No ally of Brown, she was struck ‘by how well he seemed to be handling it. He was impressively prime ministerial.’79 In stark contrast, David Cameron flew to Rwanda on a pre-arranged trip after a brief visit to his own flooded constituency, which, however unreasonable, reflected badly on him: the lesson drawn was that Brown had his finger more firmly on the national pulse. Most of the work in handling the floods was undertaken by government agencies, but Brown understood that the public wanted to see the Prime Minister personally involved. The crisis proved he could listen to advice on the appropriate moment to delegate. Newly appointed Environment Secretary Hilary Benn – widely liked but not renowned for his skills as a communicator – asked at one point whether ‘Gordon could visit’. Brown responded: ‘This is a moment for a minister to be at the front line, not me.’80


The third crisis – foot-and-mouth disease – was the most protracted, and potentially most disastrous. ‘We all remembered the 2001 outbreak of foot-and-mouth. It had spread in a starburst because we had not contained it. The lesson we learned was that we had to act quickly,’ says Benn.81 That episode had cost the British economy some £3bn. On 3 August, a week into the parliamentary recess, cases of the disease were confirmed at a farm in Surrey. Brown was en route to a family holiday in Dorset when he was told the news but lost no time in deciding to return to London to take charge. ‘We called it the classic Gordon holiday – he was away for only four hours,’ recalls one in Number 10.82 His staff wondered whether he had really wanted to take time off, so immediate was his decision to cut the break short: in truth, the prospect had never excited him.83 ‘He was very happy indeed to be in the action,’ says one senior adviser.84 Back in Number 10, he chaired five meetings of COBRA over the following few days; over the next two weeks ‘he worked every hour God sent him’,85 even talking on the phone to helicopter pilots, until, on 18 August, the government announced an easing of restrictions imposed when the disease was detected. On 12 September, another outbreak of foot-and-mouth was reported at a farm near Egham, Surrey, and there followed a further series of meetings of COBRA to discuss the government’s response. At one point Brown’s team became worried that he was becoming overly involved.86 ‘He loved convening COBRA,’ recalls another.87 By the end of September the crisis was over. His high-profile presence during the crises was mostly cosmetic. The real work was done by public servants. But his hands-on approach provided reassurance and boosted the morale of those in the field. Hitherto, Brown had a reputation of Macavity, T. S. Eliot’s disappearing cat. No longer. Cometh the crisis, cometh Brown.


The Prime Minister’s personal approval ratings suggested that the public also thought highly of his contribution: 62 per cent of respondents to an opinion poll in August thought that he was doing ‘well’ in the role.88 On 12 August, a poll indicated that Labour’s lead over the Conservatives was greater than it had been at any time since before the 2003 Iraq invasion. Brown had been enraptured by the new challenges, and was buoyed by the knowledge that he had inspired trust in those working at the heart of Whitehall. ‘The way that Gordon Brown reacted to these crises gave him a great deal of confidence and a sense that he could manage the job,’ a senior official recalls.89 In late June the British public had seen him as an unelected premier without a mandate: by the end of August, they were viewing him as a national leader with a sure touch, and he knew it.


Bush and Camp David: July


Before July was over, however, Brown faced a final challenge: how would he handle the all-important relationship with President George Bush? Here again he needed to differentiate his approach from that of Blair, which he viewed as being too submissive to the US administration. It would require a careful balance; Bush had only eighteen months of his term remaining and an overly familiar relationship could prejudice Brown’s chances of building a close relationship with the victor of the US presidential election in November 2008. But the Blairites and right-wing press would judge him harshly if he did not make a positive impression on the incumbent. The incoming British ambassador to Washington, Nigel Sheinwald, advised Downing Street: ‘You will find it much harder to establish a working relationship with the new administration if you have not already established a very close relationship with the Bush White House. There is a big carry-over.’90 Brown’s team listened, even if, as it turned out, the advice was incorrect. The Prime Minister himself had a deep knowledge of, and regard for, the US, particularly its political history, and had regularly holidayed in Cape Cod, where he enjoyed close personal relationships with the New England Democrat elite, including Senator Ted Kennedy. Brown counted US pollster Bob Shrum as one of his closest transatlantic friends and, as a young Labour MP, he had attended the 1984 Democratic National Convention in San Francisco, and developed a bond with Bill Clinton long before the Arkansas Governor secured the party’s nomination for the presidency in 1992.


