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Praise for Power Trip




‘McBride has a tremendous narrative gift, as well as great clarity of thought. The latter is a marvel.’


DOMINIC LAWSON, SUNDAY TIMES


‘[I]t succeeds as a laddish manual of political thuggery conducted while at least twice the drink-drive limit.’


FRANCIS ELLIOTT, THE TIMES


‘I’ve developed an unlikely crush on Damian McBride … His performance on Newsnight was masterly, reducing Paxo to platitudes. McBride’s book Power Trip strips away the fluff, the verbiage, the feeble excuses and the patronising twaddle that gushes from our political leaders and their spin-doctors and we are left with the equivalent of cage fighting; The Thick of It now looks tame…’


JANET STREET PORTER, INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY


‘It is being billed as the “must-read” political book of the year.’


THE INDEPENDENT


‘Current Affairs Book of the Year: This devastatingly forthright account of McBride’s years as Gordon Brown’s spin doctor and attack dog is the best book I have read all year.’


SIAN GRIFFITHS, SUNDAY TIMES


‘McBride has now written unsparing yet defiant confessions of a “nasty bastard” – a detailed account of a powerful media manipulator at work, with advice on when lying works and honesty as a tool of deceit. It is pacy and McBride writes with a nice turn of phrase … As a glimpse into the Brown bunker it offers much.’


ROBERT SHRIMSLEY, FINANCIAL TIMES


‘[I]ts self-lacerating candour and humour deserve a wide audience. It is both a memoir and a manual, one that will serve historians, students of the craft of politics and – if they take the trouble to read it – those Conservatives who are even now working on how to get David Cameron back to Downing Street in 2015. It is the essential political book of the year … His memoir will be read first for the elegant and lightly told vignettes. McBride can write, which makes it a pleasure to read…’


BENEDICT BROGAN, DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘I have always admired McBride’s writing – imagine Luca Brasi with a Cambridge degree – and am not surprised that his memoirs are proving so gripping, given the material and his genuine talent as a stylist.’


MATTHEW D’ANCONA, DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘The most explosive – and expletive-laden – political book of the year. The memoir of Gordon Brown’s former spin-doctor is not for the faint of heart, but it contains some of the year’s most riveting prose and gives an insight into our political system most politicians would rather you didn’t see.’


DAN HODGES, DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘Best Political Book of the Year’


TOBY YOUNG, DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘Power Trip is the political memoir of 2013: whatever your feelings about Gordon Brown’s former spin-doctor – “McPoison” – he has written a racy, lucid and very well-informed account of the last years of New Labour.’


ANDREW NEATHER, EVENING STANDARD


‘A tale of treachery, dishonesty, expletives undeleted, and the subversion of elected governments by a talented rogue employee who was allowed to run rings round the system, largely unchecked.’


TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT


‘50 shades of Labour skulduggery’


PETER MCKAY, DAILY MAIL


‘It is well written, generous to friend and foe alike and the author’s undoubted boastfulness is tempered by heavy doses of self-deprecation.’


CHRIS MULLIN, THE NEW REVIEW


‘Damian McBride is a bastard. And, unusually for a memoirist, he’s very keen to let you know that from the start … Power Trip is often as interesting for what it doesn’t say as for what it does.’


HELEN LEWIS, NEW STATESMAN


‘[A] very readable, and at times thoughtful, book … Reading Power Trip, one is both fascinated and appalled by McBride’s brutal philosophy, self-deception and pride in twisting the truth. What drives him from the first time he is asked to do some work for Brown is his love and admiration for this most unlovable politician.’


TOTAL POLITICS


‘Westminster insiders and political reporters have gleefully digested the well-told tales in this long-awaited book.’


GUIDO FAWKES, THE SPECTATOR


‘It is an eye-opener about the factionalism – and hate – that can exist within one government.’


ALISON PHILLIPS, DAILY MIRROR


‘[Power Trip] reveals that McBride’s notoriety was well deserved.’


THE WEEK


‘It’s worth [reading] for the insights McBride provides into the way we were governed during the New Labour years.’


CHOICE MAGAZINE


‘For me the undisputed political book of the year has to be Power Trip - disgraced spin-doctor Damian McBride’s occasionally terrifying account of his life and work in the court of Gordon Brown. He gives an achingly vivid account of his role in New Labour’s palace intrigues in his confessional memoir, Power Trip. And he managed to shock even Westminster insiders who’d had an occasional glimpse of his activities … [T]here are enough accounts of systemic leaking and brutal smears to provide a horribly revealing insight into the seamy side of political life. And it’s very well written.’


