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            Praise for Power Trip

         

         
            “Damian McBride’s book Power Trip remains one of the best I have ever read about politics”

            Kate McCann, TalkTV

            “One of the most astonishingly honest books about dishonest politics”

            John Rentoul, The Independent

            “I’ve published 600 books in my career and I still think that Damian’s is the best book of all of them. It’s incredibly readable. It reads like a novel – at times, a thriller. It holds the reader’s attention as very few other political books do.”

            Iain Dale

            “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, 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  ii

            “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

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

            Dominic Lawson, Sunday Times iii

            “[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

            “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

            “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 iv

            “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

            “It is utterly gripping. Working with Ed Balls and Ed Miliband at the heart of the Gordon Brown machine, his knowledge, access and assessment of the three is unrivalled.”

            Ruth Davidson, Scotland on Sunday

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

            The Independent
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            To my beloved Mum, the best person in this best of all possible worlds.

            To my late, much-loved Dad, who taught me the joy of writing, among other things.

            To my three brilliant big brothers, Chris, Nick and Ben, who had the right idea sticking to law.

            To Penny and Balshen, who put up with me for ten years of this story, and deserved much better.

            To my closest pals, Steve, Anthony and Damien, who were there through thick and thin.

            To my own special adviser, Sophie McCubbin, without whom this book would not exist. So blame her.

            To the late, great and much-missed Sumeet Desai, the star of everyone’s best stories.

            And to Gordon, the greatest man I ever met: thanks for all you did.viii
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xi
            Foreword

         

         Here’s the funny thing about political biography. Over the course of a relatively short lifetime obsessing over parliaments, Prime Ministers and other political entities, I have acquired more than 100 volumes of memoirs, diaries, hagiographies and hatchet-jobs. I say acquired rather than read deliberately and not out of faux modesty.

         Sure, I have skimmed several chapters of Bryan Gould’s 1995 autobiography, Goodbye to All That. There are a few great yarns in Ken Clarke’s memoirs. I think I at least opened Nick Clegg’s Politics: Between the Extremes on Christmas morning in 2016 (sorry, Mum). Death of an Idealist, which John Stonehouse wrote between faking his death and going to prison for it, helped kill some time on the bus between Kentish Town Oxfam and the pub one Saturday afternoon. John Carvel’s Citizen Ken, a 1984 life of an up-and-coming London councillor with the surname Livingstone, had its moments. And the early chapters of Colin Cross’s Philip Snowden, a biography of Labour’s first Chancellor, very vividly evoke young Philip’s childhood in late-Victorian Bradford.

         And these are just a few of the books I can see from my sofa. Such is my lack of self-control that I could go on, and on, and on. But that isn’t the point. What matters is that most political books are quite difficult to read. Not necessarily because they are dull or badly written, though many are. But unless the subject or the prose is truly great, original or stylish – and in British politics, all three qualities are rarely seen together – then these books age quickly, and badly after five years, and certainly after ten. And even fewer people write well about themselves, particularly when they have reputations to defend for posterity. xii

         A. A. Gill likened his experience of reading one particularly tedious autobiography to listening to one’s neighbours bicker through a partition wall. At least we have a vague idea of who our neighbours are. Pick up a political memoir and you will almost certainly find yourself lost in a sea of unfamiliar and inconsequential names and the long-forgotten grudges between them.

         Power Trip is, at the time of writing, ten years old. Right up against the normal use-by date. It describes a political age dominated by Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. David Cameron was Prime Minister, Nick Clegg his deputy; Barack Obama was President of the United States. The United Kingdom was a member of the European Union. Donald Trump had just made the country singer Trace Adkins his fifth celebrity apprentice. Everything about the world in which it was written and read – the world Gordon Brown helped to build – appears to have changed utterly.

         Yet this book is still the one I recommend most often to friends in and out of politics. It is still the one colleagues old and new ask excitedly whether I have read. It is still the book that makes a generation of Labour politicians smirk or shudder, depending on whether they were for TB or GB. The memoir of a former Treasury civil servant has no right to be this compelling, moving or horrifying. But it is. That’s because it isn’t really a memoir at all. Nor does autobiography do it justice. Perhaps it’s the Irish Catholic in Damian, but the only word that truly fits is ‘confessional’. Never before or since has anyone in politics written with such bracing, relentless honesty about what the business of power – or even a nodding acquaintance with it – does to people. That’s mostly because, as Power Trip itself describes in its brutal, unsparing way, politics too often corrupts and corrodes the souls of those who are in too deep for too long. It deprives and denies humanity.

         And yet this book is nothing if not humane. There are countless accounts of love, loss, pride, betrayal, friendship, disgrace, booze, football, the media, masculinity and British history on the shelves of the bookshop or on the pages of the website from which you bought this. Power Trip beats them all. I appreciate that some xiiiof those words may be anathema to political anoraks, so I’ll conclude thus: almost every Labour politician mentioned in this book now stands once more on the brink of government. They’ve all read this book. Most of them have very strong opinions on it. If you wish to understand them, you really ought to read it too.

          

         
      Patrick Maguire
    

         August 2023 xiv
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            Preface

         

         I’ve spent many years writing things for other people: heartfelt letters, influential speeches, front-page stories, but all in other people’s names.

         Even the emails that got me sacked in 2009 were written for someone else in the voice of someone who doesn’t exist.

         This is my chance to write in my own name, and tell my own story, from the point of view of someone who had an extended chance to see behind the scenes, for the benefit of all those who’d like to do so.

         This is not a day-to-day memoir. I have taken issues, people and events in the order that I encountered them over the years, and tried to tell a full and rounded story about each of them, from the decadence of party conferences to the dark arts of political spin.

         It’s also the account of my dealings with, among others, Gordon Brown, Ed Balls and Ed Miliband, and the impressions I gained of them. Whatever the flaws that I describe about each man, if my story helps people to understand and admire them the way I do, then I believe that can only be a good thing.

         In particular, I was never blind to Gordon’s shortcomings, and I acknowledge them in this book, but I also try to explain why he inspired such fierce loyalty from me and others throughout his career.

         I started working in government aged twenty-two and was sacked from No. 10 shortly before I turned thirty-five. I gave my best years to that life and, ultimately, all I had to show for it were a lot of stories, experiences and lessons learned.

         That’s why I’ve decided to write them down.xvi
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            Slow Ascent into Hell
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            1

            Easter Monday, 2009

         

         You know you’re in trouble when you have to introduce yourself to two complete strangers and ask to climb out of their kitchen window.

         The young couple in the ground-floor flat were obliging enough, if slightly baffled. As I began my manoeuvre, climbing up onto the window-sill, the bloke’s mum arrived.

         ‘What’s happened? Why are there cameras outside?’

         I got back down again, shook her hand, and said: ‘I’m really sorry, I was staying upstairs, and I’m afraid they’re looking for me, so I’m just making a bit of an escape.’

         For all they knew I could have been a mass murderer on the run; nevertheless, they cheerily wished me good luck as I jumped down from the window into the row of garages at the back of the flats, where my girlfriend Balshen had parked the car.

         I climbed into the boot and, with a sympathetic smile, she gently closed it on me.

         It was only a short drive, past the camera crew and up the road to the local pub, but time tends to lag when you’re locked in the boot of a car.

         I lay there curled up in the pitch black, turning over every question in my mind. How had that camera crew found me? Where was I going to hide now? When was life going to go back to normal? What on earth was my ‘normal life’ even going to be now?

         And most of all, again and again: why had I been so bloody stupid?

         I had everything: a great education; a fantastic, high-flying career; as much money as I’d ever needed. I’d visited places, met people and had experiences that were beyond any of my dreams, 4and I’d enjoyed power and influence beyond anything I ever deserved.

         And now I was locked in a car boot wondering where I was going to stay that night, with no one to blame for the whole bloody mess but myself.

         Alone with my thoughts in the darkness, one word came to my mind: ‘Twat.’
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            Warning Signs

         

         I wasn’t always a nasty bastard, but you could argue the signs were there.

         For the most part, my years at Cambridge University from 1992 to 1996 were the happiest of my life. As well as enjoying every minute of my degree and Master’s in history, I spent four years managing the bar at my college, Peterhouse, made dozens of fast friends, fell madly in love with at least six girls (even managing to speak to some of them) and – when I wasn’t drinking, quizzing or watching Home and Away – I filled every spare minute of time with some kind of sporting activity.

         But throughout that time there were signs of trouble to come, most particularly in my attitude to student politics and football.

         I was captain of the Peterhouse First XI, coach of the ladies’ team, played for our Seconds, and – when no formal match was available – I’d go round the college rounding people up for a kickabout in the park. But it didn’t matter what level the game was at; if I was involved, it would at some point descend into a punch-up.

         Years hence, when I met people of my age who’d been to Cambridge and compared notes on our sporting experiences, there would be a terrible moment of recognition which would end up with them saying: ‘Oh God, it’s you – you were an absolute wanker.’

