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FOREWORD





THE GENESIS FOR this diary was the fact that although I’d been involved in political reporting and, latterly, commentating on politics for more than thirty years, the campaign to take Scotland out of the United Kingdom was, as far as I was concerned, easily the most important event I’d ever covered or am ever likely to cover.


This is not, and was never intended to be, an attempt at writing a history of the referendum campaign. Instead, I decided to record not so much the everyday happenings as the campaign unfolded, but my own reaction to what was going on and the conversations I had with those involved in the decision-making process associated with what was, in every sense, the Battle for Britain.


If I have let anyone down through reporting what they may have thought were off-the-record conversations, I can only apologise for any embarrassment caused and confidences breached.


My only defence is that I never, and have never, made any secret of my occupation. And in documenting, in an unvarnished way, its hopes and fears, its incredible mood swings and enormous complexities, I hope I may have provided a clearer insight into this truly remarkable campaign than might have been possible with ‘on the record’ interviews.


Given my open and oft-declared support for the Union, it is inevitable that this diary deals primarily with what became known as the Better Together effort. However, I make absolutely no apology for that. I was and am biased in favour of Scotland remaining part of the Union.


The views expressed here are my own and were expressed spontaneously. They represent what I thought about people and events at the time, often in the heat of argument, and are in no way considered opinions. In consequence, these initial judgements often turned out to be spectacularly wrong.


I should like to express my gratitude to all those who helped me – whether knowingly or not – in compiling this diary. I owe a particular debt to my close friend and sometime colleague Iain Martin. Other than Jenny, my wife, he was the only person who knew, right from the start, that I was keeping a diary. He gave me continued encouragement and much sound advice.


My colleagues at the Telegraph office in Edinburgh, Auslan Cramb and Simon Johnson – as well as, for a time, Ben Riley-Smith – provided me with much support and even greater amusement, even if they weren’t aware until the very last moment what I had been up to.


I want to say thanks and pay tribute to Murdoch MacLennan,


CEO of Telegraph Media Group, for his unstinting encouragement of me and unflinching enthusiasm for the Union.


I should also thank all of those politicians, civil servants, officials and others who spoke to me readily and, in most cases, frankly, without realising that I planned to record their comments and opinions at a later date.


And a special thanks to Olivia Beattie, an editor extraordinaire, for her forbearance and encouragement.


Finally, let me say that the campaign to keep Scotland in the United Kingdom is often said to have lasted for something like three years – since, probably, that sensational SNP victory in the 2011 election for the Scottish Parliament. That, however, is an outsider’s conclusion. For me, and people like me inside the political ‘bubble’, it has been going on for much, much longer – for most of my adult life, in fact.


However, the Scottish people have spoken. The referendum has been won. Alex Salmond has resigned as First Minister. It’s over.


Isn’t it?






















CHRONOLOGY





1997


MAY: Tony Blair leads Labour to a landslide victory in the general election, promising devolution for Scotland. Former Prime Minister John Major warns that Scotland risks sleepwalking towards separatism.




 





SEPTEMBER: A referendum on devolution is held, backed by 74.3 per cent of voters.


1998


The Scotland Act 1998 is approved, paving the way for a Scottish Parliament with control over most domestic policy.


1999


MAY: The Scottish Parliament meets for the first time in 292 years. The legislature is reconvened by the SNP’s Winnie Ewing, the oldest MSP, with the words: ‘The Scottish Parliament, which adjourned on 25 March 1707, is hereby reconvened.’


2007


MAY: The SNP is the biggest party after the Scottish Parliament elections, winning forty-seven seats, ahead of Labour’s forty-six seats. The SNP forms a minority government; Alex Salmond becomes First Minister.




 





AUGUST: Salmond launches his government’s ‘national conversation’, a White Paper setting out the ‘full range’ of options for Scotland’s constitutional future.


2009


JUNE: A commission chaired by Sir Kenneth Calman finds that the Holyrood administration should take charge of half the income tax raised in Scotland, along with other powers.




 





The SNP announces that the Referendum (Scotland) Bill 2010 will be included in its third legislative programme for 2009/10, outlining details of a referendum on Scottish independence.


2010


FEBRUARY: The Scottish government publishes a draft bill on a referendum on independence, proposing giving Scots either new powers for the Scottish Parliament or full independence from the UK.




 





SEPTEMBER: The Scottish government announces that no referendum will occur before the 2011 elections.


2011


MAY: The SNP wins the Scottish Parliament elections, with sixtynine seats, ahead of Labour (thirty-seven seats), the Conservatives (fifteen seats), the Liberal Democrats (five seats) and others (three).




 





David Cameron, the Prime Minister, concedes that the First Minister now has a mandate to secure a referendum on independence, one that the PM says he’ll fight ‘with every fibre I have’.




 





OCTOBER: The SNP formally launches its drive for independence, announcing details of an ‘unprecedented’ campaign to win the forthcoming referendum.


2012


8 JANUARY: David Cameron tells the BBC’s Andrew Marr that clarity is needed over the independence referendum, which should be held ‘sooner rather than later’.




 





10 JANUARY: Scottish Secretary Michael Moore tells MPs that the Scottish government does not have legal power for a referendum. Salmond replies that he intends to hold the referendum in the autumn of 2014.




 





25 JANUARY: Salmond sets out his ideal question in any referendum: ‘Do you agree that Scotland should be an independent country?’ The question is ‘short, straightforward and clear’, he says, arguing that Scots are about to make the most important decision facing the country in 300 years.




 





MAY: The Yes Scotland campaign for independence is launched, with Blair Jenkins, former head of news at the BBC, as chief executive.




 





JUNE: The Better Together campaign to defend the Union is launched, with former Chancellor Alistair Darling fronting an event in Edinburgh, which unites Labour, the Tories and the Lib Dems.




 





OCTOBER: Cameron and Salmond sign the Edinburgh Agreement, which commits to holding a one-question referendum by the end of 2014. It will also allow sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds to take part in the ballot.


2013


JANUARY: Following advice from the Electoral Commission, new wording is agreed for the Yes/No question: ‘Should Scotland be an independent country?’




 





12 MARCH: The law is changed to give the vote to anyone who is sixteen or seventeen years old on the day of the referendum in autumn 2014.




 





 21 MARCH: The Scottish independence referendum will take place on 18 September, Salmond announces.




 





NOVEMBER: A 667-page White Paper – titled ‘Scotland’s Future: your guide to an independent Scotland’ – is published by Salmond. He describes it as the ‘most comprehensive blueprint for an independent country ever published’.


2014


MARCH: The Conservatives, Labour and the Lib Dems rule out a formal currency union with England in the event of Scottish independence, saying, ‘If Scotland walks away from the UK, it walks away from the UK pound.’




 





5 AUGUST: The first live TV debate between Salmond and Darling, which the latter wins.




 





25 AUGUST: Salmond wins the second TV debate against Darling.




 





7 SEPTEMBER: A YouGov poll puts the Yes campaign in the lead, by two points, for the first time.




 





16 SEPTEMBER: Cameron, Clegg and Miliband sign the Vow, a pledge to give Scotland more powers in the event of a No vote.




 





18 SEPTEMBER: Four million Scots (84.59 per cent of the electorate) vote on whether Scotland should leave the United Kingdom, with 55.3 per cent voting No and 44.7 per cent voting Yes. The Union is saved.




 





19 SEPTEMBER: Alex Salmond announces he is resigning as leader of the SNP and Scotland’s First Minister.


2015


JANUARY: Deadline set by Gordon Brown for draft laws to set out a ‘modern form of Scottish Home Rule’.




 





MAY: General election.




 





With thanks to Christopher Hope.


 

















2012





9 JANUARY


I had a long talk to David Mundell1 very early and he gave me the whole shooting match on what was about to happen on the referendum front. I thought I had a brilliant exclusive and phoned London to tell Chris Evans, who does all the Sunday editing now, what was going to happen.


However, unknown to me, while I was talking to Munners, David Cameron was on the Marr show blabbing the lot.2 So everyone had it.


Although it was a good story, there seems little doubt that it went off at half cock and there are suspicions that No. 10 nicked it from Michael Moore3 because DC wanted to do it himself.


Still, it completely buggered the Nats. Unfortunately for DC, the Nat press operation up here is pretty well oiled and the local hacks are so used to being spoon-fed by Kevin Pringle4 that they all bought Eck’s5 line about ‘how dare’ the British PM tell Scotland what to do. This total dependence on Kevin for lollipops, plus their innate dislike of anything emanating from London, means they’ll always bash whatever comes up from the south, whether it’s Thatcher/Major/Blair/Brown or now Cameron. Pathetic, really. Devolution was supposed to end that. Instead, it’s got worse. Independence will make it a bigger nightmare.


10 - 13 JANUARY


Frantic efforts by the Nats and their tame civil servants to catch up. All of them burned the midnight oil to get their response to Cameron out. Brilliant operation by DC, but sadly for him the locals think he’s lecturing them. What a bloody chippy race we are.