MARK D’ARCY, BOOKTALK


‘A cracking read’


LOCAL TRANSPORT TODAY


‘This accessible account of the role of Gordon Brown’s former spin-doctor Damian McBride provides an insight into many of the main players as well as the murky world of Westminster’s journalistic goldfish bowl … McBride has an interesting view on the Brown–Blair feud.’


PAUL DONOVAN, MORNING STAR


‘This is probably the most enjoyable book you can read about that chapter of Britain’s political history. Come to think of it, it’s probably the most enjoyable book I’ve read all year.’


MILO YIANNOPOULOS, THE KERNEL
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DON’T THROW THE BEER OUT WITH THE BUCKFAST


16 FEBRUARY 2012





IMAGINE A WORLD where, like eating food in pill form, we consumed alcohol in 10ml shots of pure ethanol. Taxing that consumption would be simple: 50 pence per unit would keep the basic price high enough to discourage excessive consumption. And people sensible enough to dilute each shot with 90mls of water would pay 50 pence per 100mls of liquid consumed, compared to £5 for those drinking it neat. This is essentially the argument for a minimum unit price, delivered through excise duty: every unit is taxed the same and high-strength drinks are automatically taxed more.


In the real world, we choose to drink alcohol in a range of forms dictated by taste and fashion, rather than the need to ingest alcohol as purely and simply as possible. Brewers use huge amounts of water and grain to produce each pint of beer or lager: a 560ml product with only around 25ml of pure alcohol. Compared to a double measure of spirits, the ratio of production costs to pure alcohol delivered in a pint of beer or lager is exceptionally high. Wine falls somewhere in between.


Historically, the excise duty system has tried to recognise that variation in production costs. Beer is lower-taxed than wine, and both are lower-taxed than spirits – although gradually less so over the last decade. Once that principle of taxing each type of drink separately was accepted, other oddities crept in. Champagne has historically been low-taxed, as have fortified wines like port and sherry, again a recognition of higher production costs. Cider and perry are lowest-taxed of all (a bit of favouritism to home-grown products), while – since 2002 – beer produced by small brewers has been taxed at half the rate of other beer, a reform so far-sighted and successful that it surely merits an MBE – or at least a CAMRA award – for the official who designed it.


This alcohol duty system is far from perfect and the popularity of some cheap high-strength alcohol (Buckfast in Scotland – one of those low-taxed ‘fortified wines’ – and high-strength cider) can undoubtedly be laid at its door. The question is what is the alternative? The Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR)’s Matt Cavanagh has proposed using the excise duty system to create a minimum unit price. While Matt debates where to set the rate, we can be absolutely clear about one thing: no government is going to reduce tax on spirits, so the assumption must be that the current rate of duty on a unit of spirits would form the basis of a minimum unit price for all alcohol.


So, compared to where we are now, the price of beer would have to rise sharply, ditto wine, and the price hikes for cider and fortified wines would be so steep there would be a real threat to those industries. But on top of all that, we would be handing a massive ongoing competitive advantage to the spirits industry over their brewing counterparts by taking the recognition of their different production costs out of the system. For a company like Diageo, which sells both types of product, the natural temptation would be to put their marketing resources into persuading consumers to switch from beer to spirits – something the anti-drinking lobby surely do not want to see.


The clamour for action on alcohol abuse is so loud at present, and the case for solutions like a minimum unit price put so persuasively by Matt and others, that there is a danger of the government rushing into legislation before thinking through the consequences. Pricing Buckfast off the streets of Glasgow is one thing, but surely not at the price of crippling the brewing sector, destroying the cider industry and, in the process, hastening the decline of the traditional pub.


McBride was responsible for alcohol duty in the Treasury between 1999 and 2002.






















REMEMBERING THE RIVIERA EARTHQUAKE


23 FEBRUARY 2012





ONE HUNDRED AND twenty-five years ago today, the French Riviera and adjacent Italian coast were struck by an earthquake which claimed more than 2,000 lives and created panic amongst most of the wealthy holiday-makers in Cannes and Nice. Most, but not all.


