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      ‘The significance of DC Confidential is that a senior player in the daily interaction between the US and its most intimate ally argues that things did not have
         to turn out that way. From his unique vantage point on Massachusetts Avenue, the ambassador saw that although Britain’s reputation
         in a traumatised US soared to “stratospheric new heights” after the 9/11 al-Qaida attacks, the prime minister was unable
         to translate it into real influence on the Bush administration … This book is a useful reminder that the debate about Iraq
         is about the present as well as the past’       Guardian

      
      ‘This is the most interesting, credible insider account of the run-up to Iraq so far published. It is being made much of by
         the antis as definitive proof of Blair’s awfulness’
      

      
      Andrew Marr, Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘This high-level account of the run-up to the Iraq invasion is thorough, credible and deflates the notion that Bush and Blair
         decided early on to go to war, come hell or high water’
      

      
      Jim Hoagland, Washington Post

      
      ‘The importance of the Meyer book is very great’

      
      Peter Oborne, Spectator

      
      ‘Blair emerges from Meyer’s unique perspective as shallow and vainglorious … a tragic indictment of the dysfunction of 21st
         century British government’      Andrew Stephen, Observer

      
      ‘His inside story of Tony Blair’s relationship with George Bush in the run-up to the Iraq war is laden with delicious detail.
         Peaceniks may be disappointed by the narrative: the war was right; Mr Blair did not lie; there was no secret deal to “whack
         Iraq” – but only the earnest will care’      Francis Elliott, Independent on Sunday

      
      ‘Meyer’s Washington reminiscences are sensational. He portrays the prime minister as a star-struck wimp and his cabinet as
         “pygmies”’
      

      
      Simon Jenkins, Guardian

      
      ‘A marvellously entertaining and readable book that deserves to sell as many copies as any airport paperback saga. It is already
         famous as perhaps the rudest volume ever written by an insider about New Labour’s top talent’       Andrew Gilligan, Evening Standard

      
      ‘In his wry and literate way, Meyer fleshes out the bones of what’s been a pretty familiar skeleton … His talent for comic
         observation and understated wit is a great bonus’
      

      
      Matthew Norman, Independent

      
      ‘This book is a fabulous queenie gossip. It’s like Lance Price, but the difference is that Price was a third-grade government
         press officer and Meyer was a number-one Washington official’
      

      
      Roger Alton, Press Gazette

      
      ‘The delicious portraiture, razor-sharp character assessments and the sharing of undiplomatic discretions, are all beautifully,
         and often comically presented’       James Cusick, Sunday Herald

      
      ‘The book does provide some valuable insights into British-American relations. The chapters on 9/11 and on the Iraq War are
         totally absorbing and often quite moving. The account of Blair’s bonding with Bush after 9/11 is wonderfully – if a trifle
         gushingly – laid out’      Cal McCrystal, Independent on Sunday

      
      ‘The book is of great value to anyone interested in diplomacy and foreign policy’      Bruce Anderson, Independent

      
      ‘His honesty, tittle-tattle and tales of PM’s shirts are to be applauded, not lamented’      David Banks, Press Gazette

      
      ‘It may not spill the official secrets but it does provide plenty of colour … Historians will find this book a useful addition
         to the archive material’      Sean Donlon, Irish Times

      
      ‘The value of the book is that it gives a feel for the nuts and bolts of diplomacy and foreign relations – the networking,
         the gathering of intelligence, the analysis, the reporting home and the endless protection of a variety of national interests
         from bendy bananas to nuclear power’       Maurice Hayes, Irish Independent

      
      ‘A masterpiece of elegance which places the stiletto between New Labour’s shoulder blades with panache’       Clive Aslet, Country Life

      
      ‘This is an important book about what it was like to be Britain’s most senior and lustrous ambassador at a time when the prime
         minister enjoyed a direct line to the White House for which there are few precedents’      Martin Kettle, Guardian

      
      ‘Never before has there been such a riveting and candid memoir of life behind the diplomatic scenes’      The Middle East

      
      Christopher Meyer served as Ambassador of the United Kingdom to the United States from 1997 to 2003. He was a vital link in
         the important relationship between America and Britain, one of the closest periods since the Second World War. He had previously
         been British Ambassador to Germany and chief spokesman and press secretary for former Prime Minister John Major, and for Geoffrey
         Howe when he was Foreign Secretary. In 2003 Meyer was appointed Chairman of the Press Complaints Commission. He was knighted
         in 2001 and currently presents the BBC show Getting Our Way.
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      I never had a burning desire to write any kind of memoir. But, last summer, as I was regaling my wife and family with old
         war stories for the umpteenth time, they urged me to write them down before my memory faded. So, early one morning in August
         last year, I sat down on the balcony of our flat in Megève and looked to the French Alps for inspiration. I had before me
         a French exercise book and a pack of Bic ballpoints. I put pen to paper and became instantly addicted. The addiction was to
         hold me in its thrall for over a year.
      

      
      This is a book which is based largely on memory. I never kept a diary. As ambassador in Washington, I occasionally made jottings
         of words and phrases which I had used and to which I had taken a fancy. Some of these re-emerged in speeches and interviews
         which I gave later. A few are to be found lurking in the books of other authors – sometimes attributed, sometimes not – with
         whom I have been happy to cooperate. I have not sought access to the archives of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office or any
         other government department. I have checked certain details with one or two friends and former colleagues.
      

      
      As I started to write I had no clear structure to guide me. I decided only on a loose chronology, which would start in 1994
         when I went to Downing Street to work as John Major’s press secretary; and end in 2003, when I left Washington as ambassador
         and retired from the Diplomatic Service. I have broadly stuck to the chronology. But, along the way, I found myself constantly
         diverted by reminiscence and reflection. The doors of memory would suddenly fly open and out would pop something that I had
         not thought about for years.
      

      
      Nor did I start with a wish to convey some great message. But, as I wrote, certain broad themes began to emerge, almost of
         their own accord. With hindsight, as I put down my pen in relief at finishing the book, I realized that these were the vertebrae
         of DC Confidential: the imperative necessity of retaining a clear-eyed vision of the national interest; the enduring relevance of diplomacy and
         embassies, when ease and speed of communication between capitals, stripped of context, can lead to facile and misguided judgements;
         the importance of knowing how to negotiate with friend and foe alike – when to stand and when to bend.
      

      
      Another theme is my huge affection and admiration for America and Americans. I hope that this book may in some modest way
         contribute to a better understanding of this great friend and ally. It is not to be blithely uncritical to say that the world
         is a far better place for the existence of the United States.
      