21 JANUARY


Had dinner in Edinburgh with David Hunt – now Lord Hunt and putative chairman of the new PCC.6 He’s a good lad and used to give me lots of stories when he was in the Cabinet; he always hated Maggie7 but pretended he liked her. I suspect he’s a bit of a shit. But a nice one. He told me a good story about how after she’d pulled out of the leadership race she phoned him and told him to ask Hezza8 if he (Hezza) would release Hunt from his promise to vote for him. He phoned Maggie back to tell her that Michael was keeping him to his promise. He said Maggie put the phone down and never spoke to him again.


David said he was seeing all sorts of nonentities like the editors of Scotsman, Herald and Record. I asked him when he was seeing DC Thomson but he didn’t seem to know who they were! Astonishing. I think the PCC is a waste of time. We do need privacy laws or tabloids will just get worse again, after a few years of good behaviour. But I can’t write that or say it – it’s deemed to be treachery in hacks’ world. But I told Hunt not to get too close to the press bosses – it looks bad. I also told him that I thought Wakeham and Chris Meyer9 were useless PCC bosses as they let the hacks away with murder and got us into the present state.





4 FEBRUARY


I eventually got through to John Reid10 – it took umpteen phone conversations with his secretary and with the noble lord himself before he agreed to meet me.


JR – they really are appropriate initials for the great man – came down to the special entrance to the House of Lords to meet me. It’s an amazing place; there is nothing like the security there that there is at the Commons.


Anyway, John took me to the Pugin Room, where we had tea – he doesn’t drink now. He’s very funny about his drinking days. When asked if he had a drink problem, he always says: ‘Aye, my problem was I couldn’t get enough of the fucking stuff!’


I remember him well from those days – long nights, and afternoons, in the Strangers’ Bar before John Smith11 and George Robertson12 got him off the sauce. But what a credit he’s been to Labour and to himself ever since. Brilliant.


I tried to get him interested in taking over the anti-Nationalist campaign but right from the start he said he wasn’t interested, wasn’t the right man and wouldn’t do it, no matter who asked him. He suggested all sorts of people who would be better than him, Alistair Darling13 and Jim Murphy14 being the two most often mentioned.


His initial reluctance, he says, is because he’s still chairman of Celtic, which he’s due to be for another six months or so. And he doesn’t have to explain why that would stop him being a unifying figure in a campaign to save Britain – half of West Central Scotland, the Rangers half, would say, ‘We’re no’ listening to a bloody Tim like John Reid.’


He was very warm in his praise for Jim Murphy and although he didn’t say as much, it’s clear that he thinks that Jim will keep the Blairite flag flying in the Labour shadow Cabinet. But doesn’t Jim have that ‘Celtic thing’ hanging over him, too?


After we parted I met up with Mundell and told him what had happened and said that Cameron should ask Reid directly to do the job. Surely JR couldn’t reject a direct appeal from the Prime Minister, I suggested.


But David said that Cameron was reluctant to involve Reid because he knows, or suspects, that Miliband15 doesn’t like him because he has made it pretty plain that he doesn’t think much of the new Labour leader. And Cameron knows he has got to keep Miliband on side in the fight for the Union because it will be Scottish Labour’s foot soldiers who will have to do most of the work.


So if Cameron recruits Reid, he risks losing, or at least annoying, Miliband. Jesus – talk about wheels within wheels.


I think it’s worth the risk as Reid would be great at tackling Eck’s bombast. But I think I’m going to lose this one.


Great night later in the Commons. Much plotting. I met Margaret Curran16 in the Central Lobby and we went to the Pugin Room for a drink. We were joined there by – at various stages – Thomas Docherty,17 Lords Robertson and Foulkes18 and various other passing Labour MPs and peers and then Mundell – a real Unionist cabal. At one stage, Pete Wishart19 looked in and appeared horrified by these forces of darkness ranged against him. Great fun, but serious business being done. Everyone is very keen on a united front against the Nats. The trouble is, as Margaret points out, Labour is very wary of being seen to be getting too close to the Tories. It’s really pathetic: they’re more worried about saving their own skins than saving the Union. It won’t change, either, I don’t think, until after the May council elections, when Labour appears resigned to losing Glasgow.


7 FEBRUARY


Sent an email to Jeremy Paxman to tell him that BBC Scotland isn’t showing his Empire programme at normal time, but very late on Sunday nights. They say it isn’t because it glorifies imperial days – which it doesn’t, but they probably thought it would – but for some other stupid reason. Old Paxo is clearly very miffed and sends me back an email about all sorts of badness by BBC Scotland. He obviously thinks they’re all bigoted. And he might not be too wrong, either.





14 FEBRUARY


After months of buggering about over whether I should be working for DC as a special advisor and then nothing happening, I told them at Christmas that I’d rather forget it, if they don’t mind, as I want to get on with the rest of my life. I don’t like people describing me as a Tory, as I’ve hardly ever voted for them, but I like Cameron and I’d have worked for him on fighting independence. Still, I’m probably better where I am.


So, it was a bit of a surprise when out of the blue I got an email from Julian Glover – ex-Guardian political correspondent who is the new speech-writer at No. 10 – telling me that the PM had said I should be shown a copy of his speech due to be delivered in Edinburgh on Wednesday. It eventually arrived and it looked very good. I made a couple of minor suggestions – one was not to compare Scotland to Latvia, as this would annoy the natives – and I also pointed out, as I’m sure they were aware, that his offer to think about more powers if the Scots voted against independence would be the story. And so it proved.


Bigger surprise later when I was asked if I could have dinner with the PM on Wednesday at the Peat Inn in Fife. Oh, very well, I said. As if! Phoned Peat and got a room – it turned out to be the last one, as Andrew Dunlop,20 the new special advisor, and Michael Moore, the Secretary of State, had to stay in St Andrews. No. 10 probably had a hand in booking my room. Still, the Telegraph had to pay for it.


Dunlop is a good guy; I remember him from when he worked for George Younger21 eons ago. He’s been some sort of lobbyist but although a Scot he’s out of touch and it will take him ages to get back up to speed. Mundell is a bit miffed about the appointment but I told him not to be and that Dunlop might get those buggers in Downing Street moving at last.


Dinner was very good. DC came in an open-necked shirt with a sweater around his shoulders. The rest of us were in suits – private secretary; Craig Oliver,22 the new press secretary; Dunlop; Cameron and me. Very relaxed. DC called me Cochers, which is better than Cock, which is what Charles Moore23 used to use. Venison and moderately priced Burgundy – ‘we can’t spend too much of the taxpayers’ money’, he said.


It is pretty clear that Oliver is a TV man, much more interested in that side of things than in what the papers are saying and doing. I suppose it was he who was responsible for making DC go to a porridge factory the next day. For Chrissake, a porridge factory! As the jovial man from the FT said when he heard about it, ‘What happened? Were all the haggis factories closed?’


Still, DC is up for the fray. No mistake about that. Kept asking things like: ‘If I say x, what will Salmond say to that?’ And made clear that while he might be able to do a deal on timing or on teenagers voting, there was no way – absolutely no way – that he would agree to a second question. If it came to it, he said he had his final option – what I call his nuclear option – of Westminster holding the referendum. ‘Let him boycott it,’ he said. He also asked what would be Salmond’s final position and was told by Dunlop that it would be to hold an illegal referendum and tell the PM: ‘I’ll see you in court.’


Dunlop sat and listened, which is a good sign. Private secretary said nothing, which is proper. I told DC that he’s got to do more to get to know the Scottish editors and told him about how Blair, who I said was as ‘disliked as you are’, used to have little informal gatherings of editors and senior hacks, just sat and chewed the fat and had a beer or a coffee, nothing too much. He seemed to like the idea and told Oliver to do something about it. But I doubt if anything will happen.


I don’t know if I’m right, but there seems to be a lack of grip and direction about No. 10 on the Union. I’ll probably be proved wrong but the contrast with the Blair operation – fast, hard, instant – seems stark. But what do I know?


DC loved my line about my son and daughters and how I don’t want them to be foreigners to each other just because some live in Scotland and some in England. Everyone likes it – German newspapers, French TV. The Nats hate it, so it must be good.


DC says he might use it in his speech when we meet at breakfast the next morning. Moore is surprised to see me there, as was Donald Martin, Sunday Post editor in chief, who was supposed to be having an interview. But he was left in an ante-room while we had bacon and eggs. DC had been for a run with the cops. Looks fit, not tired at all.


I gave him a spare Caledonian Club24 tie, which looks very like the SNP one, and he says he’ll wear it next time he’s up.


Cameron got it in the neck from the Scottish hacks after his speech, thanks to Eck’s sound bite ‘Where’s the beef?’ If I was Cameron or Moore I would have said: ‘From the look of you, Alex, and all the weight you are putting on, it looks like you’ve eaten it.’


Aus and Simon25 urge me to write that line and I have – twice – but I delete it just before filing. Bad taste? Or am I being squeamish?


Cameron couldn’t counter Eck on this jibe at the time because he had to rush back to London to see the Queen. Pity.