This was the record of the event made by the great Sir Richard Burton:




A little before 6 a.m., on the finest of mornings, with the smoothest of seas, the still sleeping world was aroused by a rumbling and shaking as of a thousand express trains hissing and rolling along, and in a few minutes followed a shock, making the hotel reel and wave.


The duration was about one minute. My wife said to me, ‘Why, what sort of express train have they got on today?’ It broke on to us, up-heaving and making the earth undulate, and as it came I said, ‘By Jove! that is a good earthquake.’


She called out, ‘All the people are rushing out into the garden undressed; shall we go too?’


I said, ‘No, my girl; you and I have been in too many earthquakes to show the white feather at our age.’


‘All right,’ she answered; and I turned round and went to sleep again.





From The Romance of Isabel Lady Burton, Vol. II, by Sir Richard Burton.



















JERRY LORDAN: A 50TH ANNIVERSARY TRIBUTE


20 MARCH 2012





FIFTY YEARS AGO today, an instrumental named ‘Wonderful Land’ by The Shadows began eight weeks at No.1 in the UK charts. It was the biggest hit in the career of songwriter Jerry Lordan, an Old Boy of Finchley Catholic Grammar School.


Finchley has always had a strong musical tradition, and many talented artists have passed through its gates. However, none have had more impact on the world of modern music than Jerry, who attended the school in the 1940s and remained a faithful member of the Old Boys’ Association throughout his life.


While enjoying a minor solo career of his own, it was as a songwriter that he achieved greatness, writing Top 10 hits for Anthony Newley and Cliff Richard as well as The Shadows. Besides ‘Wonderful Land’, his other No. 1 composition – and the one that changed the world of music – was another instrumental called ‘Apache’, inspired by the 1954 Burt Lancaster film of the same name.


Jerry originally gave ‘Apache’ to guitarist Bert Weedon, but then picked it out backstage on a ukulele for The Shadows while touring with them in 1960. They recorded their own version and it became their first No. 1, spending five weeks at the top. It prompted cover versions all over the world, and became a staple of the Beatles’ famous shows in Hamburg.


That might have been the end of the story, but in 1972, a record producer named Michael Viner decided to revive the song for a concept album by what he called his Incredible Bongo Band, reinterpreting classic tracks like ‘Apache’ with heavy use of ‘breaks’: percussion and drum solos within the main theme.


It was a low-key album release and, again, the story could have ended there, were it not for a young music fan in the Bronx named Clive Campbell. Campbell lived in a high-rise apartment block in Sedgwick Avenue. His large physique earned him the nickname Hercules, and when he starting DJing at ‘block parties’ in the apartment’s recreation room, he dubbed himself ‘Kool Herc’.


One summer night in 1973, Kool Herc tried a new DJ technique. Using two copies of the same vinyl record, he took the drum break – the part of the song that was best for dancing – and played it over and over again by switching from one record to the next, or did the same with breaks from two different records.


By using these breaks to create a new song, Kool Herc had taken the techniques of ‘mixing’ and ‘sampling’ to a new level. By shouting over the breaks with short rhymes or dance instructions, he popularised ‘rapping’. And by encouraging the best dancers to perform in the breaks, he helped create ‘breakdancing’.


However, it was not until 1975, when he started using the drum break from the Incredible Bongo Band’s ‘Apache’, that his new type of music stopped being just the soundtrack to the best party in the Bronx and became a global phenomenon.


With his version of ‘Apache’ taking the Bronx by storm, the style invented by Kool Herc began to be copied by every DJ in New York, and record producers took note. A manufactured band – The Sugarhill Gang – recorded the first charting hip hop record (‘Rapper’s Delight’) in 1979, and others quickly followed.


Helped by the release of the Ultimate Breaks and Beats series of compilation albums in 1986 (which included the Bongo ‘Apache’ break), sampling breaks and rapping over them went from being the preserve of DJs and record producers to something that any young person could do in their bedroom.


With the explosion of sampling, rap and hip hop continued to expand, and – with the annexation of traditional R&B in the 1990s by hip hop producers and artists – it has dominated the world of modern music for the last quarter of a century.


When Jerry Lordan picked out the ‘Apache’ tune on his ukulele in 1960, he could never have dreamed that it would one day trigger the popularity of a new DJ technique and sound that would go on to transform the world of music.


When he died of renal failure in July 1995 aged just sixty-one, the No. 1 single at the time was a hip hop song that dominated the dance floors that summer: The Outhere Brothers’‘Boom Boom Boom’.