      
      A few good men and women have helped me with this book. My agent, Jonathan Lloyd of Curtis Brown, who so wisely led a novice
         author by the hand; my editor, Alan Samson at Weidenfeld and Nicholson, who both improved the text and displayed saintly forbearance
         as I missed deadline after deadline; Alan’s assistant, Lucinda McNeile, who, with gentle firmness, took me through the painstaking
         detail of editing; our neighbours, Sue Lawley and Hugh Williams, who thought up the title DC Confidential. I am especially grateful to our good friends Barbara Taylor Bradford and Bob Bradford who took such trouble to help me make
         the transition from the clipped prose of the Civil Service to something which is, I hope, more entertaining to the reader.
         I am also immensely grateful to our good friends Claudine and Dennis Ward who so generously provided a refuge in the south
         of France from which several chapters of the book emerged.
      

      
      As with everything else, I could not have written the book without the support of my wife, Catherine. She enters the narrative
         early on. The book is as much about her as me. More important, so far as America is concerned, it is a story of what we, as
         a partnership, saw, heard, felt and did together. She brought her keen judgement to the text, kept me going when I wanted
         to abandon the project, and had to put up with my all too frequent bouts of surly grumpiness while I wrestled with the writing.
         I am eternally grateful to her.
      

      
      London, September 2005

      
   
      
      
      
      We have no eternal allies and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and perpetual, and those interests it
         is our duty to follow.
      

      
      LORD PALMERSTON (1784–1865)
      

      
      War is nothing but a continuation of politics with the admixture of other means.

      
      KARL VON CLAUSEWITZ (1780–1831)
      

      
      There is nothing more difficult to plan, more doubtful of success, nor more dangerous to manage than the creation of a new
         order of things … Whenever his enemies have occasion to attack the innovator they do so with the passion of partisans, while
         the others defend him sluggishly so that the innovator and his party alike are vulnerable.
      

      
      NICCOLÒ MACHIAVELLI (1469–1527)
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      Foreword to the Paperback Edition

      
      The controversy which attended the publication last year of the hardback edition of DC Confidential had many piquant ingredients. Together they created a succulent stew of exploding minister, harrumphing mandarin, provocative
         newspaper headline, and, most tasty of all – the garlic of political affaires – disinformation and smear from unnamed sources. Sprinkled on top were two Early Day Motions put down in the House of Commons,
         one of which urged me to publish and be damned, while the other called for my head as Chairman of the Press Complaints Commission
         for doing just that. One MP supported both Motions.
      

      
      This was all a little unexpected for a book which had had some difficulty finding a publisher. It was the more surprising
         for my having followed the rules for the publication of books by retired diplomats. With the written consent of the Foreign
         Office, I submitted my manuscript to the Cabinet Office for clearance before publication. Official sources subsequently offered
         several explanations, on and off the record, for the bewildering contradiction between raising no objection to publication
         and the fuss made later. The explanations appeared to vary from week to week: the book had been read only by a junior member
         of the Cabinet Office; the Foreign Office had never seen the manuscript; I had delayed submitting the manuscript for clearance
         until just before publication, so facing the government with a fait accompli; I had threatened the government with lawyers. It was also alleged that I had ignored a personal appeal from No. 10 not to
         publish. All of this was untrue.
      

      
      Officialdom went on to compound its confused handling both of my book and that of Sir Jeremy Greenstock (former British Ambassador
         to the United Nations and Tony Blair’s representative in Iraq in 2003) by tightening the rules for civil servants and diplomats on publishing books, when all it needed to do was to apply the existing rules clearly and consistently, with equal
         treatment for politicans, political advisers and civil servants. Getting the balance right between what should remain undisclosed
         and the public’s right to know is, of course, not an easy thing. But it is no answer to impose draconian restrictions on civil
         servants and diplomats, so that the only version of history to be written will be by politicians and their political advisers.
      

      
      One of these days I may write an account of this bizarre episode, titled, perhaps, Westminster Confidential. Who knows, it could be of more than passing interest to a university politics class.
      

      
      This paperback edition corrects a number of errors and repetitions spotted by eagle-eyed readers, several of them in America.
         I am extremely grateful to them. I am also grateful to the scores of people who wrote to me about the book. Their comments
         were overwhelmingly supportive. Most asked what the fuss was all about. I have tried to reply to all of them. I take this
         opportunity to apologise to those who may have slipped through my net and have had no acknowledgement.
      

      
      April 2005
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      Vanity and Ambition

      
      ‘We want you to get up the arse of the White House and stay there.’ So spoke the Prime Minister’s chief of staff, Jonathan
         Powell, in the splendour of one of Downing Street’s reception rooms.
      

      
      I was, as the Americans would say, a thirty-year veteran of the British Diplomatic Service. Now, after all that slog, I was
         about to reach the pinnacle of a diplomat’s career and become Britain’s ambassador to the United States. Trust the blokeishness
         of New Labour to reduce it to an anal metaphor (mind you, on entering the Diplomatic Service, I had been enjoined by a military-looking
         type of the old school to be ‘as crisp as a fart’).
      

      
      It was all quite hard to believe. As I sat opposite this young, tousle-headed chief of staff, who had once been my subordinate,
         I had one of those can-it-really-be-me? moments. I had a modest middle-class background. No member of my family had ever been
         a diplomat; I had never had a burning desire to become one. My uncle had made a lot of money as a quantity surveyor. For years
         it had been assumed that I would follow him into the business. But my uselessness with figures – I had scraped an O level
         in Maths – and my total lack of interest in quantity surveying had ruled that out.
      

      
      When I was about seven, I found in my grandmother’s attic one of those illustrated, leather-bound histories of the kings and
         queens of England, of which the Victorians were fond. My imagination was immediately fired. History became my passion. When
         I was twelve or thirteen, it took me to second place in a national competition for schools called the Townsend Warner History
         Prize. It then carried me a decade later to a scholarship at Peterhouse, the oldest Cambridge college, distinguished in equal
         measure for eminent historians and scientists. I disappointed my professors by not getting a first-class degree. I got instead
         what was called a two-one. I always rationalized this by saying that the best diplomats are those with good second-class minds. Too much intellectual
         firepower can damage your common sense.
      

      
      I had not a clue what I would do with my degree. The university careers advisory service suggested that I put my expensive
         education in the service of the fruit-and-vegetable business. They commended a company based in London and Sicily. This was
         on the strength of my telling them that I liked travel and had hitchhiked in Italy. I dismissed the idea with the arrogance
         of youth. I considered myself destined for higher things. I made also an irrational connection between fruit and veg and the
         chicken factory near Bath, where I had once worked as a student ‘hole-cutter’. This task – three chickens a minute, seven
         hours a day – is too disgusting to describe. I was an interloper in a close-knit rural community, where archaic forms of English
         were still in use – ‘thy’ and ‘bain’t’ – even among the German and Italian ex-prisoners of war, who preferred the chicken
         factory to returning to their homelands. They accepted me with a friendly curiosity. In due course I was to choose a career
         where success depended on the ability to be welcomed by alien communities.
      