‘The US relationship was a big thing for us. Our worry was: “How do we pull this relationship off and get it right without us doing a Tony?”’ says a senior adviser.91 A change of tone was set by Foreign Office minister Lord Malloch-Brown, an outspoken critic of US foreign policy during his time at the UN, who said on 13 July that the US and Britain would no longer be ‘joined at the hip’.92 Douglas Alexander, the new International Development Secretary, then made a speech in the US championing multilateralism, forcing Number 10 to deny that this was intended to mark a new, post-Blair direction in Britain’s relations with its key ally.93 Brown’s first overseas trips were to Europe, not to the US: he visited Angela Merkel in Berlin on 16 July and Nicolas Sarkozy on 20 July: ‘We wanted to signal a change from Tony’s style: it was deliberate. We were clear that the first trip wasn’t going to be to the US,’ says an adviser involved.94


To the White House, Gordon Brown was ‘a largely unknown person’, as recalled by David Manning, British ambassador to the US until the autumn of 2007.95 The administration was not hostile to him, but they were distinctly apprehensive of him. The change was an unwelcome distraction to them, and they would have much preferred it ‘had Blair – the guy they knew and who they had been through the rapids with – remained as Prime Minister and seen Bush out’.96 John Sawers, British ambassador to the UN in New York, noticed some wariness from the US administration towards Brown as a result of his role in precipitating his predecessor’s departure from office.97 This meant Blair’s help was needed and he reassured Bush that, in Brown, he would find ‘an ally’ and ‘a man of stature and substance’.98 During video conversations with Bush in his final weeks as Prime Minister, Blair told the President that Brown shared their evaluation of Iraq.99 Blair also advised Brown on how he had to present himself to the White House. ‘They are worried that you won’t be tough enough,’ he said, and suggested that News International would become concerned ‘if Gordon tried to break the consensus’, recalls Balls.100 Before Brown became Prime Minister, Manning also spoke to the White House to reassure them himself about continuity over Iraq.101 Their principal worry was that Brown would go the way of Romano Prodi of Italy and José Zapatero of Spain, and distance the UK from the US strategy. The White House was taking no chances. Within ten minutes of his arrival at Number 10 on 27 June, Leeanne Johnston, Brown’s diary secretary, told him: ‘The President is on the phone.’ Bush was the first head of state to congratulate the new Prime Minister, and during the call, Brown sought to reassure the President that he would stand firm on Iraq.102 The country then forced itself on to Brown’s first Cabinet agenda when news came in that three British soldiers had been killed while on duty in Basra.103


Bush and Brown had spoken some weeks beforehand when Blair arranged for the then Chancellor to visit the White House before he took over as Prime Minister.104 As Brown was not yet a head of government, protocol prevented him from having a formal meeting in the Oval Office; according to Simon McDonald, this was circumvented by organising a meeting with National Security Advisor Steve Hadley, with an expectation that the President would ‘drop by’.105 Brown had been talking to Hadley for just a couple of minutes when the latter said: ‘Any minute I should warn you the President will enter.’ Bush impressed Brown with his preparations for the encounter. ‘I admire your passion for Africa,’ was one of the President’s opening gambits, and they talked about the role of faith on the continent, striking up an immediate rapport. Bush impressed not only Brown, but also his team. ‘He remembered little people like us. He remembered our names. He knew about us. He asked us about our families,’ says one on the trip.106


However, as Brown entered Number 10, no immediate word had come through about the date of a formal meeting in the US, which the Prime Minister hoped would take place later that summer. Out of the blue, about a week in, Hadley called McDonald to say: ‘The President wants to invite the new Prime Minister to the United States and he wants to do something special for him, so he’s going to invite him to Camp David.’107 Brown was immediately cast into ‘a panic of indecision’.108 A visit to the President’s country retreat was better than he had expected. Top dollar on Bush’s menu was a stay on his private ranch in Crawford, Texas – something very personal to him and an honour afforded to Blair, but very few other foreign leaders. The usual offer was thirty minutes in the Oval Office, so this invitation was ‘the very best thing he could offer a new leader’, according to McDonald.109 Yet ‘Brown dithered for a week whether to accept,’ recalls an official.110 Of course, he knew he had to accept with gratitude, and this was duly communicated to the White House. The date was fixed for 29 to 30 July, and, as the time approached, intensive discussions took place in Downing Street about how to handle what would be Brown’s ‘first major test on the international stage’.111 His team were prepared to work with Bush, despite their ideological differences, but they were adamant that this was not to be the ‘pally’ relationship that Blair had, but was to be solidly ‘professional’.112 On a conference call from McDonald’s room in the Cabinet Office with Hadley, the Number 10 team were so insistent that there would be no informal shots of the two leaders together at Camp David that Hadley said, only half-jokingly: ‘You do realise that it is your visit to us.’113 The attitude of the Brown team to the White House at that point was ‘schizophrenic’.114