Hip hop, rap, modern R&B and their various offshoots would undoubtedly have come into being even without Jerry Lordan, but the fact remains that when the histories of those musical genres are written, his name and his song will remain crucial elements. Jerry, we salute you.



















WHERE GEORGE WENT WRONG


22 MARCH 2012







McBride posted this article at 4 a.m. on the night that George Osborne had delivered his 2012 Budget statement, which came to be known as the ‘Omnishambles’ Budget. This rapid diagnosis of Osborne’s mistakes was highly influential with the media and MPs on all sides.





AT HALF-TIME IN last night’s Arsenal game, I was talking to a pal about the Budget and – in the context of explaining where I thought George Osborne had gone wrong – I described how the Budget process works. He suggested I write a blog about it, so here goes.


STARTERS AND SCORECARDS


Bear with me while I explain some basics.


Anyone can come up with an idea for the Budget: members of the public who write in; NGOs and business groups; other government departments; officials in HMRC; Treasury staff, special advisers and ministers; and of course the Chancellor himself.


It would be nice to say they are all given equal weight and consideration, but the order I’ve put them in usually corresponds to the amount of effort the Treasury will put into developing their ideas.


Each viable idea – called a ‘starter’– is given a snappy four- to five-word description – a useful discipline to check whether it can be explained in one sentence – and a lead official and lead minister are assigned to it.


It’s also given a number, so if Chapter Six of the Budget is on the environment, each relevant idea is numbered Starter 601, 602 etc. With fuel duties etc., where there are lots of different options, they are listed out as 601a, 601b etc.


All the starters – about 150–200 in total – are placed in an Excel file called the Budget scorecard. Each line contains the name and number of the starter, and the amount in revenue that it will raise or cost in each of the next five years, before and after inflation.


Sheet One of the scorecard contains the starters which are almost certain to proceed, Sheet Two very likelies, Sheet Three probables, Sheet Four not likelies, and so on. Starters are gradually promoted to Sheet One over a three- to four-month process, and at the bottom of Sheet One – constantly evolving – is the Budget arithmetic, which says how much the entire package costs or raises.


No starter ever disappears from the scorecard. Even if it is firmly rejected early in the process, it still lurks on a distant sheet waiting to be recalled in case the distributional analysis of Sheet One calls for a measure targeted at a particular income group or segment of society.


On Budget Day, Sheet One is literally copied and pasted as a table into the chapter of the Red Book entitled ‘The Budget Decisions’, which is what politicians and journalists generally turn to first to see what the Chancellor’s actually announced after he’s announced it.


THE TWO EDS AND GORDON


So, what happens during those three to four months when starters are being considered for elevation to Sheet One? I can only speak for Gordon Brown’s Treasury, in particular the two years when I was the official in charge of the scorecard.


Each week, with Ed Balls and Ed Miliband, we would go through the scorecard, line by line, sheet by sheet. James Bowler, until recently David Cameron’s trusted PPS, would be there, as would Michael Ellam, the Treasury’s then Head of Communications.


A dozen times or more, we would go over the same starter, and the two Eds would ask a dozen questions about each one. Why would we want to do this? Who’s proposing it? How robust is this costing? What’s the distributional impact? What does the minister think about it?


Occasionally, the lead officials for particular starters would file in for an interrogation, or the entire group would decamp to one of the ministers’ offices to go through all the starters for which they were responsible.


In a separate weekly meeting, the two Eds and the ministers would then sit down with Gordon and repeat the process. Officials would be summoned for detailed discussion, additional analysis would be commissioned and digested, and, from those intense sessions, emails would emerge stating: ‘The Chancellor has taken the following decisions…’


By that process, Sheet One would be finalised, and there is no doubt that – with a few painful exceptions – on each of the eleven occasions Gordon Brown stood up to announce his Budgets (twenty if counting Pre-Budget Reports), he did so confident that every decision had been comprehensively analysed and thought through.


As importantly, this allowed Gordon to dodge hundreds of bullets over the years – saying no to starters which officials and ministers had recommended to him, but which rightly failed to survive the intense scrutiny of the scorecard process.


ALISTAIR AND GEORGE


I don’t know whether, how or why the process changed when Alistair Darling became Chancellor, but one thing was clear: starters that Gordon and the Eds had blocked on previous occasions began to appear in the final list of Budget decisions; officials had given them another whirl and succeeded.