         One of those contemporaries was Tony Blair’s future top aide, Philip Collins, now a columnist on The Times. He was one of Cambridge’s elite sportsmen, captain of the University Blues football team and of the top football college, St John’s.

         When tiny Peterhouse drew St John’s in the cup competition, I was never so fired up. We led 1–0 at half-time, at which point 6Philip put on his fellow Blues players from the subs’ bench. I waited until we went 5–1 down in the second half before loudly instructing my players that it was time to ‘put these fuckers out of the Oxford game’.

         The next ten minutes saw a horrible set of ugly challenges and confrontations, before the referee called a halt, told me I was an absolute disgrace and said he’d be reporting our behaviour. Philip himself wrote to the University Football Association asking for me to be disciplined and for Peterhouse to be banned from the cup the following year. Those Blair–Brown feuds started early.

         If some part of me had got kicks from rampaging round like a lunatic, you could perhaps understand it psychologically, but I never did. I just could not stand losing and, much as I loved taking a bag of footballs to a pitch and practising shots for pleasure, I played in matches with no sense of fun at all, just a dread of defeat.

         The poor Peterhouse girls’ team who I coached probably had any burgeoning love of football destroyed for life by my cynical approach, instructing them to boot the ball out of play at the byline, then surround the box and wait for the opposition keeper to fluff a goal kick.

         When it came to fighting, the odds never mattered to me.

         Steve, a school friend from Finchley, came to visit one May and we went to the notorious Wiley’s party, several hours of drunken debauchery in a cow field. Steve and I concentrated on the drunken end of the equation and soon got into a fight with some other blokes. We were out-numbered about fifteen to two and all our opponents seemed enormous, but we kept hammering away, eventually limping off with a few bruises and several million brain cells lighter.

         The next day it was reported in the student paper that there were renewed calls for the party to be banned after a ‘shocking pitched battle between two townies and the Cambridge Rugby Blues XV’.

         But if I was bad when it came to football and fighting, it was as nothing to my approach to student politics. I never got involved 7in either the Labour or Conservative clubs, or the Cambridge Union. My obsession was running the student side of Peterhouse and ensuring that it was my mates who got plum jobs on the student committee and therefore the best rooms in college. That also meant we could rig the voting on how to spend the student budget, and I could make sure as much as possible went on the sports clubs and on the college bar.

         I once succeeded in getting our star footballer elected to a junior position on the committee, even though he had no idea he’d applied for the role. At the hustings I explained that he’d had to run down to London at the last minute because of a family illness, but had asked me to deliver his speech for him. When I told him the next day he’d been elected after a rave reaction to the speech and his manifesto, he couldn’t have looked more baffled. ‘What do I have to do?’ ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I’ll do it all for you. Just turn up at the meetings and vote the way I tell you.’

         In my final year, my best female friend was standing for student president, but another friend, Nick Perry, later a Liberal Democrat candidate for Parliament, had been urged to stand against her. I leant on him to pull out and told him that if he didn’t we would be finished – and I’d make sure he didn’t win. He refused and I tried my best to follow through on the threat. But it was a failing cause, not least because as a postgraduate I didn’t command the voting bloc I once did.

         My last throw of the dice, at the hustings, was to challenge Nick on his views on homosexuality, which I wrongly thought at the time were closer to Leviticus than Liberace. He gave a perfectly tolerant answer, the crowd cheered and he won handsomely.

         A short while later, as I got off a bus taking students home from the funeral of a popular college steward, Nick was waiting with a large crowd around him, and – given the nature of the day – asked me to shake hands and make peace. ‘Fuck you,’ I told him, ‘you fucking hypocrite,’ and walked on. What a twat, the crowd said.

         The bitterness of that election and my behaviour in the aftermath 8destroyed my friendships with about two dozen individuals across the college and killed what remained of my reputation.

         Fortunately, the one person who didn’t even notice – she was too busy reading Henry James to bother with student politics – was a brilliant and beautiful Shropshire lass named Penny Tallents, with Huguenot blood and a regal air. I was madly in love with her throughout my twenties and ended up going out with her for the latter half of them.

         Penny notwithstanding, most fellow students were glad to see the back of me when I left Peterhouse, and the college authorities were pretty glad too.

         I was frequently in trouble with them for all the fighting and such, but no more so than when the student common room in one of the thirteenth-century buildings was hit by a fire in 1995. It was a total accident and I wasn’t the culprit, but a guest of mine from London was, and – given I’d been seen with him in the room before the alarms went off – I was immediately the prime suspect.

         I know I should have owned up to the accident immediately and faced the music, but given I was in my final exam year and everyone expected the guilty party to be dismissed from the university, my survival instincts kicked in and I determined to tough it out, even when the college announced that all student facilities would be closed until the culprit came forward.

         When the college authorities finally summoned me for a grilling, I walked in and, almost without waiting for a question, launched into a long and impassioned argument that, as long as they kept the college bar closed, it was going to be impossible for me to gather intelligence on possible suspects, and, while I wanted the individual caught as much as anyone, I wasn’t sure these punitive measures on the rest of the student body were the right way to go about it.

         I also told them the rumour was that two lads from a neighbouring college had been boasting about their act of arson, but frankly I didn’t believe it – I knew one of them and he didn’t have it in him.

         Avoidance, obfuscation, diversion, but no actual lies, and I 9came out of the interrogation unscathed. An interesting lesson to learn, and when – nine years later – I was grilled for ten hours over three gruelling sessions as part of a leak inquiry by retired Special Branch officers, I remembered that Peterhouse experience and followed exactly the same method of lying-without-lying.

         To understand that concept, it’s always worth remembering the earliest recorded lie, which came just after the earliest recorded murder. In the Book of Genesis, Cain initially answered God’s question ‘Where is Abel?’ with an outright lie: ‘I don’t know’, but quickly followed it up with a spin-doctor’s classic: ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’

         Incidentally, while I was learning all these dubious skills, I also managed to get a good 2:1 in my history degree. One of my tutors, the Balkans expert Dr Brendan Simms, wrote a reference for me afterwards saying that if I’d concentrated on revising rather than playing so much football I would have got a First. He had a point.

         I then did a Master’s dissertation on the policy impact of black urban rioting in the United States from 1964 to 1968. Listening to and reading the interviews with President Lyndon Johnson’s inner circle describing the policy-making process and the pressures they faced, and explaining how the application of any principles came and went according to the mood of the media and the state of the opinion polls, I was totally fascinated.

         So it was that, just turned twenty-two, I left university hooked on the intricacies of power and policy-making, with a talent for avoiding the truth without actually lying, a win-or-die competitive streak, a penchant for negative, thuggish tactics, and a reckless disregard for the consequences of my actions.

         There was only one possible career choice.
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            The Fast Stream

         

         The civil service is the last great closed shop in all the British professions.

         While almost every other bit of industry and public service has been forced to break down any restrictive recruitment practices over the last forty years, the civil service is allowed to plough on – recruiting new members to its own fixed standards and in its own image.

         To get on the Fast Stream Civil Service scheme, an accelerated career development programme in either the ‘Central Departments’ or the ‘Diplomatic Service’, you must first of all be a graduate with at least a second-class degree. So even before one application form is filled in, millions of young people have been ruled out by the criteria, and a numbers bias has been built in towards those from better schools and more affluent parts of the country.

         As for the recruitment process itself, while all the material says the civil service is looking for a diverse range of people, what they’re actually looking for is good members of a pub quiz team. That means someone who’ll get on with everyone, with good ability across a range of subjects and a bit of specialism in one key area. If they’re good at working out anagrams, that’s a bonus.

         Of course, this is simply an extension of what already happens during the university application process, where a good personal statement about a student’s wider qualities, accomplishments and interests will give them the edge over a more introverted person with the same academic record.

         To use a cricketing analogy, it’s like picking a team full of players who are not only good at batting, bowling and fielding, but the first to lead the songs at the bar afterwards. 11

         But that search for all-rounders necessarily leads to the exclusion of the specialists, the eccentrics, the quiet types and those lacking in confidence or experience. I used to look at Penny and think she wouldn’t stand a chance in the civil service recruitment process – she’d just be too thoughtful and analytical for it – and yet she could wipe the floor with anyone in terms of intellect and common sense.

         By contrast, I was made to be a civil servant – I was a card-carrying member of the closed shop. I came from a good school in an affluent area, I got on with people easily when not playing football against them, and – when it came to proving I was a confident, rounded personality and good at most academic disciplines – I’d just had four years of intense training at Cambridge.

         These days, the entrance tests for Fast Stream applications are all completed online, but back in 1996, aspiring civil servants at Cambridge had to troop to a large community centre on an estate miles outside the city to take the tests exam-hall style.

         My good friend Chris Spink, doing a Master’s on the social history of golf, drove us out to the community centre. After I failed even to complete the numerical reasoning test in the morning, I’d pretty much given up. So while Chris and the other students sat studying the sample questions for the afternoon tests, I went to the pub on the estate and had a pint.