As he took to the air, the Prime Minister put out a press release stating: ‘The United States is our single most important bilateral relationship.’115 After arriving at Andrews Air Force Base, he and his team took the President’s helicopter to Camp David where Bush collected Brown in a golf buggy. This caught Brown off guard and, according to one present, the Downing Street team joked that this was Bush’s ‘revenge’ for their insistence on the meeting being kept formal.116 Selecting the right clothes had loomed surprisingly large among Brown’s concerns; Camp David is in the woods of Maryland and the outdoors experience that it offers requires guests to dress appropriately, but Brown is not a ‘dress-down’ kind of person. As one insider comments: ‘Gordon’s apprehensions about the visit had as much to do with sartorial points as with questions about what he should be saying to the archpriest of American capitalism.’117 On their first evening Bush and Brown went to a Camp David cabin for a private dinner while their teams dined together. The President deliberately wore a tie and jacket for the first day, in deference to Brown: it was perhaps the only time during his presidency that Bush donned formal wear at the retreat.118 Brown returned to his team early, tired because of the time difference, but told them that the dinner had gone well. He expressed surprise that Bush had not wanted to talk shop, but made the conversation personal, discussing Scotland, his family and his childhood.119 Bush was struck by the way Brown had overcome both the devastating blow of the loss of his eye and the still-profounder tragedy of losing his baby daughter, Jennifer. After dinner, the Number 10 team played ten-pin bowling with the Americans, who beat them convincingly.120


The substance of the meeting was tabled for discussion on 30 July, with Iraq the main topic on the agenda. Morning discussions, however, were overtaken by the emerging prospect of a war between Israel and Syria. The CIA and MI6 had learned from the Israeli intelligence service that Damascus was working on a covert nuclear project and the Israeli government wanted the White House to take immediate action. Brown was flattered to be included in the debate on how best to respond, and the consensus was that such a course would be precipitous. Instead, they encouraged the Israelis to apply diplomatic pressure on Syria and take the issue to the International Atomic Energy Agency. In the end, the Israelis decided to take matters into their own hands, bombing the Syrian facility later in 2007.121 The issue of Darfur was also raised, and Brown was surprised to find Bush highly responsive: it was obvious to all present that both leaders shared a genuine and profound commitment to improving conditions on the continent.


On Iraq, the White House knew that the UK’s role was set to change as Blair had already said publicly in February 2007 that the British Army had to ‘reposition’ itself, reducing the number of its troops in the Basra region to 5,500. British forces had effectively withdrawn from three of the four provinces in southern Iraq over which it had a UN peacekeeping mandate, and Brown now reiterated that their role would also steadily diminish in the fourth province. The Prime Minister said that, with the exception of some 500 soldiers who would remain at Basra Palace, the remaining contingent would be relocated to Basra Airbase, where they would focus on training the Iraqi army, who were to take on prime responsibility for security. This phased withdrawal contrasted starkly with the Americans’ ‘surge’ under General Petraeus, in response to the Sunni insurgency in Baghdad. The key point for Bush’s team was to avoid Brown saying in public that he wanted to leave Iraq quickly, as this would cause considerable embarrassment.122 The US administration was reassured by the confirmation that the withdrawal of British troops from southern Iraq would be weighed according to ‘factors on the ground’ – i.e. on military advice rather than political considerations – and that the White House would be kept informed at every step.