On a personal note, and as we were eating venison, DC moaned about the fact that he couldn’t go deer stalking any more. I’ve known him since he was a Central Office press officer and I remember stalking with him at Glenfernate,26 which the Brute (Bruce Anderson)27 and Alan Duncan28 used to take; George Osborne was there as well.29 (In fact, also at Glenfernate at various times were Norman Lamont,30 Jonathan Aitken31 and William Hague’s32 father. I think we still have pictures of them with Josephine as a baby.)


I suppose DC doesn’t want to hark back to the grouse moor image days of Macmillan33 or to be seen out on the hills with a powerful rifle. But apparently he’s a very good shot; Bruce was with him once when he got a left and a right.


Anyway, he says that recently he fancied a bit of shooting and so took his twelve bore out into a wood near his home and bagged a couple of pigeons. It must have been quite a sight – he said that the wood had to be surrounded by coppers with guns. Whether that was to protect the ramblers from the PM or the PM from the ramblers wasn’t clear. Anyway, he misses shooting/ killing things. It’s changed days if a lad from a council hoose like me can go deer stalking but the Old Etonian PM can’t!


Next day, at his speech in Edinburgh, Ruth Davidson34 kept asking me in front of everyone if I’d enjoyed my dinner with DC. Stupid bugger. Is she pissed off she wasn’t there? I have grave reservations about that lady. She’s good on telly but crap everywhere else. Is that all that matters now? She really needs someone at her side to tell her what to do and how to behave but she’s surrounded herself with kids who just do what they’re told. Mind you, who would do it? There would be no rush and the MSPs don’t like her. Make McLetchie35 do it.





2 MARCH


Lib Dem conference in Inverness. Total rubbish, even if there are three or four Cabinet ministers there. Introduced myself to Clegg.36 Very cold fish. Bruce Anderson is right about him – he is not British at all; he’s a European! Danny,37 on the other hand, was very pally and says the Telegraph is the only Scottish paper that knows what it’s doing. Quite right. And Simon and I had a beer with Vince Cable;38 he appears to be a human being.


Very good dinner with Tavish.39 He’s a bit of a hothead but he’d be good running something big. Wasted in the Scottish Parliament. He says that Linda Fabiani40 told him that the senior Nats are furious with Eck for cosying up to Rupert Murdoch. Why Fandabidosi would confide in Tav is unclear; mind you, perhaps she’s lonely and wants a friend. Lib Dems and Willie Rennie41 are quite right to keep banging on about Rupe. Rank-and-file Nats hate him. When I kid the Nat backbenchers about it, Alex Neil42 makes a joke, but the younger ones just sit there, saying nothing and looking furious.





4 MARCH


Had to have lunch sitting at the bar in the White Heather Club43 as there were no tables in the restaurant, which makes a change as all those cheapskate MSPs usually eat chips in the canteen. Can they use knives and forks? Anyway, even Eck couldn’t get a table. I offered him my seat and, never one to miss a chance, he said: ‘I’m usually quite good at taking Tory seats.’ Not bad, I suppose, for him.


Next time I saw him in White Heather, he was there with Joan McAlpine44 and two others – one woman and one of his spads – showing solidarity, I suppose, while she was under attack over her stupid ‘Union is like an abusive marriage’ article. For a clever lady, she’s thick as mince.


11 MARCH


Another night of plotting in the Commons. Met Mundell in the Central Lobby and off to the Pugin Room again. Very funny that Tom Strathclyde45 could only join us as a guest, as Pugin is reserved for MPs or peers who used to be MPs. I love all these quaint Westminster rules.


Tom, who has survived his ‘outing’ over his liaison with his former secretary, took me for dinner in the Peers’ Dining Room. Very nice of him but the food was pretty school dinner-ish and he dished up only ‘très ordinaire’ House of Lords vin rouge. He is very unhappy about the Lib Dems’ plans for Lords’ reform. Interestingly, Paddy Pantsdown46 was at the next table with an attractive young lady. His daughter? Niece?


Highlight of the evening was seeing Betty Boothroyd.47 I made a big fuss of her, which didn’t seem to please Tom. Then headed off to the Strangers’ – Kremlin – which was full of pissed Jock MPs, including Jim Murphy, who, as a non-toper, was completely sober. Jim was very friendly and says he’s up for a fight with the Nats. I didn’t stay long and beetled off to the Caley.48


14 MARCH


Wrote scathing attack on Labour over their useless attitude on minimum pricing of alcohol. Lib Dems and Tories are now backing it, leaving Labour isolated. Nicola Sturgeon49 has wisely stuck to her guns over the years and all those defeats, and has let the rest come to her. Although they have no alternative, Jackie Baillie50 has refused to give way. Johann Lamont51 should sack her. Mind you, I think that’s the plan anyway. As Paul Sinclair52 told me later, ‘We’ll give her enough rope to hang herself.’ I like Sinky but I wonder if he’s as good as he thinks he is.


15 MARCH


Terrible hammering for Labour in the debate on minimum pricing. More praise from me for Nicola. She’s getting worried. ‘Will I be getting a “doing” next week?’ she asks. I told her she can’t have three days’ running of praise. But although she’s a dyed-in-the-wool old-fashioned leftie, I really rate Nicola. She is a very good, determined politician but gets an easy ride. Labour’s Baillie is useless and Tories like Mary Scanlon53 aren’t really Tories at all. Mary just wants to spend more money. And, anyway, Simon Johnson’s brilliant story about the LIT cover-up54 allows me to get back to Nat bashing.


Bruce Crawford55 was his usual friendly, affable self when I met him at the Irish ‘embassy’ party for Paddy’s Day – until, that is, I told him that he was getting a personal bashing the next day following Simon’s tale. He got quite huffy. It turns out that he’s just another prejudiced, cynical Nat – no different from the rest – just as Jenny has always said. This referendum is really showing them for what they are. Still, I do think there’s a human being lurking inside old Brucie!


The Presiding Officer56 was there as well. God, how could they have this Fife wifie as their figurehead? She really is dreadful. Oh, all right to have a blether with, but a frontline politician? Gimme a break.


Ian Rankin agreed to judge the Tartan Bollocks.57 Hmmm, not sure if it’s a good idea. We’ll have to think some more on this.


16 MARCH


Jenny Marra,58 the good-looking Dundee lassie who’s clearly overly ambitious, was up in the Media Tower – again – making sure that she gets her name into The Courier with young David Clegg.59 She told me she liked my piece of the previous week, in which I’d had a real go at Johann Lamont. She’d better watch herself, saying things like that in semi-public areas. Labour had made sure it was her who welcomed Ed Miliband when he arrived to speak at their Dundee conference. Beauty and the Beast? Miliband’s pals apparently say he was permanently wounded when John Humphrys asked him if he was too ugly to be Prime Minister.


Later that same day, that strange bloke Graeme Pearson,60 the ex-senior copper, said he’d liked what I’d written about Jackie Baillie! Christ, is there no loyalty amongst politicians? What a shower.





17 MARCH


Good Morning Scotland and the general class of BBC interviewers are pretty dire, although Isabel Fraser61 and Gary Robertson62 are probably exceptions to that rule. Best of all is Glen Campbell.63 Why he stays up here with these pygmies is beyond me.


In general, BBC Scotland is stuffed with people whose default position is left, left, Nat, Nat, left. But not very discerning left, either. They’re just not very bright. And they’d get away with their bias if they were just, well, better at what they do. GMS, in particular, is crap. Even Nicola is pissed off with it and tells me she switches to the Today programme as soon as she can every morning!


19 MARCH


Received an email from Michael Forsyth.64 He says he’s giving up the deputy chairmanship of something or other to concentrate on different things. I’ve no idea what he’s been doing, except make lots of money, so maybe he reckons he’s made enough. I doubt if Cameron will make much use of him, in spite of Michael always trying to give the impression that he has the ear of Downing Street. He might well be right a lot of the time but I think everyone thinks he’s too much of a loose cannon. And it’s hard to forget that he was in charge when the Tories lost every single one of their seats in Scotland. He says that wasn’t his fault and that it was John Major’s for not making him Scottish Secretary earlier! He’d probably be best to concentrate on his salmon fishing, which for a wee boy of modest background from Arbroath he can now afford to do all over the world. Good for him!


20 MARCH


Downing Street rang to say that they’re having that meeting with editors, after all, when DC is up this week for the Tory conference. Only thing is, they’re having it in Glasgow, on Friday lunchtime, while I’m in Troon.65 Typical; I’m the one who suggested it, but I won’t be there. Andrew Dunlop told them I wouldn’t be there but my new best friend – not – Craig Oliver told the press office to proceed anyway. Bugger them! Maybe they think they can count on me whatever. Hmmm, we shall see. I suspect it will be a ten-minute run round the table, instead of the relaxed affair Blair used to have.


Eck getting into all sorts of trouble over his über-loyalty to the Queen. His party members won’t like it – they’re all republicans. But, mind you, they don’t like Rupert Murdoch either and Eck loves him, too. And Angus Brendan66 made a pig’s ear out of attacking the Lib Dems over Orkney and Shetland. Andrew Neil67 thinks he’s won a watch but it goes to show that if you tackle the Nats on issues other than macro-economics, they come unstuck. And how.