         If I’d had more cash on me, I probably would have stayed, but faced with the prospect of nursing one more pint for two hours while I waited for my lift back from Chris, I decided to go back to the exam hall. Perhaps liberated by the drink, I did far better in the afternoon tests and, a few weeks later, I was invited to London for the Civil Service Selection Board (CSSB), a day of individual tests and group exercises with fellow candidates.

         Frankly, CSSB was a piece of cake. There was an interview, an in-tray exercise, a written exercise and a group exercise, where five of us played at being a town hall committee deciding how best to invest money in a local park.

         There are only two rules in a civil service role-play group exercise. First, get stuck in; some people feel so embarrassed at 12the artificiality of it that they just freeze. Second, be the anti-dick. There’s always one dick and, once they identify themselves, you just need to say and do the exact opposite of everything the dick says and does. He says: ‘I’m not sure that idea really works, Caroline’; you say: ‘Actually, I really wanted to hear more about it, Caroline.’

         The final test was an interview with a psychiatrist, designed to test whether I was an egomaniac, liar or potential security risk. All I know is I passed. I went to the Lord Moon pub on Whitehall at the end, absolutely confident that I was through to the next round, and now beginning to accept the reality that – if I didn’t get funding to continue my PhD on rioting – this might be the best option for me.

         That next round, a few weeks on, was called the Final Selection Board, and we were told in advance that no preparation would be either necessary or helpful, except for keeping abreast of current affairs.

         I was escorted into a large wood-panelled room in Whitehall, where fifteen po-faced, middle-aged senior civil servants – mostly men, all but one white – were sat in a horseshoe around a single chair. I took that seat and, with no welcomes or niceties, the chairman launched in: ‘What considerations do you think the government makes when formulating its policies on shipping?’

         ‘Shipping,’ I began emphatically. ‘Well let’s first um … think about what um … policy areas we’d be talking about … and then we can think about um … the considerations.’ Fifteen pairs of eyes were boring into me. ‘Um … well there’s shipping safety … the ship-building industry of course. Um … then shipping ports and their economies… Um … military ships… Um, shipping waters, including um … erm … issues around shipping lanes.’

         It was like an episode of Family Fortunes scripted by Harold Pinter. ‘Are those the kind of policy areas you had in mind?’ I asked. The chairman replied icily: ‘Some of the things you have mentioned are some of the aspects of policy on shipping. Please go on.’

         I continued waffling in a hesitant and deeply unimpressive way, 13even more so at all the follow-up questions from those sitting round the room. The reason I know I was deeply unimpressive was that I happened across my personnel file later in my career, and the verdict from the board was: ‘We found this candidate deeply unimpressive.’

         They went on to say that – given my very high rating from the CSSB panel – they could only assume I’d been affected by nerves, but ‘that does not entirely explain his total lack of understanding of basic concepts and issues’. They concluded that they did not wish to overturn the CSSB verdict entirely, but I should be considered a very low-ranked entrant to the Fast Stream scheme.

         So, there it was. At no point in that whole Fast Stream recruitment process were my violent competitive streak, excess drinking, duplicitous instincts, preference for football over work, fervent Irish nationalism or even my rampant homogeneity with every other person on the scheme exposed as potentially good reasons not to appoint me. But, by God, they nearly found me out for my ignorance on shipping.

         Given my low ranking from the Final Selection Board, it was no surprise to get a letter telling me that I’d been appointed to HM Customs & Excise, which usually only had two Fast Stream recruits per year and was considered – rather unfairly – a bit of a backwater when it came to the importance and influence of different civil service departments.

         The good thing was that any Fast Streamer who ended up there had a good chance to make their mark, and some of the best civil servants I worked alongside in my entire career – Paul Gerrard, Heidi Popperwell, Andy Leggett, Sue Connaughton and Rebecca Hall to name a few – all came in through that route.

         Perhaps the pick of the bunch was a young economist named Rita Patel, who went on to be a high flier in the Treasury and the Department of Culture, and became a Whitehall legend on her first day working in Gordon Brown’s private office.

         In front of a large gathering of external businesspeople, he introduced her as ‘Ruth’. She’d been warned he was bad with names and had to be corrected early, so shouted at him: ‘It’s Rita, 14Chancellor, RITA!’ I’d like to say that he coolly replied: ‘OK, Rita, but it’s not Chancellor, it’s Gordon’, but I think he was too taken aback. He never got her name wrong again though.

         I always blamed Gordon’s religious upbringing. He was fine with any names that were in the Bible, but if he was told any that weren’t, he would immediately resort to the closest Biblical equivalent. This came to a head in 2006 when he was introduced to his new private secretary, Jean-Christophe Gray. There was no way Gordon could manage that, so he became the Biblical abbreviation J-C instead, and is still known by that name in his current role as David Cameron’s official spokesman.

         Anyway, back in 1996, I was told to report to Ms Diana Barrett at Customs HQ in Blackfriars on 30 September. I spent that summer working in the stock room at Argos in Hendon, all the while thinking: ‘How on earth have I ended up a civil servant?’ In retrospect, it was stamped on my forehead from the moment I presented my first pub quiz at Cambridge.

         Is there any way this closed shop on Fast Stream recruitment could be changed? There are some simple things that could be done immediately. For example, it should not be existing civil servants assessing future civil servants; that just reinforces the tendency for the organisation to recruit in its own image.

         However, to really break open the system, I would – even just for one experimental year – do something entirely different.

         Instead of all the criteria, numeracy tests, group role-play and psychological profiling, I would open the competition to any young person in the country who wants to join the Fast Stream scheme, regardless of their qualifications. I’d invite them – whether in writing, by film or down a phone line – to submit an idea, in as much detail as they can, for one practical thing they would do to change the country or their community for the better.

         Of course there would be thousands of crazy, uncosted, undeliverable ideas, doubtless many of them from students with good degrees, and lots of submissions revealing political bias, prejudice or psychosis. But there would also be hundreds of sensible, imaginative and transformative proposals, and the young people 15who’d submitted them could then be invited to come and present their ideas to each other, and have genuine discussions about which would work best.

         The civil service could then simply choose those individuals who came across on the day as the most intelligent, thoughtful, nice and genuine people.

         It would put creativity, thoughtfulness and common sense at the heart of Fast Stream recruitment for at least one year.
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            Customs as I Am

         

         ‘I want to work in an office with my own desk.’

         When I was nine years old, at St Theresa’s primary school in Finchley, our teacher Sister Eucharia – a fearsome nun who had given me and my friend Tim a memorable thrashing for crying about the death of John Lennon three years previously – went round the class asking us what we wanted to do when we grew up.

         For all the firemen, astronauts, nurses and soldiers in the room, I was clear: I wanted to be an office worker. And not any old office. I wanted to work in the gigantic IPC Magazines building in Southwark where, that past summer, our ‘Uncle’ Tom had taken me, my dad and my brothers round the offices where he worked as an advertising draughtsman.

         He took us to the floor where Roy of the Rovers was created, showed us the amazing view and invited us to choose a photo from their collection. I broke my dad’s heart by choosing Arsenal’s young midfield maestro Paul Davis ahead of Celtic’s Paul McStay.

         That aside, it was the happiest day of my young life: free hot chocolate; whatever we wanted for lunch from the canteen; men in swishy suits laughing with women in shiny blouses; and everywhere you looked, people drawing and writing at their desks, just like I did in my tiny room at home.

         I’d forgotten most of that day until I turned up for work at Customs fourteen years later, walked across Blackfriars Bridge, and realised that New Kings Beam House – where I was going to be based – backed onto the IPC building. I took this as a tremendous omen, and from the moment I was taken round the building and saw the giant glass corner offices overlooking the river where the directors and chairwoman sat, I knew this was where I wanted to spend the rest of my working life. 17

         The wind was rather taken out of my sails when I sat down with my new boss and was told what to expect in terms of career progression. Diana was the tough and experienced head of the Customs anti-smuggling division, responsible for policy on the illegal trade in drugs, pornography, alcohol, tobacco, fuel and endangered species, and helping to coordinate major operations across the different Customs regions, as well as joint operations with the police or our international colleagues.

         She explained that I’d work about four or five years in different Fast Stream posts, with modest annual increases in my starting salary (£16k). Then, if I was ready, I’d go to an assessment centre to be considered for promotion to a Grade 7 manager’s position (£40k), do seven or eight years at that level, and then start applying for jobs at a senior civil service role at Grade 5 (£60k), but without expecting to get one in a hurry.

         After that… well, Diana herself was still waiting for promotion beyond that level, so she wasn’t going to hold out the prospect for me. But those glass corner offices overlooking the river for the Grade 3 directors suddenly looked very far away. As it was, and entirely because of my eventual wheeze of twice zigging over sideways to the Treasury, then zagging back to Customs on promotion, I ended up becoming the youngest ever Customs senior civil servant just over six years later, at the age of twenty-eight.