American anxieties had not been imaginary. Brown had been under heavy pressure to accelerate the withdrawal, not only from those in the Labour Party who had been most opposed to Blair’s policy, but also from senior figures in the military, who wanted to concentrate their forces on Afghanistan. Chief of the General Staff Richard Dannatt had outlined his thinking on this in a speech in October 2006. Within Brown’s own team, ultras like Balls wanted to quit Iraq as quickly as possible: Damian McBride had leaked to the London Evening Standard that Simon McDonald’s prime job was to get Britain out of Iraq as quickly as possible ‘without the US minding overly much’.123 ‘Brown came under huge pressure to get out quickly, with many telling him they wanted a new direction in Iraq,’ recalls Matt Cavanagh, Brown’s adviser on Iraq in the policy unit. ‘Countervailing pressures, not the least from Blair, emphasised the risks of alienating the press and public if it looked like a “scuttle”,’ he adds.124 In June and July, Brown spent much time in the lead-up to the US visit reading papers on Iraq and talking to all concerned. In the end, a Number 10 aide explains that the argument carrying most force was that ‘if we pulled out too quickly we would run the risk of Iraq imploding after we left’.125 A powerful second factor was concern that a rapid pull-out would be strongly resisted and resented by the US, who were planning to take over when the British left.126


While Chancellor, Brown had been heavily involved in economic regeneration in Palestine. He had become a firm believer that injections of capital could redevelop areas ravaged by conflict and was convinced that the same approach could be applied to Iraq.127 Brown outlined to the Americans his personal desire to shift the British emphasis from military force to taking a lead on the economic reconstruction of the country, a position he also emphasised in his first call to Iraqi Prime Minster Nouri al-Maliki, on 5 July.128 Brown believed that showing continued British commitment to helping Iraq, not through counterinsurgency, but economic reconstruction, ‘helped heal a very real breach with the Americans’.129


The Camp David visit exceeded Brown’s expectations on both an official and a personal level. At the concluding lunch on 30 July, US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Foreign Secretary David Miliband flew in from Washington to join the two leaders. Much of the meal was spent discussing the forthcoming presidential election, with Brown and Miliband impressing their American hosts with their interest in, and knowledge of, their country’s politics.130 A short time afterwards, Bush told outgoing British ambassador Manning how pleased he was about his encounter with Brown, and how he now believed they could ‘work together fine’.131


Brown flew from Camp David to Washington for conversations with Nancy Pelosi and leading Democrats on Capitol Hill, and then stopped off in New York to address the UN. On the return flight to London, he was in good spirits, knowing that he had made the grade, and that the press was positive. The Washington Post summed up the spirit with its headline ‘More Bulldog Than Poodle’.132 As the plane sped back through the night, the team talked about their surprise at Bush’s ability, his knowledge of the detail of foreign policy and the fact that he could be ‘very funny’.133 McDonald notes: ‘Brown was surprised by how much he liked Bush. He found Bush to be much smarter than he had imagined. Bush consulted him and listened to him and that was helpful in building the relationship.’134 All were struck by Bush being reconciled to his own ‘political mortality’ without losing any of his commitment to developing fresh relationships. Tom Fletcher, who became the Prime Minister’s private secretary shortly after the trip, describes how Brown was drawn in closer and closer to Bush, and his wariness of Blair’s relationship with the President soon became a thing of the past. Brown was fascinated by men of power and had not hitherto appreciated what a shrewd operator Bush was in the flesh. He had long speculated on how he would fare up close with the US President. It was a mystery no longer, and Brown chalked him up as an ally – one he was to call on more than he might have imagined.


On his return, Brown hand-wrote a personal letter to Bush: ‘I hope you will find that I am straightforward, direct, and will do exactly as I say.’135 He sent him the book of his father’s sermons. To Hadley, gestures like this made a big impact on the President. ‘The question that Bush always asked of leaders is: “Is this a person of courage?” That’s his test of a leader. That kind of letter said to the President, Brown understands what leadership is,’ he recalls.136 A Number 10 private diary recorded that summer: ‘Brown is slowly building atmospherics with Bush but Bush remains the prominent figure.’137 By the end of the year, insiders felt that Brown had become relaxed with the President, and the balance of power was equalising. They would speak by video link or on the phone roughly once a month (with Blair and Bush it had been approximately every fortnight). Sheinwald says: ‘They spoke much more often than [Brown] would later speak to Obama: for Bush, national security was the dominant issue and he invested tremendous personal diplomacy in it.’138 Their early conversations, though never re-creating the jokey atmosphere of the Blair–Bush relationship, settled into a comfortable rhythm, despite Brown’s desire to talk about development and world trade, subjects on which Bush was never entirely at home, least of all with someone whose command of the detail was as precise as the Prime Minister’s.139


Brown and Foreign Policy


Brown took to foreign policy with an ease that surprised both him and others. In May, the New Statesman commented: ‘Brown will arrive at Number 10 with only the sketchiest record in foreign affairs.’140 Yet, during his premiership, international matters came to take almost up to half his time – above all Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and trade and development. Brown had, perhaps unwisely, shunned Blair’s ideas to move him from the Treasury to the Foreign Office to broaden his experience. Before 2005, he had shown little interest in diplomacy beyond attending the spring meetings of the IMF and the World Bank, and the regular ‘EcoFin’ meetings of EU finance ministers, and showed little sign of liking them, his demeanour frequently verging on the boorish, according to advisers.141 But Brown was no blank page on international affairs. No other Prime Minister in recent memory had come to office with as strong an instinct for appreciating the challenges and opportunities of globalisation.