21 MARCH


Mundell phoned with funny news that they’ve finally got agreement with Eck’s lot on the Scotland Bill. He says that at the end of the negotiations, the only thing the Nats wanted to talk about was not corporation tax, not excise duty … but dental hygienists. The Nats insisted that the regulations governing them must be handled in Edinburgh, not London. That was their big issue. I can’t believe that’s the whole story but it’s a bit of a hoot, nevertheless.


I always feel like a spare prick on Budget Day now, thanks to devolution. However, Osborne looked good and his Budget seemed to have hit all the right targets. Good speech, too. Miliband’s nose job looks terrible. Oh yes, and Hezza is back in some role or other that I couldn’t quite grasp. Must get him out for lunch or dinner ASAP.


I got it totally wrong, as everyone focuses on the Granny Tax, the fact that OAPs’ earnings allowance is frozen. This is tripe; it turns out that OAPs might lose £83 per year! We have got to shift the emphasis from OAPs to younger people; the elderly get far too much already. I don’t claim free bus travel but I haven’t yet handed back my £200 winter heating thingy! It comes in handy for paying the El Vinos Christmas champagne bill. Hypocrisy or what?


23 MARCH


Troon for the Tories. Andrew Dunlop and David Mundell have invited me to conference dinner but it doesn’t look like DC is coming. However, because they know I’m pissed off about not getting to the editors’ meeting, Ramsay Jones68 says Oliver is offering me what they call ‘face time’ with the PM. Jesus. Am I supposed to swoon? They’re really not a patch on the Blair operation.


The dinner was quite interesting. Rory Stewart MP69 was a very good speaker – but he looks a bit, well, driven. Painfully thin. Amazing performance. However, there’s something otherworldly about him. And you sort of get the feeling that something tragic is about to happen to him. Funny.


Sat with Dunlop, who is really putting himself about and kept asking me if I still thought that Cameron should launch his own referendum if Eck continues to stall. I said I thought he should, to which Dunlop said, ‘Good.’ This means that DC is definitely going to do it. Christ, what a story.


Dunlop asks me who he should see on Labour’s side, who was close to Johann, so I told him to get hold of Margaret Curran through her Tory pal Mark Menzies,70 that bloke from Ayrshire who sits for a Cumbria seat, as well as Paul Sinclair. And he asks what to do about Michael Forsyth. What indeed! He is also going to have a go at getting John McGlynn71 back into the fold. John is in the huff and wants a cuddle and Eck is being very nice to him, so Dunlop, who’s had business dealings with John, is going to get him back for the Tories. I’m not sure he’s worth the effort.


Dunlop has already seen COSLA72 – turns out that Nats are about to take it over. But interestingly, although they disagree with the coalition’s welfare reforms, they all agree that something drastic needs to be done, especially in Scotland.


Mike Crow73 was there, wearing his RBS hat. The Scottish Tories treated him shamefully, especially that idiot Fulton74 and the other one, Kynoch.75 They were both wandering about the conference hotel – like ghosts at the feast. Couple of numpties. The Scottish Tories still can’t find a chairman. Useless. Had a drink with James Stewart,76 the new treasurer. He doesn’t seem to know a lot about politics.


24 MARCH


DC made a good speech, bollocking the Scottish Tories for being useless, but most of them didn’t know they’d been bollocked. Then he buggered off to Glasgow to see the editors. I phoned Angus Macleod77 afterwards, who is making a bit of a meal of being ‘acting unpaid’ Scottish editor of The Times. Poor old Magnus78 having been sacked by that idiot Harding,79 who can’t be long for this world.


Anyway, Angus was with Andy Harries80 of The Sun and they seemed impressed by DC. ‘He gets Scotland,’ says Macleod, which appears to surprise them. Told Dunlop the verdict from the editors, which he thinks is good news. Mind you, I wouldn’t bank on the positive vibes lasting very long if I were them.


My Telegraph fringe debate was a huge success. McLetchie and Fergusson81 were pretty good and there were some constructive contributions from the floor. There must have been about 150 in the room and as many locked out. Every drop of wine drunk and every canapé scoffed. Political party delegates are like locusts when there are freebies about! Still, well worth it. Pity I can’t do any more – the budget’s run out, apparently.


Back in the conference proper there was a very strange ceremony where the Tories launched their Friends of the Union campaign, complete with an English woman, who was also a Muslim and from Yorkshire,82 an Ulsterman83 and a Welshwoman.84 Not very impressive, I’m afraid. They still look odd and old, or at least they have a large crust of elderly people at the top and then, at the bottom, they have quite a few swivel-eyed, studenty types – not all Scots – but precious little in between. They don’t seem to have any thirty-, forty- and fifty-somethings. And that’s their biggest trouble.


However, Ruth’s speech the next day was pretty good. And she is a toughie, although I still can’t make up my mind about her. I want her to be good because the Union campaign needs the Tories, if only for their money. The others won’t join in until after the May elections. But Labour would rather attack the Tories and although Willie Rennie is brilliant – by far the best in Scotland – he hasn’t got a party, or many supporters.


25 MARCH


Listened to the appalling Derek Bateman’s85 ‘news’ programme in the car on the drive back from Troon. He really is the Nats’ ‘Leader at Large’. He spent the whole programme monstering the story Tavish gave us about how Shetland and Orkney wanted to keep their oil if Eck wins his referendum. This is the only mention that BBC Scotland have made of this story – not a word about it all week. Apparently, Bateman’s show is being dropped. I don’t like to see hacks booted out but he has been treading on thin ice for years. Labour got him sacked from GMS for being too pro-Nat.


Message on the mobile to ring Dunlop. He wants to know how I think the conference went. It would be easy and glib to say, ‘Bunch of old people, whom nobody likes, meet in small seaside resort miles from anywhere.’ But that’s too harsh – they are trying. The trouble is I’m not sure the voters are ever going to like them again. The May elections aren’t likely to bring them much good news.


Iain Martin86 phoned in great glee to say that Andrew Neil had Mundell on his show and asked him, ‘Why are the Scottish Tories so useless?’ But it’s dead easy to take the piss like that. And not especially clever. But Iain worships at the Neil shrine, so there’s no point arguing with him.


26 MARCH


DC in the brown stuff over massive cash-for-access allegations. He’s been stupid and arrogant and has had to publish all the names of everyone he’s had a biscuit with. Don’t they have anyone on ‘banana-skin watch’ at No. 10? Clearly not. Our dinner at the Peat Inn will have to come out. So what? I suppose the taxpayer paid for it but I paid my own hotel bill and bought Dunlop two drinks – decent malt, although I can’t remember which one.


27 MARCH


Had lunch with Boothman.87 He’s not a hack any more and not even a suit. He’s a bureaucrat.


Rob Gibson MSP88 moaned to me that his letter to the editor about Tavish’s Shetland story was answered by me and not Tony Gallagher.89 I told him that he wasn’t important enough for the main edition. Christ, he’s very lucky to be an MSP. Sixty grand a year for a wannabe like that. Do me a favour!


Kevin Pringle is emerging as a total shit. Told The Herald about our Salmond and the millionaire tea party story,90 when he knew it was only us and the Mail that had it. Needless to say, idiotic Herald news desk didn’t want it. But then they saw our paper and, boy, did they want it then.


28 MARCH


Yet again no mention of an anti-Nat story on the Beeb. It is a total bloody disgrace. The trouble is that although they have oodles of staff, none of them appear to do any reporting; they’re all presenters or producers. If these were anti-Tory or anti-Labour stories that we were breaking, they’d be all over them. On the other hand, they didn’t do the Henry McLeish stuff,91 which was a ‘storm in a teacup’, according to their political editor Brian Taylor. Maybe they’re just rubbish! They don’t go through the normal routine of following up proper stories. And as for STV? Don’t make me laugh – as they say themselves, their news bulletins are the ‘murders and fitba programmes’. That’s all they cover.


Sinclair eventually came up with the goods as a follow-up, with a reference, under ministerial guidance rules, to Elish,92 as former Lord Advocate, who is now Parliament’s complaints officer, about Eck’s tea party. But we had to tell them exactly how to do it. Jesus, what a shower.


29 MARCH


Although my piece made it plain that I thought DC was up to his oxters in the brown stuff over the cash-for-access stuff, the cybernats93 went apoplectic about me saying that Salmond was guilty too. They all think the Weirs should sue me. For what, pray?


Another load of nonsense at FMQs from Eck but clear signs that Lamont and Davidson have got his measure. They looked like they might be co-operating but I don’t think they are. I wish they would. Tricia Marwick allows Eck to attack Labour for losing the election last year and then blasts the Tories for DC’s handling of the threatened fuel strike.94 What’s either of them got to do with the responsibilities of the First Minister of Scotland?


By the way, I think all that nonsense about stocking up in case of a petrol shortage after the strike was deliberate by DC’s lot; they just overdid it.