         But I packed more experiences and education into that first year, working across the full range of anti-smuggling policies and operations, than I did in any other civil service post. Less than a year out of university, without any formal training or indeed rigorous background security checks, I was helping Dutch customs staff in Rotterdam search banana boats from Colombia for shipments of cocaine, and sitting in on planning sessions with the RUC and the security services for a major crackdown on IRA smuggling operations.

         With a colleague named Bob Pennington, I was sent round Britain’s container ports to investigate a rash of large seizures of cigarettes, as a result of which we wrote the first official report revealing that tobacco-smuggling was no longer about blokes in 18overloaded white vans at Dover, or teenagers with bulging suitcases on flights back from Tenerife; it was a massive organised crime operation with millions of tax-free ‘exported’ cigarettes returning to Britain every day by the ship-load.

         It was like a giant great adventure holiday. And, as with any holiday, there were fascinating discoveries too. Go round the back of the luggage carousels at airports and you’d find anti-smuggling staff … ahem … taking a peek (and breaking the odd padlock to do so) inside the bags of passengers who’d been identified as suspect to see whether there was indeed a good reason to stop them.

         What made someone suspect? One more bag than they went out with; an almost empty bag when they went out which was now full; or travelling back with different people than they’d travelled out with. All things that could simply be told by comparing the passport and check-in information at either end.

         But most of all, we’d receive intelligence on likely suspects: informants within gangs; people we’d nicked, trying to get an easy ride by giving up their fellow smugglers on other flights; handlers who’d already been identified and picked up in the arrivals area doing likewise.

         Now, if an informant has identified a suspect, and their bag has been checked behind the carousel, how do you arrest them without giving both games away? No experienced smuggler will believe they were pulled over at random. Simple: smear the bag with some invisible canine catnip, put one of the ‘drug dogs’ in the exit hall and let them go nuts when they smell it. The smuggler thinks he got unlucky with Britain’s best bloodhound and the informant can continue his or her work.

         Another fascinating – or disturbing – discovery came at the unit at the Mount Pleasant sorting office responsible for checking parcels. Mainly they were looking for drugs, but in the days before the explosion of internet porn they were also looking for video cassettes and magazines containing indecent or obscene material.

         Finding anything like that was very, very rare, but nevertheless, 19if you discovered a home-made or imported pornographic video in a parcel, you had to watch or slow-wind through the whole tape to check that – at some stage – it didn’t turn into something illegal. ‘Better pause it, Bob, that Alsatian’s looking frisky.’ The same was true with magazines and collections of photos on discs.

         So it was that a couple of Customs officers had to spend all day watching entirely legal pornographic films and slideshows, looking for a needle in a haystack, so to speak. It was felt that work was best done in pairs, for what I hope are obvious reasons; and usually not by a mixed couple, ditto.

         It was also felt that you couldn’t expect someone to do that work every day for too long without becoming a bit jaded, so anti-smuggling staff from around the country were invited to apply for rotations in the Mount Pleasant porn section just to maintain a healthy level of turnover. This did of course bring its own problems, when one or two people started requesting a rotation rather more often and enthusiastically than appropriate.

         But if there were one or two bad apples and dodgy practices in the Customs world, as in any walk of life, the vast majority of people I worked with in my first job were entirely good eggs, committed to their work until Friday lunchtime, when the office would empty into one of the nearby pubs and rub shoulders with the swishy suits and shiny blouses from the IPC building.

         As well as the week ending at midday on Friday, I also got Wednesday afternoons off to represent Customs HQ at football against the other big Customs bases, playing matches on freezing hilltops in Dover or plush pitches near Heathrow. Despite playing with the torn cruciate ligaments I’d been nursing since my last year at Peterhouse, it was the best standard and most enjoyable football of my life. I also learned you don’t rampage around starting fights with sixteen-stone Customs officers.

         I never talked politics with my colleagues or teammates, and I didn’t discover any of their affiliations until the day after the 1997 election, when I limped across Blackfriars Bridge around 11 a.m., hugely hungover after a night of celebrating Labour’s victory and staying up to watch Tony Blair’s majority mount 20up. I was astonished to see the entire riverside area outside the Doggett’s Coat and Badge pub brimming with people from the Customs office, including all of my team.

         I thought they were all out celebrating and went down the steps to join them, but – while there was plenty of drinking going on – the atmosphere was sour.

         ‘What’s going on?’ I asked one of the Grade 7s in the team: ‘We’ve walked out.’ He gestured angrily down the river towards Westminster. ‘We’re not working for that bloody woman’, by whom he meant Dawn Primarolo, the incoming Customs minister, who’d made herself unpopular with the hard-bitten Customs lads, largely on account of being a woman.

         Despite the odd political and attitudinal difference, I felt thoroughly sad when I was transferred from the anti-smuggling team to work on a new review into the taxation of charities, set up by Gordon Brown in his July 1997 Budget speech. It was led by the Inland Revenue, but our little Customs project team was supposed to mop up any issues raised about VAT or other indirect taxes. We sat for months just compiling and analysing responses from charities all over the country.

         It was an education in how best to perform political lobbying. We’d receive thirty- or forty-page submissions from major charity associations or accountancy firms detailing incredibly complex or impossibly expensive proposed changes to tax law, which had no chance of going through. And we’d receive hundreds or thousands of identikit postcards, petitions or emails, which – while impressive in terms of sheer numbers – didn’t have any emotional punch.

         Much more effective were the sheer numbers of elderly people persuaded by religious charities to write by shaking hand to campaign for VAT relief on repairs to their local churches. Never the same letter twice; most of them tear-jerking. They might have wondered if it was a waste of a stamp, given they were just compiled and processed by some kid like me, but when I got the chance to push through a special VAT refund scheme for church repairs in 2001, those letters were what was in my mind. 21

         I was less keen on the campaign to solve the VAT problems of the national museums and galleries, largely because it was driven by elderly millionaires saying that if we didn’t change the VAT rules they would sell their art collections for profit rather than bequeath them to the nation when they died; they weren’t the most tear-jerking letters to read.

         At that time, museums and galleries which allowed free admission were not considered to be conducting a business, and could not therefore reclaim the VAT they spent in running their buildings – heat, lighting, cleaning services and so on – in the way other businesses can. For the same reason, churches couldn’t reclaim VAT on their repair bills.

         The museums proposed various wheezes to get around this problem, all totally illegal under UK or European VAT law, but ultimately they kept coming back to the obvious solution: they wanted to charge for entry and run themselves as businesses. And why not, when they could charge a fiver a head and still see tourists pouring through their doors each year?

         We held firm during the charity tax review and it was only in 2001, when the situation with the art patrons became critical, that Tony Blair insisted on something being done. This message was conveyed through David Miliband, then Blair’s special adviser, to Ed Miliband, then Gordon Brown’s, in a one-line email saying: ‘VAT and museums: Get this sorted.’

         As I was an old veteran of this debate from the charity tax review, I was called in by Ed Miliband, and – despite telling him the dozen different reasons we couldn’t legally do what was being proposed – he kept smiling out of one corner of his mouth and said: ‘You’ve got to find a way… I know you’ll find a way.’

         Working with two other great Customs veterans of the charity tax review, Judith Warner and David Ogilvie, we eventually worked out a convoluted mechanism for refunding a prescribed group of museums and galleries their VAT bills, without breaching EU law.

         When I told Ed Miliband we’d cracked it, I had my first taste of his Disraeli-style approach to management. He told his 22entire office that I was a genius, and kept shouting the phrase ‘You’re a genius! You’re a genius!’ at me as I walked away down the corridor. I hope his brother said the same when he told him the good news.

         So, in their different ways, the heart-rending letters written by those hundreds of church-going pensioners and the blackmailing letters sent by a few millionaire art patrons turned out to be by far the most effective representations we received to the charity taxation review.

         When the art of a well-crafted or even painfully written letter dies out in modern life, our politics will be much the poorer for it, while – conversely – we will never lose the art of political speeches, well written or not, because politicians will never stop making them.

         Back in November 1997, long before I was a twinkle in Ed Miliband’s eye, Dawn Primarolo appeared at a charity conference to encourage further submissions to the review, and I was asked to write some suggested text for the speech. I can’t remember what rubbish I wrote, but the feeling of sitting in an audience and hearing my words read out on stage will never leave me.

         To me, way beyond being told I was a genius, someone being prepared to read out or sign off my words in their own name remained one of my single greatest thrills in the job.
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            The Treasury Type

         

         In 1997, if you walked towards what used to be the Treasury’s main entrance, you could look up and see the balcony from which Winston Churchill hailed the crowds in Whitehall and Parliament Square on VE Day. As you entered, stretching up in front of you was an enormous marble staircase to the Treasury’s second floor – plush-carpeted corridors and thick wood-panelled doors, behind which the Chancellor, his junior ministers, advisers and key aides had their offices and meeting rooms.