      
      I sometimes wonder what would have happened if I had gone into fruit and vegetables. I might now be sunning myself on the
         balcony of a fine Sicilian country house, surveying my empire of lemon groves and olive trees. Who is to say that this would
         not have been a better choice?
      

      
      The careers advisory service also sent me to BP for an unpleasant and unsuccessful interview, where I was criticized for wearing
         a sports jacket and brown shoes. ‘No gentleman wears brown shoes in London,’ I was told. This remark was uttered just as the
         Beatles, Carnaby Street, and the Swinging Sixties were tolling the knell of the traditional English gentleman, so beloved
         by Hungarian immigrés and the French.
      

      
      It was my Peterhouse supervisor, Maurice Cowling, who suggested the Diplomatic Service. I had my doubts. My mother and stepfather,
         an officer in the RAF, had led a peripatetic life. We had lived in Aden and Turkey, where our landlord had been hanged after
         the military coup d’état of 1960. That is one way of avoiding the rent. As a teenager, I had met Foreign Office people in these places, including
         one who hated the career. But Cowling convinced me. ‘Take the exams,’ he said. ‘If you pass, you have a career, if you want to be a diplomat. If you pass, but decide to do something else, you will have a qualification of interest to any employer.’
      

      
      I took the exams and tests in the spring of 1965. To my astonishment I came top. This more than compensated for having failed
         to get a first in my final university exams; and for the ignominy of having organized a May Ball that lost a large amount
         of money and led to the bacchanalian destruction of the Fellows’ Garden. The experience had almost tempted me to get into
         the pop-music business. I discovered that I had a nose for talent and an ear for hits. I hired three bands, who at the time
         were either unknown or at the outer fringes of commercial success. One was called the Jokers Wild, a local Cambridge band
         that played every week at the Victoria Ballroom above the cinema in the market place. Their leader was David Gilmour, who
         went on to create Pink Floyd. Then there were the Paramounts, who later morphed into Procol Harum. Their ‘Whiter Shade of
         Pale’ was a global hit, which is still widely played today. I also hired Zoot Money’s Big Roll Band. National fame largely
         eluded them, but Zoot was huge on the south coast for years.
      

      
      As I basked in the success of getting into the Foreign Office, a letter suddenly arrived, inviting me to report for duty in
         early September. Real life loomed and I took fright. I was still not sure that the Foreign Office was for me. More to the
         point, I was reluctant to abandon the student’s life. The college notice board carried a seductive advertisement for a one-year
         diploma in international relations from the School of Advanced International Studies in Bologna, Italy (subsequently renamed
         the Paul Nitze School, after one of its most illustrious benefactors). This was an American establishment run by the Johns
         Hopkins University in Baltimore. Because Bologna had a communist city government and was in Italy’s so-called Red Belt, the
         rumour was, as I later discovered, that the school was funded by the CIA. The deputy director of the school was certainly
         a mysterious fellow with a crew cut who had no obvious academic or administrative functions. Much later, when I told a Soviet
         diplomat who had KGB written all over him that I had studied in Bologna, he replied, ‘Ah! The spy school.’
      

      
      I had little difficulty in persuading the Foreign Office to give me a year’s deferment to go to Bologna. It liked the glossy
         brochure and the impressive set of courses. It also hoped I would learn Italian, which I did. Typically, it never took advantage
         of this to send me to our embassy in Rome. The best it could do was, later, to send me to Madrid on the grounds that the Spaniards, like the Italians,
         spoke a Latin-based language. In the end Spain, with the United States, proved the most enjoyable and fulfilling of my postings
         abroad. But that is another story.
      

      
      Bologna was an idyllic interlude, in which my attention to advanced international studies was cursory at best. A year passed
         in travel around Italy and dancing with Italian girls in the little bars that dotted the hills around Bologna. I returned
         to London in the autumn of 1966. My year away had given me no fresh ideas about a career. Without further ado, I entered Her
         Majesty’s Diplomatic Service and was posted to the West and Central African Department of the Foreign Office. I was made responsible
         for French-speaking African states. The prospect terrified me. There were so many of them. My head of department brushed my
         worries aside. ‘No need to worry, old boy. We have damn-all interests in these places. The French have them sewn up.’
      

      
      If Bologna did little to fire enthusiasm for the Foreign Office, it marked the start of my fascination for America. Most of
         the students and faculty were American. They were pulsing with debate over the war in Vietnam. I took a course in American
         history, did my first multiple-choice tests, ate my first Thanksgiving dinner and duly emerged with a diploma. I went on to
         spend the summer working for the American School in Switzerland. This was an American high school based in Lugano, which used
         to recruit its ‘senior counselors’ from the students in Bologna. It ran a two-month summer programme for American teenagers,
         overwhelmingly girls, which provided a distilled course in European culture. The job of a senior counselor was to drive a
         minibus, with eight girls aboard, on week-long excursions around Europe, returning to Lugano for much-needed rest between
         sorties. Hotels were forbidden. Camping sites were obligatory. The senior counselors were supposed also to be chaperones.
         It was a struggle to protect the American girls from the attentions of Italian and Spanish men. I was offered money for access
         to them in Rome and Barcelona. Our minibus was pursued all the way from Milan to Chiasso on the Italian–Swiss frontier by
         a car-load of Italian boys. The girls were torn between fear and longing. I still have ringing in my ears the Mickey Mouse
         song, rendered horribly by eight tuneless voices in the claustrophobic confines of a Volkswagen minibus. I learnt to purchase Tampax in French, Swiss, Spanish, Italian, German and Austrian pharmacies
         without batting an eyelid.
      

      
      Almost twenty years were to pass after these adventures before I set foot on American soil. It used to be said that the most
         common dream experienced by the British people was to have tea with the Queen. Mine was always to go to America. I finally
         did it in 1985, when, as his press secretary, I accompanied Sir Geoffrey (now Lord) Howe, the then Foreign Secretary, to a
         UN meeting in New York. We stayed at the posh UN Plaza hotel on East 42nd Street. My first night I was so excited that I got
         up and went for a walk around the East Side. It taught me something about America that has remained with me ever since. So
         much was intensely familiar from movies and television; but so much was alien. This was a foreign country, not Britain writ
         large. It was a huge mystery, to be explored and explained. That first morning I had breakfast in John’s restaurant, a diner
         on the corner of 42nd and 2nd Avenue: two eggs over easy, Canadian bacon, hash browns, toast, jelly, orange juice, coffee.
         I listened to the raucous conversation of office workers, policemen, waiters, postmen. I had finally arrived.
      