Just a month into his premiership, he delivered a wide-ranging speech to the United Nations in which he lambasted his fellow leaders for their collective failure to achieve the Millennium Development Goals and called for the forging of ‘a new global alliance for peace and prosperity’.142 They were themes he would return to again and again throughout his premiership. Over time, he would refine them into an agenda on the international stage that was more powerful, and more coherent, than any he would develop in the domestic arena.


If anything, Brown’s aversion to foreign policy had been less the result of a lack of interest than of personal style. He was wary of the Foreign Office and had an inverted snobbery about the public-school background of many of the UK’s ambassadors, preferring to stay in hotels rather than British embassies on official trips abroad. When, in November 2005, Brown announced he planned to stay with the British ambassador, Sherard Cowper-Coles, on a trip to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, the Foreign Office’s permanent secretary sent anxious messages about the importance of making a good impression on the man who was highly likely to become the next Prime Minister.143


At Number 10 Brown was to develop close relationships with very few ambassadors: Peter Westmacott in Paris, Kim Darroch at the EU, and Dickie Stagg in Delhi being rare exceptions.144 John Sawers at the UN was a particular favourite: in 2009 Brown sent his foreign policy adviser, Tom Fletcher, on a secret mission to New York to persuade him to become the Prime Minister’s National Security Adviser, but Sawers took up an offer to become head of MI6 instead.145 Brown was often impatient with the advice he received from the Foreign Office, even though he was more assiduous than Blair in reading his briefs. His private office in Number 10 would often edit the advice, knowing it would irritate him. Brown made it clear on his arrival in Number 10 that he did not ‘do glad-handing’, and often became impatient when the Foreign Office demanded he see an international dignitary. ‘Why the fuck are you making me do this?’ he would complain to Fletcher before almost every such meeting.146 Brown saw all foreign leaders, institutions and indeed the Foreign Office purely as a means of furthering his principal aims, which were economic development and ameliorating the world economy. An instinctive Atlanticist, he was also no lover of the EU.


As September rolled around, Brown was busy in Downing Street preparing for his first party conference. His mood was upbeat. His Cabinet composition had gone down well, the Parliamentary Labour Party was happy with him, and the Blairites appeared to have buried the hatchet. The first elements of his domestic agenda had been rolled out, and met with praise both from liberals and those on the right. He had enjoyed a successful first meeting with Bush and found a way forward on Iraq, crises had been dealt with and the Labour Party’s poll ratings were high. The one slight cause for concern was his wooden performances at PMQs in the Commons, where he appeared less sure of himself. Nonetheless, the British public were warming to their prosaic new Prime Minister. Yes, he lacked the charm of his predecessor, but the public had become tired of Blair’s strutting ways and were in the mood for change. Sensing this, Brown’s advisers even sought to turn his perceived weaknesses into assets and the advertising agency Saatchi & Saatchi came up with the slogan ‘Not Flash, just Gordon’. No wonder he was happy. In the words of one senior adviser: ‘It couldn’t have gone better.’147 At last in the job he had craved for so long, he had used his first weeks to build a powerful base for the year ahead. 


Questions Emerge: September


How deep did the foundations go? By mid-September, questions were beginning to be raised on a number of fronts. The answers to them would determine the success of his premiership.