         If you could experience all that for the first time and not feel over-awed, almost intimidated, you have the advantage on me. Frankly, I felt terrified. I’d been summoned across by the Treasury official responsible for charity taxation, Tabitha Jay, a scion of the great Jay political dynasty, not much older than me but a world apart in terms of her authority and confidence.

         As she explained to me over a hurried coffee, she was also responsible for about thirty other bits of tax policy and couldn’t afford to spend her time re-writing all of the draft material emerging from officials working on the charity tax review. She’d read the speech Dawn had given that month at the Charities Aid Foundation, said: ‘It looks like you can write’, and was going to propose that I take over from our Inland Revenue colleagues as the main author of submissions and documents for the rest of the review.

         Ten minutes and the meeting was over. Tabitha whizzed off to do one of her other thirty jobs and I, having booked the whole afternoon out, went to the pub. And not for the first or last time in my life, my seventh pint brought on some soul-searching. I was torn between wanting Tabitha’s level of responsibility and authority, and not feeling up to it. I wanted to walk up that marble 24staircase and feel my shoes sink into those second-floor carpets every day, but the idea of having to brief Dawn personally – let alone big, scary Gordon – made my knees shake.

         The more I got to know Treasury people, including some ex-Customs Fast Streamers who’d made the jump across, I realised I wasn’t the only one who found the new Brown regime simultaneously exciting and daunting. In pre-Gordon days, even under the avuncular Ken Clarke, there was a strict process and hierarchy by which the Treasury operated. Junior officials briefed their line managers, who briefed their branch heads, who briefed their team leaders, who briefed their directors, who briefed the responsible minister, who made recommendations to the Chancellor.

         If the Chancellor wanted to meet to discuss a recommendation, his office would summon the minister and the director, and occasionally the team leader. The official responsible for an area like charity taxation would never get in the room, let alone the poor mugs from the Inland Revenue and Customs actually doing the work. When, in pre-Gordon days, the Chancellor took all the directors and ministers away to his country retreat at Dorneywood to make all his Budget decisions, it physically precluded the possibility of the ‘lead official’ having any input.

         Even if they got their name on a submission that went to a minister, there was a mandatory section saying ‘Approved by…’ where the management chain above them would be listed in order of seniority, just to reinforce the hierarchical structure.

         Imagine what a culture shock it was for the Treasury when Gordon, Ed Balls and Ed Miliband came in, and tore down that structure. It didn’t happen overnight, but the more meetings that the Eds had where they appeared to understand the issues and policies better than the directors who were briefing them, the more they insisted on drilling down into teams and talking to the experts. That’s why when Ed Miliband wanted the museums’ VAT problem solved I got dragged in, not my boss.

         And by extension, whenever Gordon wanted to talk about a particular subject, the Eds didn’t automatically tell his office to 25summon the relevant director, but whatever official they thought would be able to answer his questions.

         And no matter how junior you were, if Gordon thought you knew your stuff, you’d become his go-to ‘guy’ or ‘girl’. You knew you’d made it when he’d shout out to his office: ‘We need the Surestart Girl’ or ‘Get me the OPEC Guy’. And if he passed you in the corridor, usually without wanting or waiting for an answer, he’d give you a cheery ‘How’s Surestart?’ or ‘What are OPEC up to?’

         The Eds were better with names, and with small talk. While they worked hand-in-glove in their adjoining offices, with a shared group of support staff, you would – depending on the issue you were responsible for – usually be dealing with one or the other, and young Treasury officials were forever comparing notes on whom they preferred. But they were both well liked and admired, except of course by those directors who missed their weekends at Dorneywood.

         While the machinery of the Treasury was not massively altered in those early days, the cogs began to work more effectively, each individual knowing their function and how they were contributing to the central goals, even the unstated ones like keeping Britain out of the euro, redistributing income to poor working families and – through his ‘spending teams’ – helping Gordon stretch his right of initiative and veto into every aspect of government policy.

         A Treasury that had been humiliated during the early 1990s with the shabby exit from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism, the recession that followed and the House of Commons’ defeat of the 1993 Budget began again to feel – under Gordon and the Eds – back to its most powerful and authoritative, with a clear sense of purpose and mission.

         And imagine what it was like for the young Treasury Fast Streamers meeting their contemporaries from other departments in Westminster pubs after work, and comparing notes on what kind of day they’d had. Civil servants from the Foreign Office or Home Office who were still anxiously awaiting their first 26audience with Robin Cook or Jack Straw would be told casually: ‘Oh yeah, Gordon passed me in the corridor today and asked me what OPEC were up to. Just a quick chat.’

         Gordon himself was looked on like a stern father figure, despite his insistence on being called ‘Gordon’ to his face. Like any stern father, officials knew he was tough to please, but that tended to act as a motivation. When he was just a distant figure to me, I always imagined him a bit like Charles Dickens’s Mr Dombey, and when he lost a child, that comparison hit me again. That terrible night in 2002, I was far from alone among Treasury officials, many of us who barely knew him or Sarah on a personal level, in weeping for their loss as though we did.

         When Gordon returned to the Treasury after the election in 2005 and then left for the last time in 2007, there was an element of my orchestration in ensuring that officials from every team were in the right place for the cameras to see them cheering him in and applauding him out, but there was no shortage of enthusiasm and affection among the staff who did so.

         One of those officials was the long-standing head of the Treasury’s Parliamentary Unit, the wonderful David Martin, who had worked for Chancellors stretching back to Nigel Lawson in the 1980s, and has now sadly passed on. When he was asked at his retirement party in 2009 who was his favourite Chancellor, he replied without hesitation: ‘Gordon’. Why? ‘Well… I mean, for once, we knew what we were doing.’

         He recounted that, on the day of Gordon’s departure in 2007, another long-standing and senior civil servant approached him and said: ‘Right, now we can go back to the way things used to be’, to which David said he replied: ‘Why on earth would we want to do that?’

         For me, ten years before that day, reflecting on my meeting with Tabitha, I decided that – even if I wasn’t sure I was up to it – I at least had to try my luck in the Treasury. Once the charity tax review was finished in 1998, I started looking for secondment opportunities.

         After a failed bid to get a job in Dawn Primarolo’s private 27office, I tried for a secondment in Tabitha’s old tax policy team. The job would be specialising in transport and road taxes within the indirect tax branch. As long as they didn’t ask me about shipping, I reasoned, I might have a chance. I went for my interview on 10 March 1999, the day after Gordon’s third Budget.

         I knew I’d got the job when I bonded with my interviewer, a cerebral middle-aged Scotsman named John Pavel, over the fact that neither of us drove a car, which he said would make us the perfect team. In retrospect, I was very lucky to be interviewed by John, someone who actively liked the idea of working with a rough-and-ready bloke who’d only recently been working on anti-smuggling. He said to me: ‘You’re not exactly the Treasury type’, but he seemed to think that was a good thing.

         And he had a point – I wasn’t. I may have been able to get onto the Fast Stream, but becoming a Treasury Fast Streamer is far tougher and requires an even greater level of self-assuredness and natural authority – which was why so many young graduates were able to thrive in the atmosphere created in Gordon’s Treasury. It was egalitarian, yes, but only if you’d got through the door in the first place. And that remains a problem to this day.

         Now, as then, the Treasury’s recruitment process for Fast Streamers specifies the minimum requirement of a 2:1 degree. Their current recruitment literature says: ‘We want to do everything we can to ensure that we reflect the society we serve’, but while the recruitment forms, tests and interviews will be daunting to many candidates, they would be routine to many others who made entrance applications to grammar school, private school or Oxbridge.

         The Treasury’s standard application form for more senior jobs contains a sequence of three sections for ‘Higher Education’, ‘Subject of Postgraduate Research’ and ‘Professional Qualifications’. These are not mandatory fields but it would surely take a particularly confident soul to leave them blank and carry on in good heart with the rest of their application, hoping that their prospective Treasury manager would carry on reading it with an open mind. 28

         That matters if, like me, you have friends or colleagues who are naturally intelligent, hugely creative and politically astute, but could never even get their foot in the Treasury’s door – let alone have the chance to rise to the most senior positions – because they did not go to university, or because they would be unable to present themselves as a ‘Treasury type’ at interview, even though, having worked in the Treasury and seen many of its failings first-hand, I could guarantee some of the individuals I know who fit that bill could do a far better job.

         It may be extremely difficult to broaden the base from which we select our politicians because of all the financial and practical barriers that lie in the way of people becoming MPs, but for the Treasury and the rest of the civil service, widening the field of civil servants they recruit should be relatively easy, simply by removing some of the unnecessary restrictions on who is able to apply and reviewing the type of tests they must take to prove their calibre.