      
      After that I travelled frequently to the US with Geoffrey Howe, usually to Washington and New York. Geoffrey had struck up
         a good relationship with George Shultz, the American Secretary of State. They both spoke in a low rumble, barely audible to
         their staff and sometimes to each other. On one occasion Howe tried to persuade Shultz to get the American military to buy
         a battlefield communications system called Ptarmigan. After Howe had made his pitch, Shultz replied bafflingly that the US
         would always support democracy in the ‘Southern Cone’. What had he meant, we asked Shultz’s staff after the meeting. ‘The
         Secretary,’ they said, ‘thought that Sir Geoffrey was talking about Argentina.’
      

      
      Geoffrey got it into his head that he could extract more value from his lightning trips to Washington if we took Concorde.
         It would add an entire afternoon to the time available for talks with the Americans. That was fine as far as the afternoons
         were concerned. But with a five-hour time difference working against us, by the time the working dinner arrived, we were all
         dead from jet lag. Shultz once had the idea that it would be nice to have the dinner on the old presidential yacht Sequoia and sail down the Potomac River. Shultz and Howe decided to get away from matters of the moment and discuss long-term trends in world affairs. It was a balmy
         spring evening, with the sun setting over the Virginia shore. To the gentle throb of engines and the sound of swishing water
         was added the soporific rumble of the two Great Men, as they grappled with subjects like population control. The entire British
         team was soon asleep at the dinner table. Shultz and Howe would sometimes doze as the other spoke. I opened an eye to see
         that jet lag was contagious. American heads were drooping.
      

      
      As my time with Sir Geoffrey drew to a close in 1988, he asked me what I wanted to do next. I said that I wanted to get to
         know America better. Our thirty-six-hour visits to the US had been tantalizing. I was more and more aware of the vast country
         that lay behind the east coast. I was also exhausted after spending four years dealing with the press. There was a programme
         at Harvard University which every year brought together from all over the world twenty or so foreign policy ‘practitioners’
         – diplomats, businessmen, politicians and so on. The idea was to bring academics and practitioners together in a creative
         synergy. In reality, as I was to find out, most of the academics did not want to touch the practitioners with a bargepole,
         in case the real world were to burst in on the musings of the ivory tower. Each year, the Foreign Office sent someone on the
         course. I asked to go in the academic year 1988–9. Howe granted my wish. In due course I set off for Cambridge, Massachusetts,
         where Harvard is located, with my first wife and family.
      

      
      Our arrival in August coincided with the final stage of the 1988 presidential election campaign between George Bush the father
         and Michael Dukakis, the Governor of Massachusetts. Dukakis was leading Bush by around fifteen points in the polls. In the
         end he was to be beaten heavily by Bush; but as we arrived, a number of Democrat-supporting Harvard academics were expecting
         to be called to Washington to serve in a Dukakis administration. Harvard proved to be a superb observation point as the campaign
         moved to its climax. I found myself living a political melodrama as the Dukakis campaign went down the drain, taking with
         it the hopes and ambitions of most of Harvard’s academic community. I learnt lessons about presidential campaigns, which were
         to stand me in good stead when I was ambassador twelve years later. One of them was to pay little attention to the predictive power of the polls before the beginning of September. I became hooked on American
         politics and have remained so ever since.
      

      
      When, after a few weeks at Harvard, I took a call from the Foreign Office asking me if I would like to stay on that side of
         the Atlantic and take up a posting at our embassy in Washington at the end of the academic year, I jumped at the chance. My
         family were delighted too. The alternative option of Eastern Europe, even as ambassador, was not so appealing.
      

      
      We moved to the nation’s capital in May of 1989. I was to stay for five and a half years until the end of 1993 in this, my
         first, Washington incarnation. It converted me in the eyes of the Foreign Office from a Russian to an American specialist,
         so paving the way for my appointment four years later as ambassador to the United States.
      

      
      Which explains why, just before leaving for Washington in this second and more elevated incarnation as ambassador, I had gone
         to see Jonathan Powell, the Prime Minister’s chief of staff. It was normal for senior ambassadors to get their marching orders
         from Downing Street. His crisp instruction was the most important briefing I received. Six months after New Labour’s crushing
         election victory in May 1997, it was clear already that the Prime Minister’s office would control relations with Washington.
         As in the days of another dominant Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, the Foreign Office was about to be relegated to second
         fiddle.
      

      
      My thoughts went back to those years when the relationship between Powell and me had been reversed. He too had been in the
         Washington embassy in the early nineties. I was the ambassador’s deputy, he a middle-ranking member of the staff, who reported
         to me. He was good: quick off the mark, with an astute understanding of American politics. His job in the embassy was to follow
         closely the presidential election campaign of 1992 between Bill Clinton and George Bush senior. He travelled around the US
         with both campaigns. This enabled him to get up the arse, as it were, of key figures in the future Clinton administration.
         This was to be of inestimable value to the Blair government.
      

      
      At about the same time Tony Blair, sometimes with Gordon Brown, started visiting Washington. They were members of the Labour
         Party’s Shadow Cabinet. They set out to forge close links with the New Democrats, the political and intellectual force behind Clinton. Blair and Brown were energized by Clinton’s election
         victory in 1992. After long years in opposition they wanted to learn how to win too. The New Democrats warmly welcomed them.
         In the 1997 election much of New Labour’s political strategy was borrowed from the Clinton campaign book.
      

      
      Embassies are required to give all assistance to ‘Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition’. So, Powell and I used to help Blair and
         Brown set up these visits. They were an odd couple: Blair effervescent and talkative, with a flashing smile and almost unnaturally
         youthful; Brown taciturn and brooding, with nails bitten to the quick. This gave the impression that Blair was the senior
         partner. But after a while, as you observed them, you began to ask the question that has bedevilled British politics for almost
         ten years: who is the organ-grinder and who the monkey?
      

      
      Their visits were useful because they introduced me to the stokers in the New Democrat engine room: Al Frum, Sid Blumenthal,
         George Stephanopoulos, James ‘the ragin’ Cajun’ Carville and others. Among those around Blair, I thought only Peter Mandelson,
         Alastair Campbell and, later, Jonathan Powell himself, matched these thirty-somethings for intellectual firepower and political
         imagination.
      

      
      Gordon Brown was hard to read because he said so little. So was Tony Blair, perhaps because he talked so much. Eric Anderson,
         Blair’s housemaster at his public school, Fettes, once said to me that all I had to know about Tony Blair was that he was
         a great actor.
      