Poor old Mike Russell.95 I think he’s in big trouble. His Curriculum for Excellence96 is hated by teachers: private schools are refusing to do it, some state schools too. Now a new survey says that fourteen-year-olds can’t add up. Scottish education is in a shocking state. I like Mike; he’s arrogant – incredibly so – although Jenny hates him. But he has a brain and he could be good news, but I fear he’s doomed. And lots of his own party hate him, too, from his days as general secretary. And although he said in 2007 that he was burying the hatchet and wiping the slate clean, John Swinney97 will NEVER forgive him for that article which said it was ‘time for the men in kilts’ to tell John to resign as leader. It’s a tough old life. Astonishingly, although I bashed Mike in my column, he sent me a not altogether huffy email. Strange bloke.


Lunch on the Terrace, amazing weather. Eck was in the restaurant – he always is on a Thursday, although I didn’t recognise his guests. He looks hellish – overweight and puffy. I’ll be surprised if he lasts until October 2014. He eats too much, probably too late at night, and loves his red infuriator, which, of course, doesn’t make him a bad person. Who would take over and would they have a chance of winning the referendum without Eck? I don’t think the voters like Nicola all that much; she still has that Wee Nippy reputation, which is undeserved, but she’d be a shoo-in with the party.


I don’t think John would stand, what with Elizabeth’s98 illness, but I think Mike would, out of sheer vanity, and would get clobbered. I think Alex Neil should stand. He’s a very good minister and has increasing support. I don’t think for a second that he’d win but he would do well, which would stand him in good stead in the party.


1 APRIL


Eighteenth anniversary of my return to Scotland and THIRTY-EIGHTH since I first went to Fleet Street. Christ, what an old bugger! I can’t believe I’m still working and will have to keep on working, for ever, it would seem. Still, great weekend in Yorkshire to see Ally, Sue and the fabulous Fergus.99 Josephine and Harriet100 were great. Lovely to have my family all together and now Tina101 is coming up on Friday.


2 APRIL


Cameron is in all sorts of shit, at least according to the hacks. I’m not sure it’s all that bad, in spite of an incredible piece by Iain (Martin) in the Telegraph predicting doom and gloom. Sure, they’ve made major balls-ups over Budget and petrol but they’ll get over it and, anyway, Labour are crap. I think it’s a temporary blip. We’ll see. Mind you, the only thing I’m concerned about is whether any of this is damaging the referendum chances. I don’t care about anything else.


Dunlop was up today and offered me – very generously – a slot at 5 p.m. I said I couldn’t make that, but he said that was it. Bugger him. He needs me more than I need him, so he can stew. And, anyway, when I had a drink with Sinky [Paul Sinclair] on the way home, it was clear that he was one of the people seeing Dunlop. And it was me who told Dunlop to see Sinky in the first place. Ditto Margaret Curran. I must give her a ring to see how the land lies.


Sinky’s great rival – Rami102 – lobbed us a good-ish story about a cybernat council candidate103 attacking Catholics. Nats have suspended him pro tem. They’ll have to expel him if the tweets are genuine. They are a desperate bunch, those cybernats, and spell big trouble for Eck, I’m pleased to say.


But the Nats worked fast to try to shut down the tale about them allowing anonymous responses to their consultation period (over what question should be on the ballot paper). But not fast enough to stop us writing about it.104


Gerry Hassan’s105 transcript of his interview with me arrived. God knows what he’s going to do with it, although it read all right, especially what I said about education. At least I thought so.


3 APRIL


Nats in trouble over their Catholic-hating candidate. They can’t stop him being a candidate, as nominations have closed. All they can do, presumably, is tell people not to vote for him. Those who live by the web shall die by the web. Serves them bloody well right. But they clearly hope this story will go away.


Tory press launch of their local election campaign was a total farce. Turned out to be a photo-call only. A complete waste of my time.


Incredible that the Record, which had the anti-Catholic candidate story, hardly used a word of it. That paper is fast becoming a joke. Still, the BBC is eventually following up the story. Amazing that an organisation with so many staff takes so long to get to grips with stories. The contrast with the London operation is stark.


I’m glad that others are doing this story, as it was beginning to look like us versus the Nats. That is a far from ideal situation.


4 APRIL


Michael Moore on GMS to report that 75 per cent of respondents to his consultation process want only one question and an early referendum. He did very well, stuck to his guns doggedly and kept hammering home the same point. He was quite gentle with poor old Bruce Crawford over his balls-up of the SNP consultation and those anonymous replies. Moore said there was no need to submit his replies to independent analysis as he didn’t have the problems that Bruce had. And, interestingly, the Nats didn’t put anyone up for the programme – they’re in enough brown stuff.


The trouble with Crawford is that he’s just too honest and straightforward for this process and admitted lots of things he shouldn’t have; the Nats would have been better getting someone much more slippery for such work. Alex Neil could do it brilliantly but I bet Eck doesn’t want him in such a crucial role. The upshot will be that the Nats will produce their consultation at the end of May and that will, surprise, surprise, say let’s have two questions in 2014. Then we’ll have a stand-off and it will be down to an eyeball contest between Eck and DC/Moore, which was always going to be the case.


I’ve always said that a compromise will be reached on the timing but NOT on the number of questions. The rest is just hot air.


4 APRIL


Just about to leave when the editor’s secretary sent me Peter Murrell’s106 letter complaining about our coverage of the sectarian candidate’s story. It’s a bit all over the place but it took me over an hour to draft a reply. Pete, who is a nice bloke and an exceptionally good chief executive, is trying to suggest that Eck can’t sack this bloke because of the SNP’s disciplinary process. What rubbish. It just shows how embarrassed they are about the man – who called Catholic midwives who didn’t want to supervise abortions ‘money-grabbing old witches’. Alex has been creeping to the Catholic Church, ever since the days of Tom Winning,107 who was more than a bit of a Nat himself, and now the Church is demanding that this bloke be expelled. Quite right, too. I shall have to reply to Murrell tomorrow. I just hope it doesn’t bugger up my trip to Angus. Mind you, that’s a hotbed of bloody Nats.


The Nats have obviously decided to take me on. I got a letter from the Weirs – lottery winners – earlier, complaining about what I had written about their tea party with Eck. It looked suspiciously like a put-up job by Nat HQ. Still, it all takes time. I’m very pleased that they’re getting annoyed. I just hope that London don’t start panicking!


Funnily enough, I haven’t had a blether with Murrell since Simon and I took him and Nicola for a champagne supper at that brilliant restaurant in Perth to celebrate their wedding a couple of years ago. It cost a bloody fortune, as none of us stinted on the claret, and both Mr and Mrs seemed to know their way around a wine list. A bit like Eck, actually, as I’ve found out in the past when he’s been a guest – that two-bottler in Rules108 a few years ago, for instance. That’s one good thing about the Nats, they like their red infuriator. Most Labourites couldn’t tell good wine from Irn Bru.





5 APRIL


Angus Tartan Day dinner went very well. My speech seemed to be a big hit; lots of political jokes and maybe Angus isn’t so full of Nats after all. Good hotel – the Golf in Carnoustie – but very mediocre food. And they’ll need to give it a lick of paint if they want another Open.


6 APRIL


Another letter to Tony Gallagher from Murrell, which has also been passed to me to deal with. I gave it pretty short shrift; I would guess that Murrell will get fed up moaning to Tony G only for him to refer everything to me.


Spoke to Iain M, who’s on his way up – he says that lots of senior Tories think that his piece attacking DC was brilliant. Typical Tory backstabbing. What a shower.


Mike Russell in more brown stuff for saying that Scotland needs to be ‘liberated’ from the English. What absolute crap – he has lost it. Jenny gave him a thorough kicking in her Sunday Times column, and Iain McMillan109 of the CBI wrote to congratulate her. Quite right, too.


7 APRIL


We had a house full of English anti-‘liberators’ – Tina and Mitch.110 Great stuff. They seem very happy, which is a relief. Both Ally and Tina happy, and doing well both professionally and in their relationships, is great. Granny111 here for Easter, too. She’s looking fantastic. Happy Easter altogether. So far! Could do with winning the Lottery. Granny’s bought loads of tickets.


8 APRIL


Canongate Kirk with Granny. Neil Gardner is a great minister but his style and the whole service is incredibly high. It’s not the Queen’s Kirk and he’s not her Chaplain Royal for nothing! Not my cup of tea at all, and not Granny’s either. Mind you, they do Communion very well; at least they make it feel like it means something. But I still can’t partake. I just don’t believe enough.


9 APRIL


First proper day of holiday. Saw Tina and Mitch off, after minor panic over a lost satnav. Took Granny home and back to empty house, or at least just us lot. Was about to go for a walk in the Botanics when there was a heavy shower but luckily BBC Parliament was replaying its 1992 election programme. Absolutely brilliant. This was my last hurrah at a proper election as political editor of a proper paper – the Mail on Sunday. Great memories, although I was pissed off Major won. I wanted him to lose, because he’d beaten Hezza. I spent £60,000 of Lord Rothermere’s112 money on polls with NOP, all of which proved to be hopelessly wrong. I always thought JM was crap and ’97 proved that.