         Nevertheless, on that spring day in 1999 when John told me I’d got the job, I didn’t care who else could get into the Treasury and – for the time being – I didn’t care whether I was up to doing the job or not. I was just delighted that I had the chance to try, and I practically danced down the marble staircase on the way out.
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            A Trucking Mess

         

         ‘Right, now you’re here, let me tell you what’s really going on.’

         That Gordon’s Treasury was a well-drilled machine is illustrated by the fact that, on each of the three occasions I was appointed to jobs there, my predecessor or manager sat me down on my first day and said: ‘Right, this is what we’re actually doing’, with ‘we’ used interchangeably and indistinguishably to mean the team, the Treasury and Gordon’s staff.

         In the case of the transport tax job, John Pavel explained that we were trying to switch the burden of taxation from income to consumption in order to reward work; that motoring was historically under-taxed and annual above-inflation increases in fuel duty were the best means of addressing that; but that we didn’t want to look anti-motorist or anti-haulier so we were using road tax (aka vehicle excise duty or VED) to direct tax cuts in their direction, all targeted at ‘greener’ cars and lorries, but in no expectation of any serious environmental impact, and never to give away any big money.

         John then told me about trucking. He said the British haulage industry was massively inefficient, with just too many small, old haulage firms for the amount of work to go around. In that kind of market, haulage contracts would always go to the lowest bidder and the small hauliers were finding themselves increasingly under-cut by competitors from the continent. Ultimately, the continental hauliers were just more efficient operators, but the small hauliers blamed their loss of business on high rates of diesel duty and VED in Britain, compared to the rest of Europe.

         I was in charge of the VED end of things, and I loved the role. Within a week or two of starting, I was summoned to Economic 30Secretary Patricia Hewitt’s office. She was due a visit from junior Transport minister John Reid ahead of the first meeting of the ‘Road Haulage Forum’, a sop to the two main hauliers’ trade bodies, the Freight Transport Association (FTA) and the Road Haulage Association (RHA).

         Reid came in, leant back on his chair, put his feet up on Patricia’s meeting table, and went through a succession of Bourbon biscuits with one hand and cigarettes with the other, a nod to his later outspoken opposition to the ban on smoking in public places. Not only that, but – between bites of Bourbon and drags of fag – he harangued my minister, in a way that made me feel rather aggressively defensive on her behalf: ‘You’ve got to give me something, Patricia. These hauliers are killing me. They’re going to walk out of this meeting if we’re not careful.’

         Reid was promoted to the Cabinet shortly after that, but whenever I saw him over the next decade, I always looked back to his slightly bullying attitude in the meeting, right down to putting his feet up on Patricia’s desk and smoking without permission. I didn’t even know I had a ‘list’ at that stage in my career, but he went on it from that moment.

         At that first Road Haulage Forum meeting, the FTA and RHA demanded a study of comparative fuel duty and VED rates across Europe, and John Reid agreed wholeheartedly. Patricia nodded sagely and said we’d be happy to consider a study of comparative costs, but that we would need to look at the total tax burden on haulage firms, including income and corporation taxes (lower in the UK), and a comparison of overall efficiency.

         The Treasury would never agree to commission the fuel duty and VED comparison the hauliers wanted, because it would support their argument, and the hauliers wouldn’t agree to support our total tax burden and efficiency comparison because it would support ours.

         For a year, under successive ministers, that was the impasse. In the meantime, Gordon decided to scrap the fuel duty escalator, but pressed ahead with the annual inflation duty rise in Budget 2000, getting an unpleasant shock when The Sun’s front-page 31splash the next day said that – as a result – it would now cost £50 to fill a Mondeo.

         Nevertheless, there was not much hint of the trouble to come and, indeed, when John left the tax policy team and I became head of the indirect tax branch, we congratulated ourselves on a job well done. We’d taken the fuel duty rises as far as they’d go, we’d pushed through our reforms of VED and we’d held the line against the hauliers to the point where we barely needed to go through the motions at the Road Haulage Forum meetings.

         I was looking forward to getting stuck into the other aspects of the job – tobacco, booze, betting and VAT – if I got the job permanently, so I was gutted when it was awarded instead to a very bright girl named Katy Peters. Looking back, I can see the rationale: she was a highly regarded and experienced Treasury official, albeit with no tax background, rather than a Customs secondee in his first Treasury job; and whereas one senior manager used to tell me that my submissions to ministers were ‘economically obtuse’, Katy was a fully trained economist.

         I’d also offended some civil service sensibilities before the 2000 Budget by taking action that was deemed ‘political’. One morning, I put in my submission to the Financial Secretary Stephen Timms, known as ‘Ten-Foot’ for his legendary height, proposing the VED rates for new cars, set in bands according to their level of carbon emissions.

         That lunchtime, Ten-Foot’s office received a letter from the Ford motor company warning him that if one of the bands was set at a certain level, then production of a new car due to take place in the UK would be scrapped, with the loss of hundreds of jobs. Inevitably, that was exactly the level I’d just proposed.

         Rather than leave Ten-Foot – the nicest and most morally upstanding MP and minister I’ve ever encountered – to take a difficult decision, I simply went to his office, said I’d made a mistake in my proposals, and re-submitted them with the bands at the level that suited Ford. Even in Gordon’s Treasury, it was frowned on for a civil servant to engage in that kind of chicanery. 32

         Whether that cost me the indirect tax job, I don’t know, but my handover with Katy wasn’t the friendliest. Nevertheless, I did take her through the drill on the Road Haulage Forum, and we agreed she would shadow me at the next meeting in the early summer of 2000 to see how it all worked. It was the most desultory meeting we’d had up to that point, to the extent that I was representing Ten-Foot and my opposite number at Transport was representing his minister.

         As always, towards the end of the meeting, we went through the ritual of the FTA and RHA saying we needed a comparison of motoring taxes, the Transport official agreeing, and me nodding along but saying it was all very difficult because we needed to compare all operating costs and take a look at comparative efficiency. And that – for the umpteenth time – would have been that.

         Except it wasn’t. There was an interjection from behind my shoulder.

         ‘What we could agree’, said Katy, as though she’d just come up with a new map of Israel, ‘is to start with the comparison on motoring taxes, provided that we agree the next stage is to consider the wider comparative context.’

         If the room had been hit by an earthquake, more people couldn’t have fallen off their chairs. The RHA and FTA practically rushed for the door to release the news that we had finally conceded the study they wanted, each claiming credit for the breakthrough. Katy looked at me blankly, wondering what the problem was. Back at the Treasury, the firm view from ministers and the Eds was that this was a catastrophe, and the least bad option was to stick to our original position and accept the fallout that would result.

         Whether that was the right call or not, there was – in retrospect – a sickening inevitability about what happened next. The impasse had only lasted because neither side had ever blinked; there was no going back to it now. When Ten-Foot returned to the forum, and reverted to the normal script, the RHA walked out, said that there was no point continuing in discussions and that they would not blame any member associations if they now took direct action against the government. 33

         As the Tories, The Sun and the Daily Mail got behind the calls for a boycott of petrol stations in July 2000, the volatile atmosphere grew, and the militant local haulage associations who’d previously been kept in check by the RHA literally became a law unto themselves, blockading oil refineries in early September and causing panic-buying at petrol stations across the country.

         Back in Customs by now, working on VAT policy, I watched the evening news and saw the same hauliers that I knew by name and had kept reasonably onside for a year now acting and sounding like French farmers, demanding that Gordon cut diesel duty immediately or see the country shut down. I felt a bit of despair at all my good work gone to ruin, but also a bit of vainglorious schadenfreude that this was a consequence of that work going unrecognised.

         It’s a popular myth that the crisis ended when the newspapers that had helped to stoke it became fearful of the impact on the NHS and food stocks. But that was only once they’d also had clear guarantees from Gordon that – while he couldn’t be seen to give an emergency cut in fuel duty – he would definitely take action in a more orderly way in the Pre-Budget Report.

         That’s where I came in again. In October I was asked to come over to the Treasury for a meeting with Ed Balls. I’d hardly dealt with him while I was working on transport tax, which was never his brief, and our only proper encounter to that date was memorable for all the wrong reasons.

         He was working the room at the Budget party in 2000 and found his way to our small tax policy gaggle. He explained how he had to leave soon to get back to his young baby, and how difficult it was when he was working late nights on the PBR and Yvette had a late vote in Parliament. For some reason, I said: ‘You must need round-the-clock nannies.’ He gave me a filthy look: ‘Nannies? Nannies? They’re called our parents.’ He stalked off to the next group, and my colleagues winced.

         I was hoping he wouldn’t remember that when I walked into his office, but he barely looked up from his sheaf of papers. ‘What’s this one?’ he asked his private office official, and was 34told: ‘Fuel Duty – Damian from Customs’. ‘Ah right, welcome. How’s Customs? Now what we need for the day before the PBR is a twenty-page report, full of charts, making the principled scientific, environmental and economic case for cutting 3p off low-sulphur petrol and diesel, and explaining how everyone will benefit. I’m told you can do that for us.’