      
      After I became ambassador in Washington, I saw another side to Brown. Unlike other cabinet ministers, he never stayed at our
         embassy, nor any other, apparently. He would plant himself in a downtown hotel, frequently the Watergate, surrounded by a
         small band of advisers. I think he regarded ambassadors as the eyes and ears of Tony Blair. I can understand why this bothered
         him. Brown did not confine his American contacts to his economic opposite numbers, like the Treasury Secretary or the Chairman
         of the Federal Reserve. He built his own political network with the Democratic Party. He is, for example, a close friend of
         Bob Shrum, who was a senior adviser to both Al Gore and John Kerry in their presidential campaigns. Shrum was hired as an
         adviser to New Labour in the 2001 general election in Britain. His greatest claim to fame is his skill as a speech-writer and communicator. I may have detected his hand in some of Brown’s speeches.
      

      
      From time to time I was admitted to the Brown magic circle. I once went with Brown to New York, where he was to make a speech.
         He was terrific company. I was surprised at his voluble interest in American politics, on which he was a fair expert. He was
         friendliness and charm personified. Brown drafted and redrafted his text until the last moment.
      

      
      I got another surprise on a later visit. I went with Brown to see Bob Zoellick, US Trade Representative in George W. Bush’s
         first administration. Bob was an old acquaintance of mine: brilliant, tough-minded and acerbic. When deputy White House chief
         of staff, he was reputed to have fallen out with George W. over his father’s doomed campaign against Bill Clinton in 1992.
         I heard George W. once say that Bob’s bedside manner left something to be desired. He was the best National Security Adviser
         the US never had. He had a passionate interest in foreign policy and, though he brought his usual laser focus to the business
         of trade, he felt a little shunted out of the mainstream of things. Bob had a surprising knowledge of British nineteenth-century
         history, especially military. He immediately spotted that the abysmal 2002 remake of the movie The Four Feathers had the late Victorian British army incorrectly fighting in red, instead of khaki. I sent him a copy of the more accurate
         and far superior 1939 Korda version of the film.
      

      
      Brown wanted to sell Zoellick on the notion of a European–American economic cooperation agreement. As far as I could tell,
         this sprang from his own political imagination, with minimal, if any, concertation with No. 10, the Foreign Office or anyone
         else in Whitehall. Zoellick was not buying. ‘Gordon, come back when you have sold the idea to your European friends.’ But
         the meeting was a great success. The two of them settled down to a knowledgeable and animated discussion of British prime
         ministers in the nineteenth century.
      

      
      My final encounter with Tony Blair in this first incarnation in the Washington embassy was towards the end of 1993. Clinton
         was in his first year as President, and Blair had come to Washington to talk politics with the victorious Democrats. It had
         just been announced that I was to become Press Secretary to the British Prime Minister, John Major. I fixed a lunch for Blair
         with a bunch of high-powered Democrat consultants and advisers in a private room at the Four Seasons Hotel in Georgetown. They had played big roles in
         Clinton’s victory. They were cock-a-hoop. They hoped to get insights from Tony Blair into how the Labour Party intended to
         plot a similar course to election victory.
      

      
      Blair was hesitant and banal. At the time he was Opposition spokesman on home affairs. This was the first occasion that I
         heard the slogan – the quintessence of New Labour – ‘tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’. Slogans were about as
         far as Blair got that day. He kept eyeing me nervously. I have always wondered if his reticence was just unformed thinking,
         or reflected concern that I would spill his beans to John Major and the Tories. If the latter, he had not yet grasped that
         civil servants like me had to be politically neutral, even in the job of Prime Minister’s press secretary.
      

      
      Jonathan Powell himself left the Diplomatic Service a year later to work full-time for Blair. And lo! here we were in Downing
         Street in the autumn of 1997, with him giving me instructions and not the other way round. Like most of my friends, Jonathan
         had thought me daft to go to work for John Major at the beginning of 1994, as the wheels started to come off his government.
         Not for the first time, I allowed vanity and ambition to get the better of me. But it all led indirectly to my becoming ambassador
         in Washington.
      

      
      Geoffrey Howe had hired me in 1984 as his press secretary when I was working in our embassy in Moscow. He used to say that
         I was the only British diplomat in the Soviet Union who had been recruited by someone other than the KGB. My four years with
         Geoffrey were among the happiest in the Diplomatic Service. He was a fine Foreign Secretary, thoughtful, astute and meticulous.
         I knew little about the press at the time; but I grew to love newspapers in all their grubbiness and glory, where all human
         life met and the sublime and ridiculous were impossible to disentangle. I liked the company of journalists and came to count
         several as friends. I also learnt that if the choice lay between the story and friendship, the story would usually come out
         on top. In most cases this was not betrayal, but simple professionalism. It is striking how few politicians understand this.
         Journalists are held in low public esteem. More than a few deserve to be. But on the whole their profession is marked by an
         impressive ability to encapsulate accurately the essence of the story, often against a tight deadline.
      

      
      It was on the strength of these four years lashed to Sir Geoffrey’s mast that I was asked in late 1993 if I wanted to be John
         Major’s press secretary. The call came from Sarah Hogg, who ran Major’s Policy Unit in No. 10. She painted a glowing picture
         of life with the Prime Minister, deploying those descriptive arts which come so easily to estate agents. I was receptive.
         I was just finishing my first stint in Washington. I expected, with no great enthusiasm, to become chairman of the now notorious
         Joint Intelligence Committee. I agreed to come to London to be interviewed by John Major himself.
      

      
      This was a bizarre event. I was ushered into the Cabinet Room. Major liked to work there, at the middle of the long table,
         under the portrait of Sir Robert Walpole, the first British Prime Minister. I had met Major once before, when he had come
         to Washington in 1989 as Margaret Thatcher’s brand-new Foreign Secretary. There was an obscure row going on with the Americans
         about a hideous thing called chewing tobacco. This intensely carcinogenic substance is what you see American baseball players
         and good ol’ boys in the southern US spitting out in long, brown streams. For some reason an American company produced it
         in the UK for export to Scandinavia, where this repellent habit had taken root. The British wanted to close the factory for
         health reasons. The Americans were resisting. I was impressed at how Major had got on top of this obscure brief in his very
         short tenure as Foreign Secretary. He obliged me to produce samples of the stuff. He interrogated me in depth on how to settle
         the dispute. Then, in a rapid change of gear, he gave, across the lunch table, a rather brilliant assessment of the situations
         in Russia and South Africa.
      

      
      It was a different kind of Major who interviewed me four years later in 1993. He was tense, irritable and tired.

      
      ‘Why do you want the job?’ he asked. This was couched in tones suggesting that I had taken leave of my senses. I burbled pompously
         about how the Lobby – the collective name for the journalists who covered Westminster and Whitehall – conveyed a more pungent
         sense of journalism.
      