Peter Kellner113 and Tony King114 were the experts – plus John Curtice115 with hair (what a shock) – and were saying that if only Labour had John Smith,116 they’d have won – at least according to a Gallup poll the week before the election. I’m not so sure. I had lunch with Hezza in Mijanou in Ebury Street on the day of John’s shadow Budget and he arrived with a great grin on his face, saying: ‘Tax, tax, tax – we’ve won, thanks to John Smith.’ And so it proved. But Kinnock117 was the main reason, I reckon. They could never have won with him. And there were several shots of his speeches. Bloody awful. It was Tina who said after watching the Sheffield rally118 that they’d never win with that sort of boasting. Very perceptive.


There was a very interesting sequence, too, from Northern Ireland which showed that at the 1992 general election all the Sinn Fein candidates, including Gerry Adams119 in West Belfast, had lost to the SDLP.120 But instead of bolstering them, first Major and then Blair – egged on by the bloody Yanks – decided to back the gunmen and over the years they undermined the SDLP and consistently doffed their caps to the Shinners. And look what happened: the IRA killers now rule the roost and the SDLP are nowhere. We have peace – of a sort – but at what price!


Oh yes, and I see that the Nats have finally expelled Bill Walker;121 not for beating up his three wives but for not telling them that he had! They really are the most hilarious party on God’s earth. And yet people vote for them. Run an independent country? They couldn’t run a piss-up.


10 APRIL


And now the Nats have decided to get that headcase Lyall Duff to write, threatening to sue over my commentaries calling him ‘sectarian’ and a ‘bigot’. As I’m supposed to be on holiday, I asked Simon to send Richard Murray, the office lawyer, the SNP statement suspending him and saying his comments were unacceptable, the RC statement demanding his expulsion, a copy of the horrible man’s offensive tweets and a copy of the front pages from the local papers. I spoke to Richard, who agreed there’s no case to answer, and will write back saying ‘fair comment’. Good. I doubt they’ll go away, though. Next stop – PCC. Ho, hum.


I subsequently discovered that Duff is alleging that we found out about his comments by hacking into his computer. This is outrageous. He said what he said on public social media sites. Unfortunately, the office – via Murray, the lawyer, and Ben Brogan,122 the deputy editor, are trying to play it cool – and are waiting until tomorrow to sort him out. This man, and the Nats who are backing him, have to be crushed. And quick.


10 APRIL


Brogan and the lawyer don’t think we should do anything about Duff’s allegations – they are shitting themselves in case his hacking accusations get wider coverage. What idiots. They don’t want to do any more but this is important and we must crush it quickly. I have demanded sight of their response to the allegations of ‘hacking’ first thing Wednesday; it had better be good.


11 APRIL


Brogan phoned and said again that he didn’t think we should do any more. Christ! You’d think we were guilty. I said that Duff was a sectarian bigot and a liar and we must send a stiff lawyer’s letter. Brogan still humming and hawing but I insisted. Several hours later he phoned to say they’d send a letter and I got an email copy. At last!


We took Harriet to Strathallan for her Scottish orchestra ‘camp’.123 I met Paul Gilbride124 with his daughter – she is in the orchestra too, clarinet – and H phoned Jenny later to say that they were now best pals. That’s good. I like Paul and he’s had a terrible time with his wife’s long illness and eventual death.


Very funny watching the news of DC’s visit to Indonesia. It’s an almost exact re-run of Maggie’s to the same countries – Malaysia and Singapore, too – that I did all those years ago (how many? – must check). And when she got to Indonesia she said how nice it was to be in Malaysia (which we’d just left). Denis125 dug her in the ribs and whispered, ‘Indonesia, darling’ and, as a reward, she gave him a look that would have curdled milk. There’s gratitude for you. It was here that they made us all wear Batik shirts for a walkabout next day and they gave Denis one that would have fitted Cyril Smith.126 Gordon Greig127 of the Mail and Tony Smith128 of the Star were on that trip – both dead now. So was James MacManus,129 who thankfully is still going strong – just about.


12 APRIL


Poor old John McLellan (or is it McLelland?)130 has been sacked as editor in chief of The Scotsman. Everyone at Magnus Linklater’s drinks party expresses great grief about it. I’m sorry for someone losing his job but, Christ, McLellan has had a bloody good innings at pretty good money without ever showing himself to be any good, other than many years ago at the Evening News. Average at SoS and the same at Scotsman. Sure, they’re cutting back like mad, but they never seem to get the front of the paper right, which is what makes people buy the bloody thing. And McLellan always seemed to be more interested in being on the PCC and ‘being’ an editor, rather than editing a newspaper. Ho, hum – he’d probably say worse things about me. But of course, Johnston Press are a bunch of idiots, who paid too much for the title and will never, ever get it back. They will now probably bring up some numbskull from the Scunthorpe Bugle, or whatever, to edit from Embra. More disaster looms, I’m glad to say. Only hope is for DC Thomson to buy the whole shooting match … but they’ll wait a while until the price drops, thanks to this latest nonsense.


I think I’ll ask for another reporter. We can’t fail against this lot of numpties.


13 APRIL


Anguished emails from Iain Gale,131 saying that they need another title for this magazine whose board I’m supposed to be on. They’ve now decided that the ‘Edinburgh Arts Review’ won’t work, as they want to broaden its scope and coverage. I suggested Gazette or Scottish Gazette, Richard Holloway132 suggested the Review and they’ve lit upon the Summerhall Review as the winner! I think Summerhall is the base of Prof. McDowell,133 the man with the money who’s backing the thing. It’s difficult to disagree with Trevor Royle,134 who, after that first shambolic board meeting, intoned, ‘It’s doomed, doomed.’ Cast of thousands on the board, some of us know what we’re talking about, others clearly haven’t a clue. Richard Holloway, as ever, looking very pleased with himself and patrician. Still, he’s basically a good chap and he is a cut above the common herd. Still, I’ll find his weak link one of these days.


Alan Taylor135 is one of the board members, too, and Iain wants us to find a regular subject on which we can disagree every issue. Oh God, this sounds all very boring, not to mention amateur night out.


13 APRIL


That sectarian bigot has been allowed to resign by the Nats – that can be the only conclusion to be drawn from their ten days of silence and not expelling him. Nobody will believe me when I say this, but I really cannot think of a scummier bunch than the Nats at present. They throw out Bill Walker – deservedly – not for beating up his three wives but for not telling the SNP that he beat them up. As the man himself said: Nobody asked me if I beat up my wives, so how could I admit it?


And with Duff, any decent party faced with his disgusting conduct would have been itching to expel him and urge people not to vote for him. But no, they hum and haw, concentrate on issuing threats to us and then afford a worm like this the dignity of being able to resign. What a bloody shower. I wonder what John Swinney really thinks of his party? Does he believe that any means justify the end he’s looking for? He never used to be able to stand Eck; can he really be happy to throw in his lot with him now?


14 APRIL


Eck’s gone nuts about way over the top Economist article.136 Of course it’s a piece of crude propaganda but it is merely the other side of the coin, where Eck waxes lyrical about how there’ll be free beer for the workers in his Nat Nirvana. The fact that all of the leading Nats piled in on the Economist front, with tweets and emails, shows how rattled they are generally and how fearful they are about the result; the longer they wait, the worse it’s getting for them. I think the strategy was to prove how good they were at running Scotland and hope that the voters get sick of a Tory PM. But the person they’re getting sick of is Eck. Everyone – even the haverers on BBC Scotland’s Sunday morning programme – reckon that Salmond over-cooked his stuff about The Economist.


Sure, the ‘Skintland’ map and front page are sixth-form – if that – humour but the leader and article inside are perfectly balanced. But if anyone doesn’t back Eck, he and his acolytes scream blue murder.





15 APRIL


Eck will be furious that the Scottish Sundays seem to have ignored the Skintland story today. And he’ll probably blame Kevin Pringle for that failure. Mad Angus of Moray137 was emailing all yesterday with outraged quotes. Still, he has more problems with the Sunday Herald splash, saying that the multiple wife-beater Bill Walker has also been accused of raping someone. What will Eck do now? If the accusation is true, he’ll probably castigate Walker – not for the rape, but for not admitting that he’s a rapist when he was interviewed as a prospective Nat candidate!


They really are hilarious but at the root of their problem is the fact that it’s very much a one-man band. Oh sure, they have competent ministers, like Swinney, Sturgeon and Neil, but as far as we can see, it’s still Eck who decides everything. His high-and-mighty behaviour isn’t winning him any friends. He sits on Mount Olympus – or in his case the mill at Strichen – and pretends to be above all these problems about sectarian candidates, like Duff, and wife beaters, like Walker, and refuses to say anything. It’s not good enough: Cameron has had to confront, comment on and sack his trouble-makers; and Miliband and Lamont had to speak up over the madman from Falkirk, Eric Joyce.138 Why does Eck think he can continue to get away with being so aloof? After all, his party is the ultimate democracy. It is one man, one vote. And he’s the one man with the one vote!


Simon says they’re due to debate membership of NATO at their executive meeting soon. That will be interesting. Hope they decide to stay out – it’s easier to attack them that way.


DC is due up this week. Christ, I hope there are no more ballsups. They appear very accident prone and there seems to be a U-turn every day or so. That Oliver bloke is getting all the blame now, just as I predicted when I met him. Useless.


16 APRIL


Harriet was in great form last night when we saw her after her concert in Perth. The music was very good, although the Poulenc thingy for two pianos was too much for me. However, Josephine and Jenny said the pianists were great. So what do I know?