One example springs to mind. There was a perennial starter in each of Gordon’s last five Budgets to raise the road tax rate for older, high-emission cars to the much higher rate charged on their brand-new equivalents.


The DVLA proposed it every year for sound administrative reasons; DEFRA backed them up for sound environmental reasons. Gordon rejected it every year for the equally sound reasons that it was unfair and political madness to impose a retrospective tax hike on millions of family cars.


Alistair put the measure through in his first Budget, and promptly had to reverse it in the face of a media and public outcry, led by the Telegraph. What was telling was the reaction from Alistair’s ‘people’: ‘the officials didn’t tell us’; ‘we didn’t realise’. Clearly, the scorecard process was no longer working.


By contrast, in George Osborne’s first two Budgets, despite some unravelling of the North Sea windfall tax and the time bomb of the child benefit cuts, it was clear to me that the traditional scorecard process was working on overdrive.


I looked through the 2010 and 2011 Budget decisions tables, eager to see what fast ones my old civil service friends had managed to pull on the new Chancellor, and I was gravely disappointed.


These were highly disciplined Budgets where all but the most significant and carefully considered measures seemed to have been stripped out. I imagined George Osborne going even further than the two Eds in his scorecard meetings, rejecting without question any measure which did not fit within his big picture. I confess I was very impressed.


But now we come to yesterday. Even before the Budget documents had been published, even before I’d seen the Budget decisions table, I knew something was wrong when George Osborne said the dread words: ‘We will also address some of the loopholes and anomalies in our VAT system.’


‘For example, at present, soft drinks and sports drinks are charged VAT; sports nutrition drinks are not.’ Blimey, I thought, that’s Starter 328 from 2003 – Dawn Primarolo rejected that one before it even got to Ed Balls.


He continued with hot takeaway food. You’re joking, I thought, not that old chestnut. I personally blocked that one back in 2005. ‘Some companies’, he went on, ‘are using the VAT rules that exempt the rental of land to avoid tax.’ That’s hairdressers, I thought! Starter 318 every year. Gordon would never touch it.


Suddenly, I became worried for George Osborne. Where had the ruthless discipline of the previous two Budgets gone? If he’d let these kind of measures through the net, what else had he let through?


And what were his next words? ‘We should also simplify the age-related allowances … many pensioners don’t understand them.’


CONCLUSION


I may be totally wrong. George and his team may have thought through every individual measure, and their cumulative impact on different groups, just as carefully before this Budget as they did before Budgets 2010 and 2011.


But for me, it felt as though they were so focused yesterday on the big-ticket tax cuts – 50 pence and the raising of the personal allowance – and what they thought were the most high-profile tax rises – fuel duty and stamp duty – that they took their eye off a number of other balls.


And it wasn’t just pensioners. I’d be surprised if there were many Budgets from 1997 to 2007 when Gordon hiked duty on each of the six main excise duties: beer, wine, spirits, cigarettes, fuel and cars – because when he and the Eds looked at a scorecard with all those tax rises side by side, you can bet they would have frozen at least one to sweeten the overall pill.


The days after a Gordon Budget were often difficult as individual measures came under scrutiny, but it was rarely something he wasn’t prepared for (the 75 pence pension being the obvious exception), and it rarely overshadowed the Budget package as a whole. The scorecard process had a lot to do with that, as well as ensuring there were a few (happy) surprises left to be announced on the day.


George and his team didn’t seem prepared for the pensions row, and it certainly has overshadowed the overall package. Yes, that’s because of problems with the policy. Yes, it’s because the presentation was badly flawed. But also, and not to be underestimated, it looks as though something went very badly wrong in the scorecard process.


Someone didn’t ask the basic questions the Eds used to ask, or they didn’t ask them often enough. If they had, yesterday’s Sheet One would have been much shorter, and with fewer unpleasant shocks.






















THE EXAM BOARDS RACKET


3 APRIL 2012







McBride’s first job after being sacked from 10 Downing Street was working in administration and teaching politics at his old school, Finchley Catholic High.





HAVING SPENT TWO of the last three years working in a top-performing comprehensive school, I’ve spent a fair amount of time listening to the gripes and groans of teachers about what was wrong with the education system.


Ministers interfering with the curriculum, OFSTED paperwork and health and safety bureaucracy were always high on the list. But one complaint stood out above all: ‘bloody exam boards’.