      
      Major gave me a sharp stare. ‘Pungent, pungent? Putrid, you mean?’ On that felicitous note I was hired.

      
      The calm and ever affable Gus O’Donnell, whom I was to replace (he is now Cabinet Secretary), ushered me rapidly from the
         Cabinet Room.
      

      
      ‘We need to make an announcement today.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ I quavered. ‘Surely we don’t have to rush things.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, we do,’ said Gus firmly. ‘It will leak. This place is like a sieve. We will do it at the four o’clock Lobby briefing.’

      
      I realized later that Gus, who could not get out from under fast enough, was petrified that I would change my mind. I had
         discovered, to my alarm, that I was the sole candidate for the poisoned chalice. I was crowded with second thoughts. Too late.
         The deed was done that afternoon. In a moment of pure surrealism I awoke next morning to the gruff tones of Sir Bernard Ingham,
         Margaret Thatcher’s long-serving press secretary and an old friend and mentor, talking about me on the BBC’s Today programme.
      

      
      A good friend, who remains prominent in public life, consoled me by saying that John Major’s political fortunes could not
         sink lower, that I was joining his team at just the right time, that as things got better for him, I would rise with his tide
         and be able to share in the credit. Never has a prediction been more wrong.
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      The View from the Bunker

      
      Nothing, but nothing, prepares you for working in Downing Street in intimate relationship with the Prime Minister.
      

      
      Several things happen to you with shocking velocity. The pressure of events almost suffocates in its intensity. There is little
         time for reflection. Reflex replaces reasoned thought. You are cut off from the outside world. You function inside a combination
         of hothouse and bunker: a cramped eighteenth-century building, which housed what must have been the smallest permanent staff
         serving the leader of any major power.
      

      
      You see more of the Prime Minister and your colleagues than you do of your family. Only the strongest marriages survive. My
         average day – by no means the longest in No. 10 – began at 5.45 a.m. and ended about 9.30 p.m. There were Saturdays and Sundays
         when I never got out of my pyjamas – awoken by some emergency and then having to handle it all day until it was time to go
         to bed. Exhaustion starts to distort judgement. You keep going on adrenalin and the thrill of being at the summit of things.
         In the end the attrition gets you. It is a far cry from the days of Sir Jock Colville, Winston Churchill’s wartime private
         secretary, who noted in his diary that you knew there was a war on because everyone was working till 6 p.m.
      

      
      Every morning I would report to John Major between 7.30 and 8 a.m. We would discuss the morning’s press and how I was going
         to handle things for the rest of the day. This meant that I had to have read the morning’s papers before meeting Major. When
         I arrived at No. 10, I assumed that there was a well-oiled machine that would deliver newspapers to my doorstep. No such machine
         existed. When I asked about arrangements for getting the papers to me before I left for work, the reaction was: ‘You must
         be joking – make your own arrangements like everyone else.’ As for getting the first editions the night before, it was as if I was asking for caviar and lobster in a fish-and-chip shop. It was suggested
         none too tactfully that I might like to pop down to Charing Cross or Victoria Station and pick them up myself.
      

      
      Gus O’Donnell had been forced to make an arrangement with a newspaper shop near his home. I tried the same. I scoured Putney
         for a willing newsagent. I eventually found him on a council estate next to Putney Heath. As soon as the wholesalers had delivered
         the papers at the crack of dawn, Mr Patel, or one of his family, would descend Putney Hill and drop them on my doorstep. He
         never let me down. But the wholesalers were themselves often late. When that happened, I would have to finish reading the
         press in the back of the government car that fetched me every morning. It was horrible. Half my brain would be tuned to the
         BBC Today programme on the car radio, while by the time we got to Downing Street I was ready to throw up from car sickness.
      

      
      It was typical of Downing Street. Tradition is one thing, amateurish improvisation another. It was very hard to shift the
         this-is-the-way-it-has-always-been-done attitude. It took an election victory like Blair’s and a force of nature like Alastair
         Campbell’s to sweep away the barnacles and cobwebs from the No. 10 press operation. How the gleaming new Campbell machine
         was used is, of course, quite another matter.
      

      
      Even worse was the No. 10 coffee, a vile, feeble brew, which appeared to have been mixed with Bovril. I imagined vast stocks
         of wartime ersatz coffee, which, in the interest of public economy, were still being used by the managers of Downing Street.
         To the nation’s shame this noxious fluid was offered by the Prime Minister to foreign dignitaries. I could read on the faces
         of a visiting French delegation the struggle between disgust and bewilderment, as the tepid liquid did dreadful violence to
         their palates.
      

      
      My early-morning meetings took place in the Majors’ bedroom. The prime ministerial quarters were then on the top floor of
         No. 10. ‘Modest’ did not do justice to this cramped, rather pokey accommodation, with its bland decoration. The dead hand
         of Civil Service furnishing ran throughout. The White House private quarters, which are not particularly grand, are palatial
         by comparison. The bedroom itself was comfortable enough, with a double bed, en suite bathroom, and enough room for three
         or four people to be seated, including on a bench at the foot of the bed, where I usually installed myself. I invariably arrived as the Prime Minister
         was getting dressed, but was always admitted no matter what stage this process had reached. It was some way removed from the
         levée of Louis XIV. Occasionally I was summoned into the prime ministerial bathroom, where, as I spoke, he would discharge
         some ablution. While all this was going on – and we were often joined by other No. 10 advisers, such as Alex Allan, his principal
         private secretary, or Howell James, his political secretary – Norma Major sat serenely in bed, in a nightgown, reading the
         papers and drinking a cup of tea. Norma, who was universally liked in No. 10, was a monument of good sense and calmness in
         a world that was permanently fraught.
      

      
      It made me think of my great-aunt Sheila Minto. She had been one of Churchill’s secretaries during the Second World War –
         what was known as a ‘garden room girl’, from the secretaries’ room at the back of No. 10 giving on to the garden. She worked
         for every prime minister from Baldwin to Wilson. She was the one Churchill summoned to take dictation in the middle of the
         night. He used to say, apparently, that she did not mind his bad language. Sheila told me that he was usually in bed, sometimes
         in his bath, often with a brandy balloon and cigar. It was all totally decorous. My memory may be playing me false, but I
         think I recall her saying that once, in a moment of high inspiration, while dictating a speech, the great man stood up in
         his bath. True or false, Sheila was a no-nonsense Scottish woman who took things in her stride. Her shade hovered over me,
         as John Major prowled the bedroom in his shirt-tails, fulminating about something in the Daily Mail or Sun.

      
      A couple of false dawns apart, John Major never got off the back foot in the two years I worked for him. I often felt overwhelmed
         by events. I had done well as the Foreign Office spokesman. But like a striker from the lower divisions who is bought by a
         Premier League club, I found scoring goals at the higher level a much tougher proposition.
      