         ‘Erm, yep, sure, I think so.’ He looked at me. It was the ‘This is what we’re actually doing’ moment. ‘This is very, very important. We’re not going to let people say we’re cutting duty because The Sun told us to or some truckers blocked the roads. Otherwise they’ll just do it again. We’re doing it because it’s the right thing to do and it’s good for the environment. And I’m asking you to write the report because I’m told you know all this stuff. Are you with me?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said, much more robustly. ‘Right, you haven’t got long to do it, so sorry about that. But at least it means you’ll get an invite to the party.’ He gave a menacing chuckle. I left the office unsure whether that was a reference to what my old colleagues still called Nannygate, but after delivering the report exactly as required four weeks later, he shook my hand briefly at the post-PBR drinks and said sardonically: ‘I liked all your charts. Very, very good charts.’

         That PBR may have resolved the problem, and Gordon was always highly cautious with fuel duty after that, but the legacy remains from that period. Even taking into account the 3p reductions, duty on the main types of petrol and diesel was left at 45.82p per litre on the eve of the 2001 election, compared to 36.86p when Labour took office in 1997: an increase of more than a quarter. Forget that the last Tory administration raised it at a far faster rate from 1993 onwards; what matters is the comparison with George Osborne’s decisions from 2010 onwards.

         Through his forgoing of the normal inflationary duty rises, a one-off 1p reduction in 2011, and some marvellous sleight of hand in terms of the timing of his duty decisions, George Osborne is able to go into the 2015 election having never once increased fuel duty, and indeed having cut it by one penny. Obviously it makes 35a mockery of his insistence on deficit reduction at all costs and the comparison ignores the 2010 VAT rise, which has arguably cost motorists far more over the years. Nevertheless, it makes for a potent contrast with Labour’s first term in office.

         If you’re standing by an election billboard, watch that space.
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            7

            VAT Man Again. And Again

         

         If you’d told me the day I first picked up a VAT guide that the knowledge I gained would involve me in three of the most crucial decisions of Labour’s time in office, in 2002, 2008 and indeed – a year after my sacking – in 2010, I’d have yawned and said: ‘Sorry, what did you say? I lost you at VAT.’

         And that’s the reality: most people’s eyes glaze over when you start talking about VAT, so when I found myself in a senior position under Gordon, my colleagues and bosses were more than happy with me acting the resident expert, which was their flattering way of saying: ‘You get this stuff; just tell us what to do.’ And I always retained that status, hence being consulted even after my sacking.

         It didn’t come easy though. The great mystery of VAT is that, despite being all about everyday things – what we eat, drink and wear – the laws and language that surround their taxation are utterly impenetrable. Being a new boy in the Customs VAT team was like travelling to a distant country where every so often you’d hear an English phrase inserted into the otherwise indecipherable local dialect – ‘Spongy Texture’, ‘Stretchy Fabric’ and often an anguished cry of ‘Loophole’ – and wonder what on earth the rest of the conversation could be about.

         That was partly because I sat near one of the greatest of all civil service teams – the VAT Reliefs Unit. Every week, this team is sent a steady succession of new clothing, food and other products which businesses accept are on the borderline between what qualifies for zero or 5 per cent VAT on one hand and the standard rate on the other, then 17.5 per cent, now 20 per cent. Rather than wrongly start selling them at the lower rate and face a retrospective tax bill down the line, the manufacturers or retailers are looking for a favourable ruling up front. 37

         So it is that a group of VAT experts will spend a good part of their working week eating small foodstuffs and discussing among themselves whether the texture is more that of a cake or a biscuit, or pulling out the bust on a tiny T-shirt to decide if it should qualify as children’s clothing or is in fact designed for young women headed to Ayia Napa. And when not doing that, they are fighting case after case at tribunals, the High Court, the Court of Appeal and the European Court of Justice, often with hundreds of millions of pounds at stake, trying to close the loopholes and defend the borderlines.

         For that reason, the VAT establishment in general hate loopholes and hate the borderlines that create them even more. That is why, for years, they urged Gordon Brown, Alistair Darling and George Osborne in succession to start taxing Cornish pasties, sausage rolls and other zero-rated food sold hot over the counter in order to equalise their VAT treatment with takeaway pizzas, curries and so on. They finally got their way, albeit temporarily, in Osborne’s 2012 Budget.

         One example of this hatred of loopholes came early in Labour’s first term when Dawn Primarolo asked for advice on whether she could reduce the VAT rate on tampons, on the grounds that they were clearly essential for women and VAT should – where possible – not apply to essentials.

         She received an impossibly patronising reply explaining that it was a great myth that VAT did not apply to essentials. Try living life without toilet paper, toothpaste and soap, she was told, all of which carry VAT.

         Nevertheless, Dawn patiently explained in response that she was aware of all that, but had looked at the list of items to which EU member states were entitled to apply reduced rates of VAT and, while toilet paper wasn’t on there, sanitary protection clearly was, and given it was legal and affordable to do so, she would like to recommend it to the Chancellor for the Budget. The VAT bosses in Customs were enraged: ‘This bloody woman wants to create a new borderline – a new one!’ 38

         Their next tactic was to argue that, since this would be the only VAT relief specific to one sex, it would introduce gender discrimination into a VAT system, which – unlike its direct tax cousins – had always been pleasingly androgynous. Dawn would have been forgiven for losing her patience at this point, but instead suggested that if the team could identify one item which was equally as essential but exclusive to men as tampons were to women, then she’d happily consider their argument.

         The subsequent, intensive brain-storming exercise at Customs HQ came up with two answers, presented almost with defiance in an email reply to Dawn’s office: beard-trimmers and Jewish circumcision knives. Needless to say, the measure eventually went ahead in 2000, although it remains that rare item, a tax cut not actually announced in the Budget, due to Gordon’s reluctance to refer to tampons at the despatch box. The same was true when he cut VAT on condoms in 2006, another initiative of Dawn’s.

         My grounding in this area and the work I’d done on the fuel crisis got me an invitation in late 2000 to a private meeting with the two Eds and Katy, who had found her feet after the screw-up at the Road Haulage Forum. Ed Balls began, ominously, by saying: ‘We are not having this meeting and we are not asking you to do any of the work you’ll be undertaking – anything you do will be your own research and thinking.’

         With that understood, they explained that they wanted someone to develop radical options for the ‘structural reform of VAT’, which boiled down to creating a new tier of reduced rates on certain goods and services, paid for by raising the standard rate to 20 per cent. They described this in shorthand as 0–5–10–20. They said they wanted two options at either end which would give away or raise in the region of £10 billion, and a mix of options in between.

         They continually repeated the importance of getting robust analyses of the distributional impact on pensioner households, low-income families and so on. When I tentatively asked what all this was geared towards, they just waved away the question, saying we were coming up to a new parliament and it was important to look at everything fresh. 39

         I worked on what was termed the ‘special VAT project’ for several months, and had a number of further meetings with the Eds. They were constantly hankering after new reduced rates which could make the system less regressive: ‘What would you cut VAT on if you wanted to target support to lower-income households?’ ‘Cigarettes and alcohol,’ I said. ‘But we can’t under EU law.’ ‘We can’t full stop,’ Ed Miliband replied, as if I was an idiot.

         ‘Alright,’ Balls said impatiently, rolling his pen in his hand, which is his equivalent of rolling his eyes: ‘What VAT cut can we do under EU law that will make the biggest difference to lower-income households?’ ‘The best option?’ I said. ‘Hands down the most progressive tax cut we could make? That would be 5 per cent VAT on pet food.’ ‘Pet food?!’ they both said. ‘Yep, compared to other options, there’s a hugely disproportionate benefit for pensioners and low-income families with kids. The distributional charts are fantastic.’ Now they were both looking at me as if I was an idiot.

         As time went on, they became less interested in the options for VAT cuts, and more in Option 4(iii) – the one which raised the maximum £10 billion, with minimal additions of new reduced rates, the standard rate raised to 20 per cent, and new housing taxed for the first time at 10 per cent. They pored over the distributional charts, and seemed remarkably phlegmatic about how terrible the figures looked for low-income families and pensioners.

         My work was done and I was still none the wiser as to what it was all about, until the 2002 Budget when rates of national insurance contributions were raised to pay for a £10 billion increase in NHS spending. Some counterpart of mine in the Inland Revenue had clearly been doing a parallel ‘secret project’ on NICs, and – from what I could see – their proposals had beaten mine.

         But Ed Balls told me years later: ‘You will never know how important your work was. Blair was absolutely insistent we had to raise the money through VAT not NICs, but we saw him off, and 40it was all your distributional analysis that did it.’ So my special project had been a straw man all along: the worse the figures looked the better; and the less credible the potential ameliorative reduced rates were, the more that clinched the argument. Imagine how they enjoyed telling Blair about pet food.