The Nats are actually pretending to have a debate on NATO. I wish them well, really, I do. But I hope they realise that if Eck has decided on membership – which I think he has – then that will be it, no matter what the great unwashed think.


17 APRIL


Wind farms could easily be the nemesis for the Nats: there is a helluva groundswell building against them, and south of the border they’re apparently not giving any more licences. There’s a big protest march to Holyrood next week but Donald Trump’s139 involvement is not helping. The Tories should get stuck in here. If they attack wind farms and the arse Russell is making of education, who knows, the world might beat a path to their door. Maybe!


Hammered the Nats on their phoney NATO stuff140 and got herogram from Adam Ingram,141 ex-Defence Minister.


18 APRIL


Alan Taylor and I have agreed to bash each other on private schools for Gale’s mag and Jenny is going to write a piece, too, on funding for kids’ orchestra, so that’s all right. Eventually, I persuaded Iain G that I can’t write about ballet. Christ, what a job!


Bloody Scotland Bill142 got its Holyrood blessing. Load of absolute tosh – pure appeasement of the Nats. Gave everyone a kicking and felt better.


The wife-beating alleged rapist and ex-Nat turned up and got a monstering from the hacks. He’s finished now – I don’t know why he doesn’t just accept it and piss off somewhere.


Interesting blether in the street with George Reid,143 ex-Nat Presiding Officer. He said that if he was Cameron he’d just hold the referendum himself and bugger Alex. Had a chat with Jackson Carlaw144 in the bar. That’s what he’s advocating, too. I think it will happen that way.


DC up tomorrow but no word from Dunlop. Still, in his absence I told Ramsay Jones to bang the drum on wind farms and schools. After forty-odd years, the Scottish Tories are deciding to be different. He said he was going to a meeting and would bring it up.


19 APRIL


DC here – or there, somewhere in the west where some dairy owners have lobbed him some dosh. Otherwise, only pitched up at winnable Tory seats but did focus in his speech on wind farms and schools. Funny that!


Bruce Crawford was very pleased that I was nice to him. He shouldn’t be.


Salmond got a complete drubbing on lies about inward investment and also about NATO. There is no doubt in my mind that the unanimity behind Eck is beginning to fade. Alex Neil is asking what I thought about FMQs145 – clearly worried that things are going awry and not happy with the NATO stuff; Neil would be on the side of the rank and file – in other words, against Eck. I told him to keep quiet and that I’d run his campaign for leader. He laughed. But I like Alex Neil. Wonder if I can ever get someone like him out for dinner? And what about Nicola? John?


I do think that maybe – just maybe – the worm, or worms, may be turning. I must keep picking at the scab. Who knows what we might find? The NATO debate – if it is a debate and not just some stunt by Mad Angus of Moray – could easily be the catalyst for dissent. They’ve just about put up with the Queen. But now they’ve got to accept NATO, too. We’ll see.


Simon didn’t win political reporter prize.146 Told him he wouldn’t. Absolutely ridiculous that the best journalist in terms of unearthing things doesn’t get the prize when a lot of numpties do. Let us give them hell! I have tried – again – to raise Gallagher. I never worked for an editor who was so hard to get hold of. Christ, even Sir Peregrine147 was easy to reach; ditto Charles Moore; Derek Jameson,148 Nick Lloyd149 etc. Will Lewis150 – too easy! Why this should be, I have no idea. But I want him to take Simon for lunch.


21 APRIL


Harriet twenty-eighth out of 150-odd at primary school crosscountry race at Kirkcaldy High School, Broon’s151 alma mater. It must have been très swish at one time; getting very seedy now. Still, H and her pals did well. And H is a star.





22 APRIL


Frans’s152 75th birthday party at the Kinloch House. Absolutely brilliant lunch and J drove home, thank God. Unfortunately, everyone there read the Telegraph and I got lumbered – shouldn’t say that – with having to address the Stirling Tories in the autumn and also to write a piece on gardening leave. Christ! When will I manage?


Mail on Sunday has really tough piece from Cameron about Eck bullying all the businessmen. Absolutely true but none of them will shop him publicly.


23 APRIL


Wind farms getting to be THE subject. Eck put out a mass of figures showing what a boon they are, which proves that he’s worried about the whole issue.


At last had a blether with Dunlop but as he clearly now thinks he knows everything, I doubt if No. 10 will have much use for me now. It’s the usual practice – get everything you know out of Cochrane, adapt and adopt it as your own and, hey, you are the masters now. Still, we’ll see. And at least they’re being more aggressive towards Eck, which is what I’ve always said they should be.


All-party pro-Union campaign to begin at the end of May/June. Big licks, big names and crash bang wallop. I reminded Dunlop that it must be done in June as Scotland goes on holiday in July. Said he’d be up next week. We shall see.


Andrew was very funny about Sinclair, whom he saw a couple of weeks ago. He said that he’d been warned that Paul has a dark side. How droll; there are lots of people still looking for Sinky’s lighter side! Still, Paul will love that. He likes being thought of as a bit of a shit. All spin doctors do. Twits.


Iain M was on radio news at ten havering a complete load of bollocks about the crisis that Cameron is in and all because Nadine Dorries153 said he didn’t know the price of a loaf/eggs/ whatever. Jesus, what a lot of crap. We’ve had crises before – Falklands, Black Wednesday, terrorist attacks etc. – and this is a crisis in Scotland with Salmond and the Nats. Everything else is bloody fluff.


24 APRIL


Election expert announced that the referendum must have only one question. Excellent. Needless to say, daft old Henry McLeish disagrees. How come the worst and stupidest politician Scotland has ever produced is still listened to … except he’s not, apart from by the Nats and the Beeb.


What a day! Wrote a column about Edinburgh Airport, hoping that it doesn’t turn into an even bigger shopping centre, then did a leader on Eck and Trump, and then the big one broke! Just as I thought, Salmond’s squalid association with Rupert Murdoch has jumped up and bit him in the arse. Astonishing Leveson evidence shows that Eck was hawking his backside around Murdoch executives to get The Sun on side for the 2011 election in exchange for his support for their purchase of BSkyB.


As usual, on TV he answered questions he wasn’t asked – namely that he hadn’t been in touch with Jeremy Hunt154 – but nobody said he had been; merely that he’d made himself available to support the Murdoch bid. It could be that the Murdoch comms bloke155 is over-egging the pudding but we’re getting mighty close to Eck now. I reckon we’ll get a body – his – and long before the referendum, too. The man is a shyster. This one has a way to go.


Iain is on the phone – demanding credit for tipping me off about the Salmond thing. In a way, he did, but Labour were well on the case, unlike the Tories who were miles behind. They are just not up to the job, I’m afraid. Poor Mike Tait156 is completely out of his depth and the kindergarten leadership team are actually hopeless. Iain is having a good run, which is good for his bank balance.


Can’t wait until tomorrow. Must speak to as many Nats as possible. They won’t like this Murdoch stuff. They’ve held the line so far and there’s been no public criticism, but that surely cannot last. Or can it? The only problem for Wednesday is that that idiot Trump is in town, when the only story now is Murdoch. Musn’t let Trump distract us from the real job of nailing Eck down.





25 APRIL


Labour, Tories and the Lib Dems totally useless in failing to force Salmond to make a statement on his sucking up to Murdoch. He has now changed his tune and far from saying he hadn’t lobbied Hunt, he now says he would have if he’d been asked. He’s getting away with everything thanks to the stunning incompetence of the opposition.


Even Paul Grice157 is astonished that the opposition parties haven’t banded together to demand a statement from Eck. He thinks that even the daft Fifer158 couldn’t have turned down a joint request. But they didn’t do it, so Eck goes on his merry way. Tavish is furious that they didn’t force this one. The trouble is that, much as I hate it, this isn’t really a parliament; it’s a meeting of people who’re very grateful they’ve got a £60,000-a-year job.


Went to Canongate Kirk for the memorial service of Sir James Cayzer.159 Everyone who’s anyone – apart from me – was there. Spoke briefly to Archie Stirling160 and Julia Ogilvy161 and Henrietta162 but had to rush back to the day job – keep bashing the Nats.





26 APRIL


As predicted, Eck was as oily as ever, refused to make a statement and, with a Presiding Officer like Tricia, all we got was FMQs. I phoned Sinky to tell him to get Johann to use a few pars of Oborne’s163 piece in the Telegraph about the number of investigations mounted against Murdoch. It sums everything up. She did it – magnificently – and the sight of all those Nats looking very uncomfortable was wonderful.


I had a few words with Alex Neil afterwards and while he was trying to insist that Eck had won the exchanges, he agreed that Johann had been doing well until she asked too many questions and lost the initiative. I kept on and on at him and it’s clear he’s totally pissed off with Eck. Wrote a column trying to drive wedges between Eck and his Cabinet. I know they hate this. But they hold the line. Bastards!


27 APRIL


To London for the Scottish Ballet. Wonderful, wonderful show.