      
      It was Britain’s humiliating ejection from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism in autumn 1992 that had done for Major’s authority.
         At the time, I was in my first incarnation at the British Embassy in Washington. A few days after what became known as ‘Black
         Wednesday’, my first wife and I were invited by the ambassador, Sir Robin Renwick, to a small dinner at the embassy in honour
         of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Norman Lamont, and the Governor of the Bank of England, Robin Leigh-Pemberton, both of whom were
         subsequently sent to the House of Lords. After the Prime Minister himself, they were the two officials most involved in the
         debacle. It was a beautiful autumn evening. The table was set on the embassy terrace beneath the neo-classical portico with
         its great pillars. Candles were lit. Fireflies danced at the bottom of the garden, the size of a small park. Conversation
         was jovial. Maybe it was the magic of the dusk. Maybe it was the release of tension. But I could never understand how, after
         one of the worst days in postwar British history, Lamont and Leigh-Pemberton could be as light-hearted as they were that evening.
      

      
      John Major was on the rack most of the time. He had launched, at the 1993 Conservative Party conference, a campaign with the
         slogan ‘Back to Basics’. It was intended to denote a return to traditional standards in areas like crime and education. But
         there were those in the Party who wanted it to cover personal behaviour. I was told that, at a press conference shortly before
         I joined the No. 10 staff, Major confirmed, almost by accident, that he considered personal behaviour to be covered by ‘Back
         to Basics’. The fat was in the fire. This was an invitation to the press to go after any Tory politician who had a peccadillo
         in his pocket. ‘Sleaze’ was born. Labour licked its lips.
      

      
      I joined Major on the rack. Throughout 1994 there were repeated sleaze eruptions. A routine was established. On a Saturday
         afternoon, between 4 and 4.30, I would take a call from a reporter on one of the Sunday papers. Some poor, bloody Tory politician
         was going to be exposed in flagrante the next day. What did I have to say about it? I would call the Chief Whip, the Party Chairman, and the Prime Minister himself.
         They would establish whether the allegations were true. If they were, the sinner was expected to fall on his sword – and fast.
         My advice to Major was always to cut his losses as rapidly as possible. I was criticized for increasing the appetite of the
         press for more sacrificial lambs. But I thought anything was better than a long-drawn-out defence of a hopeless cause. By
         Monday morning the waters would have closed over the affair. It nearly always involved a political figure of only minor significance.
         Yet the Opposition had another shot in its locker for Prime Minister’s Question Time; and the notion of a corrupt government,
         assiduously encouraged by the Labour Opposition, began to spread like poison through the country.
      

      
      All the time John Major’s small majority in the House of Commons was getting smaller, through death or desertion. The Tory
         Party was still in full nervous breakdown after the defenestration of Margaret Thatcher four years earlier. One symptom was
         the demonic self-destructiveness of the Eurosceptic rebels, who wanted Major to take a much harder line against Britain’s
         further integration into the European Union. Their ferocious polemic and guerrilla warfare carried into the Cabinet itself,
         where discipline was lamentable. I preferred the dentist to briefing the Lobby on a Monday morning. It would be a bloodbath
         after a weekend of speeches and pronouncements by senior cabinet ministers like Ken Clarke, Michael Portillo and John Redwood.
         Together they managed to contradict each other as well as official government policy on Europe.
      

      
      There was only one way to deal with this at the Lobby briefing: tell the hacks with an absolutely straight face that there
         was no inconsistency whatsoever between these various statements; that those who detected any were worse than angels on a
         pinhead; and go on repeating this bald economy with the truth until, as President Nixon used to say about the necessary repetitiveness
         of political campaigning, you wanted to throw up.
      

      
      The Lobby briefings became a battle of wits between the journalists and me. Most of the time I thoroughly enjoyed these jousts.
         Nowadays it is all much more antiseptic and formal. No. 10 has its own briefing room and many briefings take place in the
         grand surroundings of the Foreign Press Association in Carlton Terrace. But in my day it was close-up and personal, hand-to-hand
         combat with the hacks. My office was the ground-floor, bow-fronted room looking on to Downing Street. In accordance with long-established
         tradition I would brief the Lobby in my office at 11 a.m., Monday through Thursday, when Parliament was in session (there
         was also a return match at 4 p.m. in a strange Victorian attic in the House of Commons where you expected to meet Anthony
         Perkins in his Psycho role). As many as twenty-five journalists could be crammed into my modest office. There were small chairs only for about
         half a dozen. The rest stood or sat on the floor. If it had been raining, there was an odour redolent of wet dog mixed with
         wet sock. I faced them, seated in a grand chair. An image of reading bedtime stories to my children would flash through the mind. I then
         briefed, seeking to explain and justify the policies of the day. This was invariably, and quite often justifiably, greeted
         with intense scepticism, as I sought to demonstrate the government’s far-sighted wisdom and they smelled another cock-up.
      

      
      After some ghastly political mishap had befallen the Government, the hacks would enquire with sadistic relish about the Prime
         Minister’s mood. They hoped that through some remark, some sigh, some facial twitch, I would reveal a dramatic decline in
         prime ministerial morale. Whatever the true state of affairs, I would invariably reply in the same way: ‘The Prime Minister
         is in robust/vibrant/sparkling good form’ (the Blair equivalent is ‘firing on all cylinders’ or ‘up for it’). I would deliver
         this with all the fervour at my command. That was not always easy. It often followed my ritual execution earlier in the morning
         at the hands of a Prime Minister in robust/vibrant/sparkling shoot-the-messenger form.
      

      
      As if John Major did not have enough problems with his own side – Government, Party, back-benchers, and Margaret Thatcher,
         to name but four – from the spring of 1994 he faced a resurgent Labour Party under its new leader, Tony Blair. This mortal
         combination of forces was just too much. Repeated reshuffles, denying the Whip to recalcitrant back-benchers, the extreme
         step in 1995 of resigning the Party leadership and standing for re-election – all these stratagems provided only the most
         insubstantial toe-holds in an inexorable slide down the political glacier.
      

      
      In a last-ditch attempt to get a grip, John Major made Michael ‘Tarzan’ Heseltine Deputy Prime Minister in 1995. Heseltine
         was a heavyweight who, in normal circumstances, would have been a serious contender for Major’s job. But his pro-European
         credentials, combined with the role he had played in bringing down Margaret Thatcher, made him anathema to many in the Tory
         Party. He was no natural ally of Major’s. His appointment was some kind of Faustian bargain, but I could never work out who
         was Faust and who the Devil.
      