The common view was that the exam boards were, to put it bluntly, running a racket.


As sole arbiters of what the exams cover and what represents a good essay or answer, they have a monopoly on what information and case studies students need to learn, and what practice questions and model answers they need to revise.


They use this monopoly to publish expensive, updated textbooks every year which no student or teacher can afford to be without (thus denying teachers the chance to recycle textbooks from one year group to the next), and they organise ‘essential’ and expensive revision conferences each exam season for students and for teachers.


Every time a new Education Minister seeks to adjust part of the curriculum to suit their own academic tastes, the exam boards happily go along with them because it offers a chance to print new versions of their textbooks, which schools feel obliged to buy and sell on to their students.


Then, when schools actually get to the exams and receive their results, comes the biggest racket of all: the exorbitant rates charged by exam boards to re-mark exams and coursework that they’ve marked harshly – or just wrongly – the first time round. Imagine a plumber leaving you with sludge coming out of your new shower, then charging you double to fix it.


And of course, driving all of this – the need to buy new textbooks and attend revision conferences, the impulse to get a re-mark to gain an extra grade – is the imperative for schools to keep up their place in the league tables, and for students to maximise their UCAS points.


So I imagine many teachers would have felt a rare moment of fondness towards Michael Gove this morning when they heard he was taking on the exam boards.


But if all he’s proposing to do is hand their power and their monopoly to a select group of universities, what is he actually changing?


Won’t it now just be the universities issuing the new, improved version of last year’s textbook every September for £15 a pop?


Won’t it be the universities holding revision conferences where – if you pay £200 – you’ll get to meet the professor who’s setting your exam so he can tell you how he likes essays written and drop some hints on this year’s questions?


And won’t it be the universities charging schools through the nose to re-mark exam scripts when a student’s written the essay exactly the way the professor likes it and been given a D?


There’s no easy answer to the exam board monopoly, but it’s certainly not just transferring it to the universities. That may produce better exams, but it won’t stop schools and students being leeched of money to make the grade.






















FORTY DAYS IN THE DESERT (FORTY-SIX, ACTUALLY)


8 APRIL 2012







Lent 2012 was McBride’s first working for the Catholic overseas aid agency CAFOD.





I AM A BIG drinker. I enjoy it. I’m good at it. I drink far more than is good for my health, my finances or my relationships, but that’s never stopped me having one more pint, on the grounds that there’s no point worrying about one more after the first twelve. That’s been the way of it since I was fourteen. Since then, the longest I’ve ever been without a drink was in 1998, when I was laid up following knee reconstruction surgery. After three dry weeks, I went out on crutches to watch a World Cup game, got drunk, fell over and tore the knee apart again. That might have taught me a lesson, but I blamed myself, not the drink, and rightly so.


During six years in political PR, I’ll admit that – even by my stretched standards – the drinking got ‘out of hand’, as my normal evening consumption got combined almost every day with long lunches, quick pints and after-work receptions, not to mention the annual 18–30s holiday in suits that was party conference. I’d guess my consumption now is half what it was then, but that’s still half of a big number, and I’d be lying if I said I’d cleaned up my act: when I was offered a six-figure salary last year to work in an Islamic country, my first question wasn’t: ‘Are they despots?’ It was: ‘What’s the drinking situation?’


So when I told friends that I was going to give up booze this Lent, they were suitably sceptical. But working for CAFOD, where Lent is the focal point of the year for campaigning and fundraising, I was surrounded by people taking on extreme challenges – some walking the length of the Grand Union Canal or the Thames, several living for a week on seventy litres of water – and giving up booze hardly seemed a big deal in comparison.


So, after getting hammered for a week in mid-February like some dipsomaniac camel, I began my abstinence on Ash Wednesday. Forty-six days later, and for the benefit of any big drinkers thinking of embarking on similar challenges, this is what I’ve learnt:




	Multiple motivations help.


Much research has been done on the psychology of giving something up and sticking to it. I covered every angle: I read inspiring articles about the meaning of Lent; I made commitments to God and other divine beings; I got my friends to tell me I’d never manage it; and, as a good disciple of Adam Smith, I said I’d pay £1,000 to anyone who spotted me with a drink. On reflection, the one thing I should also have done was build towards some event or reward so I’d have felt excited in the last fortnight, rather than just limping to the line.


	Home is a haven.