First, was the Brown policy agenda sufficiently meaty? Even before the transition, Brown’s advisers at the Treasury were worried that there was not enough substance, especially in the public-service areas where Brown had let Blair take the lead and where he lacked a strong instinctive agenda of his own.148 As the summer played out, these worries became more pronounced. ‘Looking back, it was all pretty naïve,’ says one present. ‘We had it good for the first forty days with our detailed grid, but after that, it was flat.’149 Nick Pearce adds: ‘Having a policy deliberately designed to contrast with Blair was enough to get us through the first weeks, but it was no agenda for the future.’150 What Brown had presented to the country was a political strategy not a programme for government; it was all about positioning him as a ‘father of the nation’ figure. Much of his ‘change’ agenda was symbolic and presentational, and explicitly intended to address his own critics in the party and country. There were hints of new policy – on constitutional reform and public services – but no firm decisions were taken and, in stark contrast to his early period as Chancellor, there were no major policy announcements to define his first 100 days. ‘He didn’t want to face up to the difficult choices,’ says Balls. In particular, Brown’s indecisiveness on how much to distance himself from Blair would become a running theme. ‘Gordon simply couldn’t make up his mind up whether or not he represented continuity or change, so we ended up with a fudge,’ Balls adds.151


The seriousness of these concerns first became apparent as advisers gathered to draft Brown’s first speech as Prime Minister to the Labour Party conference. ‘There didn’t seem to be a plan,’ one senior adviser recalls. ‘It was very strange. The conversation was dominated by throwing slogans around. As I sat there I thought, what is this government actually about?’152 Some hoped that Brown’s undoubted ‘values’ would provide them with direction, ‘but they didn’t seem to’.153 Michael Jacobs, at the policy unit, recalls a meeting of Brown’s inner circle in July. He witnessed them ‘knocking around alternative narratives of the most fundamental kind’ and concluded: ‘The stereotype really seemed to be true – they were effectively saying: “Now we’ve got here, why are we here?” They had no idea what they were going to do.’154 One former minister says: ‘It surprised us all, especially those close to Tony, that there had been so much anger in late 2006 and early 2007 because Gordon had been saying that we were stymieing his mission. But there was nothing. I don’t understand it. I can’t understand it. I simply cannot explain to you why Gordon had no plan.’155 Why was the initial agenda not fuller? It was a question that would be returned to again and again.


A second question mark hung over the team at Number 10. By the end of July, although they were patting themselves on the back, several old hands were saying that the operation was not working properly, and there was an almost complete lack of clarity about who was in charge.156 Douglas Alexander realised the full extent of the problem in August, when he travelled to Afghanistan and was told by a senior Foreign Office official: ‘Downing Street is utterly hopeless. You can’t get an answer out of them.’ Alexander began to get worried once he realised that the concerns had spread as far as Kabul.157 He immediately reported his concerns back to Number 10, but they went unheeded.


Blair’s Downing Street operation, with Powell and Campbell, as well as Anji Hunter and Sally Morgan, had once been derided by Brown’s team at the Treasury, but now it began to be spoken about wistfully, almost with awe. The absence of a political chief of staff in Brown’s Number 10 was felt particularly keenly.158 Tom Scholar, who had joined the team in July, was much more comfortable as a principal private secretary than as a political enforcer. He had neither an interest in nor the mandate for the latter role, and had been handicapped both by not being part of the transition team and his absence during Brown’s first weeks. ‘It would have been crazy for Cameron not to have had his chief of staff by his side from day one,’ says one adviser.159 Worse, Scholar was never given the authority by Brown to get on with the job, so never became properly established.160 Brown wanted his former praetorians, Balls, Ed Miliband and Alexander, with him at Number 10, and was frustrated that they were now busy with their own careers.


The inexperience of Brown’s team, which was mainly made up of old Treasury hands, rapidly became obvious, in particular on the press and strategic communications side. They had coped well with the more limited field of economic policy, but were dangerously stretched by the broad canvas, constant pressure and unpredictability of life in Number 10. One of the handful of figures that worked for both Blair and Brown believes that Balls made a major error in disbanding the Blairite structures and ‘de-politicising’ Number 10 by placing so many civil servants in the key positions.161 More alarmingly a number of Brown’s inner circle believed that Balls deliberately set out to create a weak and emasculated Number 10, which he could easily dominate. The first few weeks also saw early signs of the factionalism that bedevilled Number 10 in 2008 and early 2009. Whereas some members of Brown’s old Treasury team, such as Nye, Kelly and Wood, willingly integrated themselves, and Brown was prompted early on to go around the building meeting the staff, a small clique comprising McBride, Livermore and Ellam set themselves apart. One official who witnessed the transition says: ‘Right from the start they were secretive and cliquey, as they had been at the Treasury.’162