         However, the work I’d done and the reputation I’d earned as a VAT expert would come back to the fore during the financial crisis after 2008.

         As many people lost their jobs and others started counting their pennies, and as companies went bust or retrenched, billions of pounds of potential spending was being lost to the economy, hence the steady slide into recession. At the same time, the surviving high street banks were all going through their own retrenchment and refusing to lend any more money.

         If the government had started cutting its own spending or increasing taxes at the same time, a bad situation would have become catastrophic. Instead, we tried to fill some of that void by increasing short-term government spending – albeit through increased borrowing – and the Bank of England did what it could through so-called quantitative easing to encourage the banks to lend.

         However, it’s also vital to try to arrest the slide in spending by households and businesses, and keep the real economy going. After all, the government and the Bank of England couldn’t save Woolworths; only actual people buying actual products there could do that. In that situation, a VAT cut is by far the most effective mechanism to give that ‘fiscal stimulus’ and I was one of those who argued most strongly for it.

         The reason why, not that we ever said it publicly, is that it actually didn’t matter if businesses kept the VAT cut or passed it on. As long as the savings were spent by someone, whether it was a business keeping someone in a job or a household increasing their weekly shop, then the amount of cash going round the economy would be increased and the fiscal stimulus would be achieved.

         Conversely, the great danger of a large, one-off income tax cut or rebate is that many people will do what comes naturally in a 41recession – keep the extra money for a rainier day rather than spend it – thus defeating the object of the stimulus. It’s precisely because the savings from a VAT cut are small and cumulative that people or businesses automatically recycle them through their spending and therefore keep the cash in the economy.

         That was why Gordon and Alistair Darling decided VAT should be reduced to 15 per cent for a year in 2009. However, Alistair was urged by the Treasury to recommend a quid pro quo, whereby – when the temporary cut came to an end – the standard rate would go to 20 per cent, not back to 17.5 per cent. Senior Treasury officials had long hankered for such a move, seeing it as a simple means of banking extra billions in the Exchequer’s plus column for the years to come, and arguing that the standard rate of 17.5 per cent that had been in place since 1991 had – over time – fallen way behind the European average.

         Gordon dismissed the idea out of hand, not least because of the analysis I’d done back in 2001, but even though he won that argument, Alistair kept coming back to the issue, as if going to 20 per cent was simply a question of ‘when’, whatever the economic and distributional impact.

         Gordon became increasingly angry about what he saw as the Treasury civil service working to a political agenda, trying to force Labour to make unpopular tax decisions to make life easier for an incoming Tory government, and could not understand why Alistair was going along with it. ‘These Treasury guys are already working for Osborne,’ he said, ‘and Alistair doesn’t see it.’

         The truth is that Gordon would never have allowed VAT to rise – it was total anathema to him, and always had been. We couldn’t even get him to consider marginal extensions of VAT to junk mail or pornographic magazines (more borderlines!), let alone an increase in the standard rate. And – based on the ‘special project’ work I’d done – Ed Balls and Ed Miliband felt exactly the same. How could they ever go along with a move that they’d ruled out in 2002 precisely because it was so regressive?

         The issue came to a head again before the election in 2010 when several of Gordon’s advisers urged him to rule out a VAT 42increase in Labour’s manifesto, the idea being that – if the Tories refused to follow suit – this could become one of the defining issues of the campaign. It made perfect sense. Given that Gordon would never countenance an increase in VAT, then even if further tax rises were needed after the election to tackle the deficit, you could guarantee VAT wouldn’t be one of them.

         Even though I was long gone by that stage, I was always listened to when it came to VAT, and I used various back channels to supply the figures that would be needed on the doorstep about what a rise to 20 per cent would mean for different house-hold types.

         But given the strength of Treasury feeling on the issue, Alistair refused point blank to sign up to any commitment on VAT, leaving Gordon’s advisers fearing he would resign on the eve of the election campaign if they tried to force it. Looking at things from the outside, I was tearing my hair out. As far as I was concerned, the Labour Party was being held to ransom by a Chancellor who was more concerned about his internal reputation with Treasury civil servants than about winning the election.

         By the time the third leaders’ debate came around, Gordon was being urged from many quarters to call Alistair’s bluff and put Cameron on the spot, by saying: ‘I can make a solemn promise that – as long as I am Prime Minister – VAT will not rise, and I will resign if I ever break that promise. Now, let’s see if David Cameron will say the same.’ But then the Mrs Duffy incident happened, and all thoughts of throwing down game-changing gauntlets went out of the window; it would have looked like desperation rather than tactical genius.

         I remain convinced it was a massive mistake for Labour not to rule out a VAT rise in 2010, and for that reason – whatever the other arguments in favour – I am always slightly baffled when I see calls in the media for Alistair Darling to be restored as shadow Chancellor before the 2015 election. Why on earth would Labour put up against George Osborne the only opposition figure who agreed with him in 2010 on raising VAT, in place of Ed Balls, who has been fighting against 20 per cent VAT for thirteen years?
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            Sport of Queens

         

         Depending on your point of view, it is either a great constitutional tradition or a ridiculous anachronism that, the night before the Budget, the first person outside the Treasury made privy to its full contents is Her Majesty the Queen.

         On those hectic evenings, when documents and press notices are still being finalised and printed, and the speech is receiving the famous ‘finishing touches’ – or in Gordon’s case, great big black lines put through whole pages with accompanying shouts of ‘Who writes this bloody stuff?’ – the Chancellor must visit Buckingham Palace for an hour, present the key measures and figures in the Budget, and answer the Queen’s questions about them.

         The next morning, in theory, the Prime Minister and the Cabinet are given a similar briefing, although Gordon took his constitutional duty to inform the Queen rather more seriously than he did the need to take questions from Alan Milburn or Charles Clarke. Indeed, for a man who usually complained about having to do almost anything in his diary, he was never anything but diligent and obliging when it came to his audiences with the Queen.

         And usually nervous too, especially in 2001, when newspaper speculation about our planned Budget reforms to betting duty caused a last-minute panic in Gordon’s office in case the Queen wanted to grill him about the impact on her beloved horse-racing.

         By that point, betting duty was one of my areas. Once the ‘special VAT project’ was complete and Katy Peters had moved on in early 2001, I’d finally been appointed head of the Treasury’s indirect tax branch by a new head of the tax policy team, a titan of an official named Alex Gibbs.

         Gibbsy had the unenviable but essential task of going before the Treasury select committee each year after the Budget, and 44refusing to admit that the tax burden was rising. John Pavel used to tell me that any civil servant who answered that question wrongly would find themselves ‘counting puffins on the Orkney Islands’ the following week.

         So the committee would ask Gibbsy thirty different times in thirty different ways to read out the set of Red Book figures for the proportion of national income taken in tax, and say whether the last number was higher than the first.

         And thirty different times, Gibbsy would answer the question in exactly the same way as Gordon always did, explaining that tax revenues tended to rise during prolonged periods of growth, but referring them to the 1996 Red Book under the Tories which projected higher totals for the tax burden than those currently seen. It takes an iron will to tough it out like that.

         His successor folded under the pressure of being asked whether one number was higher than another number the very first time he was up before the committee, leading to a Daily Mail splash and banner headlines in every other paper. He wasn’t quite sent to the Orkney Islands, but did choose to move to Newcastle Council not long afterwards.

         Gibbsy was also a betting man, once recounting an agonising journey stuck in motorway queues unable to explain to his wife why he was getting so agitated by the huge second innings total that India were accumulating at Lord’s. They finally made it to a Little Chef where he could sprint to get online and stop his mounting losses on the spread betting market. But that was a rare setback.

         Helped by Gibbsy’s expertise and impeccable contacts within the industry, my first job as head of indirect tax was working out how to deal with offshore bookies offering online tax-free betting to punters. Unable to beat them, the big UK bookmakers were all threatening to close their high-street outlets and join them, representing a massive risk to tax revenues and jobs.

         Our plan was to abolish betting tax on punters to remove the online advantage, and replace it with a tax on bookmakers’ profits, a high-risk strategy given this would also remove 45the advantage that British racecourses then enjoyed offering a tax-free day out. The hope was that the resulting tide of tax-free betting would raise all ships and soaring bookies’ profits would plug the revenue gap.

         It was a major reform but in the broader context of a pre-election Budget, Gordon hadn’t paid it much attention, leaving Ed Miliband and Ten-Foot Timms to get on with it, who in turn trusted me and Gibbsy to get it right.

         So Gordon faced the prospect of having to brief the Queen on an issue which he knew little about, but where she was potentially an expert with very strong views. What happened if she disagreed with the planned reforms? What if she told him he was going to destroy her days out at the races?

         I was instructed to write Gordon an urgent briefing note: everything he needed to know about the issue on one page and a script for presenting it to the Queen on another. I threw in some extra material about the state of the racing industry and how Her Majesty’s horses had been doing over the past year, and whizzed it to his office.
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