My Lent commitment was made possible, or at least infinitely easier, by the fact that I’d already made and kept a New Year’s resolution not to drink at home. So weekends or weekday evenings spent indoors were effectively temptation-free, something I exploited by getting myself addicted to new computer games and DVD box sets so I had a positive reason to stay in. I’m not saying I wouldn’t have been able to give up external and domestic drinking all in one go, but staggering the two certainly worked.


	Cravings pass quickly.


Long ago, after my first hot summer day working (underage) on a building site, the foreman took me to the estate pub and I ordered a pint of lager. Since that day, I’ve always associated thirst and a hard day’s work with beer, and it feels unnatural to deny myself that option on a weekday, let alone on the weekend. It took about ten days for that craving to pass, and while I continued to fancy a pint in various situations throughout the forty-six days, it stopped being my Pavlovian reaction to just being inside a pub.


	Neil Tennant lied.


There is no soft option. Now I understand why pregnant women look unhappy standing in crowded pubs: there are NO good soft drinks. The Fentiman range is great but sugary; ditto Coke and lemonade; pure fruit juice is too breakfasty; juice and soda too bland; and an evening on Diet Coke means a night spent awake. If I was Diageo, I’d market 600ml bottles of one part blackberry smoothie, three parts diet lemonade, and corner the huge ‘no alcohol, no caffeine, low-cal, antioxidant, don’t mind aspartame’ pub market.


	The belly abhors a vacuum.


Danny Baker used to describe the ‘lager diet’ thus: ‘Drink twelve pints a night for thirty years, then stop: the weight falls off you.’ He has a point. There’s a pronounced de-bloating effect, but in weight-loss terms, I found the removal of booze was almost entirely counteracted by a craving for high-calorie substitutes. Suddenly, I was discovering whole new aisles in Tesco: cream cakes, jam tarts, chocolate in all forms – anything for a sugar rush and the satisfied, stomach-slapping sense of having had a skinful. Not good.



	Empty of beer; full of beans.


I might not have lost weight, but the other physical benefits were indisputable. I slept deeply every night and, when I needed to, I could get by on very little. My energy levels were way up, and I felt generally buzzy all day. And as someone who is used to always having aches and pains, I had the rare experience of going several weeks without taking a Nurofen. I’m not sure where the cause and effect is with all that. Maybe the improved sleep produced all the other benefits, but they were there all the same.


	Mentally, strange things happen.


	I’ve been more efficient and methodical at work and, though usually a very nervous speaker, I’ve delivered presentations without the usual wobbles. On the flip side, my memory has been terrible: forgetting names, losing things, repeating myself. At pub quizzes, I’ve solved anagrams and worked out logical answers easily, but then been unable to dredge up basic facts. Why has being boozeless done that? It reminds me of when I forget my PIN number because I think about it instead of typing it instinctively.


	Who needs a PIN number?


I’ve saved a small fortune that would have been spent on booze. I’ve been putting that money aside and will donate it to CAFOD’s Lent appeal. Indeed, thanks to the Department for International Development and that nice Mr Mitchell match-funding all donations made during Lent, it will mean over £1,000 going to support CAFOD’s water and sanitation projects. So lots of money which would have disappeared down my toilet will instead help build clean toilets for communities in Africa. Yes, sobriety hasn’t made me any less trite.


	Booze isn’t everything.


	Obviously, it’s nice to know that I can quit drinking for six weeks if I need to, but would I have been able to stop indefinitely? This was almost put to the test when I realised Arsenal had won every match during Lent. Clearly, as long as that run continued, I couldn’t jinx it by drinking, so I had to contemplate staying dry until May and possibly until the following season. Fortunately, QPR nipped that in the bud last weekend, but it’s nice to know I was prepared to do it for the greater good. Next Lent, I’ll try giving up Arsenal.


	I love booze.


	Given some of the benefits of the past forty-six days, it might be tempting to swear off the drink for good and become one of those dreary converted sinners. Well, sod that. I love booze and I always will. But that’s precisely why I’m going to take it easier from now on. This Lent, I’ve experienced celebrating Arsenal beating Spurs 5–2 with a lime & soda and being cooped up at home watching Dexter on St Patrick’s Day. Neither was a great experience but at least they were by choice. I don’t want to ever be told by a doctor or a loved one that I no longer have that choice.


	So I’ll have a few drinks this week but not too many, and then maybe another fortnight off. This time without the cream cakes.
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