Had an argument with Simon before I left – telling him to write a story based on Nicola’s angry argument with the Beeb over Rupert Murdoch. He wasn’t keen but we got there in the end and he wrote a smashing story. He does listen, even though it sometimes sounds like he isn’t. It is obvious that Wee Nippy hates all of this scummy stuff.


Fantastic lunch with MM [Murdoch MacLennan].164 He is very worried about the Union, especially after having dinner with Sly Bailey165 on Wednesday night. She thinks that Eck is the funniest, most charismatic politician she’s ever met, especially as Eck kept her amused with his Sean Connery166 impersonations! This is his party trick, mocking his greatest supporter. Jesus, is that what it takes to get the Record on side? Eck pretending to be Shir Shaun! And what would the great man think if he knew Eck was taking the piss?


MM wants to meet some of the Labour people so I’m going to wheel Margaret Curran into his orbit.


28 APRIL


Back to Edinburgh. Plane late. God, I hate flying. But I did have a good chat with Christopher Thomson,167 who was on the same plane. He was appalled by the Sly Bailey story and clearly hates Eck. Excellent. Interestingly, he said that The Scotsman and Herald would merge their back office functions within a year, just keeping separate editorial teams. Very good goss.


29 APRIL


Fantastic story in the Sunday Mail – for once – that Jack McConnell’s168 phone was hacked by the News of the World. I assumed it was something to do with his dalliance but it seems to be something to do with his children.169 Whatever, it’s outrageous and more trouble for Eck.


Totally ludicrous Scottish Politics Show.170 Completely useless bunch of idiots. Interview with Cardinal O’Brien,171 who wrecks his argument – such as it was – by saying that Cameron is ‘immoral’. The man is no intellectual but this was even worse than usual. Not a patch on Tom Winning. What a wonderful man he was, a real muscular Christian. BBC Scotland were left to their own devices today, because of local elections; this was the worst political programme I have ever seen. Must have been organised by the Little Sisters of the Poor. Why does Isabel Fraser have anything to do with it? Christ, it was very bad.


Had a blether with Andrew Neil, to keep him on the case re: Eck, but he’s aware of what’s going on, which is more than most of the south-of-the-border TV and radio presenters.


1 MAY


Just when I thought that the Rupert Murdoch stuff was going away, along comes the Commons Select Culture Committee to lambast Rupert and tell Eck to have a Scottish Parliament investigation. And, of course, we also had that Joan McAlpine saying in her newspaper column that she, too, had been hacked, because she had to claim that it was all Labour’s fault. I’m beginning to think that the Labour Party is right and that far from banning her from writing this tripe, she should be encouraged to carry on as it damages the Nats with every instalment.


Wonderful stuff and no Pringle to dig them out of a hole. Why not? Where is Kevin? Is he disagreeing with Eck? Is he really ill? Boothman says he’s been told he is getting time off to prepare for his wedding. Really? Doesn’t sound like Eck. Had a word with Nicola’s man – Noel172 – to tell him that she should put clear blue water between her and her boss. He responded and I think agreed with me but maybe not. He is a good, wily operator. Gives nothing away.


Dunlop is coming up on the 10th. I asked him if he wanted lunch in the Parliament. He jumped at it when I told him Eck was usually there, too, on Thursdays, and told him he could eyeball the enemy. Should I introduce them? Interesting.


2 MAY


Eck got away with it again today, even though he talked the most complete bilge imaginable about Rupert Murdoch and hacking. Needless to say, BBC Scotland swallowed the lot – all that guff about forty of Strathclyde’s finest investigating things.173 What about Scotland Yard’s investigation? Hadn’t they heard of that? Brian Taylor just takes the easy line. And he’s an Arab,174 too, so I can’t really bash him.


Later, I had a very interesting conversation with John Swinney in the bar. He was taking the piss about how bad the opposition is; the Nats are all extremely cocky, and with good reason. God, it will be wonderful when they fall. John said that if all the opposition parties had demanded that Eck answer an ‘urgent question’ last week there was no way that Tricia Marwick could have refused it. Or at least John says it would have been very difficult for her to turn down all the parties. Mind you, I as good as wrote that in my column. I suspect that John might have liked that. When he was leader he always thought that the Salmond-ites were undermining him – which they were – but he’s been über-loyal since he stood down and Eck came back. He says he’s started with a clean slate again. There will be a blood-letting all right when Eck fails. It’s what keeps me going. Please God, spare Eck until that great day!


But first things first. Let’s hope the Nats don’t win everything tomorrow in the local elections. There’s a limit as to how much I can take of their successes.


Had a blether with Margo MacDonald,175 who’s now at home after crap NHS treatment for her infection; she seems to be on the road to recovery thanks to them eventually deciding that she needed a pacemaker to help her circulation. She says she’s coming back next week. I hope that’s not too soon.





3 MAY


Voted early, although could hardly get in the polling station for bloody Nats loitering at the gate. They recognised me and we exchanged some banter. As it was polling day, and there were witnesses present, we both had to behave. It won’t always be so polite.


4 MAY


What a glorious day. We have to be grateful for small mercies and although the Nats won seats all over the place, they flopped – at least by comparison with what they’d hoped for. I’m sure the more sensible ones didn’t think they’d do as well as they did in 2011176 but given the high they’ve been on for the last year, it was great to see the reverses rolling in. Glasgow – thumped; Edinburgh – beaten into second place and generally forced back to where they always are, at about one-third of the popular vote. By the way, that word ‘popular’ is a misnomer, as the turn-out was pathetic. Not as low as I’d thought it might be, but still hopeless.177


The Lib Dems were all but wiped out and the Tories were useless. I thought Jackson Carlaw looked very unhappy on the telly. He thinks he would have made a better show of it than Ruth and I think he’s probably right. She is a disaster.





5 MAY


I tuned in, by accident, to the Derek Bateman bilge on BBC Scotland. What absolute rubbish. It is like a parallel universe; they had Joyce McMillan178 (who regards herself as the Mother of Devolution) and Peter Lynch179 (Nat-leaning academic from Stirling University) on, wittering about how the result now means that Labour will have to go for devo max.180 What tripe – it means the absolute opposite. Eck gets nowt now, absolutely nothing. Labour has re-learned how to fight and will grow in strength. Johann can go to town now. But she has to extend her influence beyond Glasgow, which was a sensational result, and poor Nicola looked extremely pissed off.


Oh sure, the Nats took Dundee, which everyone will hold against me. But so what, I once voted twice for them in one day: at the 1970 general election I voted Nat in Dundee East, then I got the train through to Perth and voted for them again! They lost in both!


6 MAY


All the party leaders are on Sunday Politics; Eck still denying everything and insisting that it all went to plan. Nobody believes him and Isabel Fraser, again, failed to nail him. Johann was modesty personified. She’s becoming a real star. I hope she doesn’t let it go to her head. I don’t think it will. Prof Jim Mitchell181 made a bit of an arse of himself; he’s too Nat for his own good.


Spoke to Dunlop and tried to urge him to pre-empt Eck’s launch but he says the Unionist campaign is not ready and won’t be ready until sometime in June. Pity. We should be keeping Eck on the back foot. I hope things are not slipping.


7 MAY


Matt Bayley, the Telegraph news editor, didn’t tell me about a story from the Defence Secretary182 about cuts in the army in Scotland. Thankfully, I spotted it on their news list and managed, with a bit of help from Brigadier George Lowder183 and Andrew Og-Wedd,184 to get a better story out of it.185


More trouble for the Tories, I fear, but why should I worry; they have all those expert special advisors, don’t they? Like hell they do. Hammond’s quotes make him sound like he’s been captured by the bad boys at the MoD, the heirs to Mike Jackson,186 who want to extinguish everything that smacks of tradition and history. Well, they’ll get into trouble on this one from the Nats and I certainly ain’t defending them. You cannot abolish names like the Black Watch and get away with it.


On my way to bed I saw the announcement that Labour and the Nats are to join forces to run Edinburgh Council. I don’t like the look of that one. I suspect we’ll get more madness like congestion charging and trams. I smell trouble – big trouble. Daft old Ruth appeals to the Lib Dems to join the Scottish Tories or face oblivion. If I were them, I’d opt for oblivion. There’s not a lot of difference between that and joining up with her party. And that millionaire nutty Dutchman, Peter de Vink,187 has sided with the Nats to run Midlothian. Christ, what a country. If we get ever get any money, we’re out of here. Pronto.


Had to send a bit of an apology to Tanya188 for being so anti-Hollande’s189 victory. But he’ll be useless and take the easy way out. The only good thing is that the euro’s crashing. Pity I’m skint, so can’t take advantage and start buying some! Ho, hum.


Dunlop texted to find out the date of the SNP national council. I suppose that’s what I am now – just the message laddie! Serves me right.


8 MAY


My story about Hammond abolishing the cap badges has taken off – massive follow-ups everywhere. Needless to say, the main edition didn’t use our version, so missed the main point, and then Deerin190 commissioned a piece for op-ed, again without telling me. Thought about complaining to Gallagher but he doesn’t pay any attention anyway. Waste of time. Anyway, Jim Murphy did a good comment piece, or at least his spad did! Put Jim’s picture on the front; circulation slumped, I told him.
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