Difficulties were compounded by Brown himself being unsure of what he needed. ‘He would have the team in and berate them for not supporting him, but we’d say: “We don’t know what you’re trying to do.”’163 A long-standing adviser says: ‘It was so striking that he didn’t have a plan for his premiership. It was so much in contrast to how he had been in 1994 to 1997.’164 Under Blair, many of the matters that required decision were handled by Powell, and only the most important went up to the Prime Minister. But within weeks, Brown was acting as his own chief of staff. Every decision was coming to him, and he had neither the space, nor time to focus. It was a mess.165 Brown soon confided to one of his closest friends: ‘Every day I get up with a clear idea of what I want to achieve, and within thirty minutes something comes along which fucks it all up.’166


Then, of course, there was the economy. Brown’s reputation had been largely built upon his performance as Chancellor over the preceding ten years. Unlike Blair in May 1997, he did not arrive at Downing Street on the crest of the wave of a landslide victory and a personal mandate. He needed the guarantee of continued economic growth all the more if he was to sustain his premiership. But all was not well.


Northern Rock, a large bank based in Newcastle, had issued a profit warning as Brown moved in to Number 10, causing its share price to fall by 10 per cent that day. Although she was constantly travelling for her new job at the Department for International Development, Shriti Vadera was still able to pick up increasing concerns from the market. Before the summer break she told Brown and Darling that the Treasury was being too docile and they needed to find out more about what was going on. As the summer progressed she became increasingly worried and spoke again to Brown, airing her anxieties about the severe turbulence in the commodity markets. Brown began to turn his attention to the US, where the money markets were experiencing increasing difficulties as a result of the unravelling of investments based on ‘sub-prime’ mortgages. By August, the problems were spreading across the global financial system with the result that credit markets were in dire trouble. On 10 August, the FTSE 100 suffered its biggest drop for more than four years. Brown’s initial thinking – or hope – was that his stewardship of the economy had insulated Britain from the upheavals. On 11 August, he said on the BBC that Britain was in ‘as good a shape as it could be to weather the storm’.167


Two days later, Northern Rock told the Financial Services Authority (FSA) that it was facing potentially serious difficulties. Mervyn King, the Governor of the Bank of England, was informed on 14 August and the Treasury alerted the following day, but it took until 29 August for Darling to be told in writing that the FSA believed Northern Rock was ‘running into quite substantial problems’. Emergency discussions between Darling, the Bank of England and the FSA did not provide lasting solutions. Northern Rock was forced on 13 September to ask the Bank for emergency financial assistance to make up the shortfall on its day-to-day operations. When BBC journalist Robert Peston broke the news at 8.30 that evening, panic ensued and, on 14 September, long queues formed outside Northern Rock branches, marking the first run on a UK bank for more than a century. Darling came under attack for not immediately guaranteeing customers’ savings, which he finally did on the BBC’s Today programme on 17 September. However, his words had little effect on the queues or the sense of panic; Northern Rock shares fell promptly by 40 per cent, forcing the Chancellor to announce a new plan to guarantee 100 per cent of deposits in time for the six o’clock news bulletins that evening. This time the queues did disperse and the bank’s share price rose by 16 per cent. The problem appeared to go away as quickly as it had arisen. Britain’s reputation for financial regulation may have been undermined, but there was no apparent political damage to the government or Brown’s own standing. The Prime Minister returned to his preparations for the imminent party conference, unaware that the financial woes would return with a vengeance before the end of the year. The episode had a lasting effect on the Chancellor’s relationship with the Bank of England. Darling was very disconcerted by Mervyn King’s comments about Northern Rock: their relationship deteriorated and never properly improved.


Brown’s record until 2007 showed he possessed many leadership skills, including high intelligence, sophisticated political nous and prodigious energy. But the thirteen years of waiting had left scars. The first two months in power had helped to convince many that those scars were healing. He had created an impression of strength, gravitas and bipartisanship. But serious questions remained, not least of which was how fundamental was the redesign? In the months ahead, Brown would need to answer firmly the growing doubts about his agenda, his newly formed Downing Street operation, and the stability of the economy he had helped build. He would need to show he was harnessing his known strengths in the job, while developing new abilities to take big decisions, communicate effectively and get the best from his team. He would also need to show that he had truly left behind those weaknesses he had displayed in the past. Gus O’Donnell commented that Brown found the transition to Number 10 difficult, but so do most incoming Prime Ministers, taking over a job for which nothing can fully prepare them.168 Brown possessed some inner qualities vital to the role, but an outer shell scarred by events. The question was, under pressure, which would dominate? He was about to find out.
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