      
      Heseltine was given the task of bringing strategic coherence and discipline to government and party. To accomplish this, he
         took for himself in Whitehall an office of immense proportions, in which five-a-side football would have been possible. The
         room was furnished with plump sofas and a single high-backed chair in the middle. At the morning strategy meetings Heseltine sat on the chair
         as if on a throne. The rest of us, politicos and civil servants, sank almost horizontally into the sofas. Though unmatched
         in their comfort, they only emphasized our submission to the Sun God, with his golden mane of hair.
      

      
      These were strange meetings. Heseltine would summon other cabinet ministers to account for the presentation of their policies.
         Brian Mawhinney, the Party Chairman, would flash his shark’s teeth and pour withering scorn on the civil servants. Tony Newton,
         Lord President of the Council, would bring us simple truths, harvested from other commuters on the train from Essex. Mighty
         grids and plans were commissioned so that the government could seize back the agenda from New Labour. All of this activity
         withered in the harsh light of political reality.
      

      
      It was a measure of the pressures on Major that he found respite in the intractable problems of Northern Ireland. The cares
         of the world would fall from his shoulders on our many visits to Ulster. He immersed himself in the history of the province.
         To the consternation of police and security men, he plunged into crowds, Catholic and Protestant, and was greeted warmly by
         almost all. Here he was the bold statesman and natural-born politician who, if he had been able to duplicate this form on
         the mainland (as I never ceased to point out to him), would have swept all before him. Major did not mind tough negotiation,
         at which he excelled, and appeared impervious to physical danger. But what crippled him, and diminished him in Westminster
         and the country at large, was the spite and personal nature of the attacks that he had to endure.
      

      
      His resilience under fire was nonetheless remarkable. He was never the boring, grey man of caricature. He was temperamental,
         passionate and thin-skinned. He concealed this in public with an iron self-discipline. He was the devil to work for. But you
         had to like and admire him.
      

      
      Nowadays, I choke on my toast when I hear politicians and others complaining about the ‘breakdown in trust’ between government
         and media, for which, so they tell me, journalists are largely responsible. Of course, a lot of the criticism in the press
         is partisan. It is meant to be. Sometimes it is terribly unfair. But this is a free press operating in a democracy. As the
         government’s spokesman, I came to realize that the power of government to control and shape the flow of information is overwhelming and potentially dangerous.
         ‘Spinning’ – briefing the press to put the government in the best possible light – is the second oldest profession. The notion
         that objectivity and accuracy would be better served if government were able to transmit its policies directly to the voters,
         unmediated by journalism, is specious and self-serving. There is no policy without politics; and no politics without bias
         and distortion.
      

      
      Nor is there a Westminster without politicians and journalists cohabiting in an incestuous relationship of lunches, dinners
         and off-the-record briefings. Politicians are the first to come running when journalists snap their fingers. It was ever thus.
         In reality, as an editor of the Sun once admitted to me, newspapers have little effect on how people vote. Politicians would do themselves a favour if they were
         less sensitive to what is written about them and less eager to ingratiate themselves with editors and proprietors.
      

      
      And pigs might fly.
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      Nothing Personal, Jean-Luc

      
      John Major suffered two ghastly torments in particular. One was Europe, the other the press. Often the two were in tandem.
         The Conservatives tore themselves to pieces over Europe, egged on by some of the newspapers. The Eurosceptics claimed to be
         defending the legacy of Margaret Thatcher, with whom Major was compared unfavourably. Lady Thatcher was widely believed to
         be encouraging them. Nostalgia for the Thatcher era, and bad conscience at having got rid of her, ran like poison through
         Conservative veins. The Tories rapidly forgot that the very quality of strong leadership, impervious to criticism, which they
         professed to admire in Thatcher and find wanting in Major, had been seen only a few years previously as purblind obstinacy,
         leading to her downfall.
      

      
      The bitter enmity inside the Conservative Party between pro- and anti-Europeans underwrote Major’s longevity as Prime Minister
         and Party leader. In the spring of 1994 there was a smell of conspiracy in the air. I wondered whether he would last the summer.
         But the Party was simply unable to coalesce around a figure to replace Major. The two most heavyweight candidates were Michael
         Heseltine and Kenneth Clarke. Both were ardent pro-Europeans and so anathema to a large number of Conservative MPs. The less
         heavyweight figures of Michael Portillo and John Redwood, the leading Eurosceptics, aroused an equal and opposite resistance
         among the pro-Europeans in the party. The only credible compromise candidate was John Major himself.
      

      
      Major exhausted himself in the futile effort to find a middle way between the pro- and anti-European factions. In 1994, in,
         of all places, the sun-kissed island of Corfu, as my hotel brochure described it, I assumed involuntarily a leading role in
         this Manichean melodrama. It was all the fault of Jacques Delors.
      

      
      Delors was to retire as President of the European Commission at the end of 1994. The Commission is the executive body which runs the European Union on a day-to-day basis, proposing and implementing
         the rules and regulations that govern the Union. Delors was a hate-figure for the Eurosceptics. The Sun, the top-selling daily British tabloid, once ran the front-page headline: ‘Up Yours, Delors’. He was seen as the arch-apostle
         of European integration and enemy of Britain’s national identity. He had clashed often with Margaret Thatcher. For the British,
         he had also committed the unpardonable sin of being French. Finding a successor to him was therefore a hot political potato
         of the first order.
      

      
      As usual, France and Germany tried to stitch things up in advance. They decided that the Belgian Prime Minister, the rotund
         Jean-Luc Dehaene, should be the new Commission President. He was considered by the French and Germans to be eminently amenable
         to their interests. They expected the rest of the EU to fall in behind without too much argument. But the British Eurosceptics,
         once they had answered the question ‘Jean-Luc who?’, went for him with a vengeance. The tabloids mocked him. Dehaene was a
         Delors clone, they screamed. He committed the even more unpardonable sin of being Belgian: Prime Minister of a joke country,
         which had refused to sell Britain ammunition during the Falklands War and in whose capital, Brussels, the monstrous regiment
         of Eurocrats marched to the beat of the French and German drum.
      

      
      The decision on Delors’s successor was to be taken at a summit meeting of European leaders in Corfu in June 1994. The vote
         had to be unanimous. There were other candidates in the field, but Dehaene was the favourite. Britain would have preferred
         the Dutch Prime Minister, Ruud Lubbers, but somewhere along the line he had ruined his chances by getting on the wrong side
         of Chancellor Kohl of Germany. We would also have backed Leon Brittan, one of the British Commissioners; but he was an outside
         candidate.
      

      
      Major set off for Corfu to a loud chorus of demands that he should veto Dehaene. The whips were telling Major this would do
         wonders for party morale. I could see that it would throw a juicy bone to the press, especially to Major’s tormentors in the
         Murdoch and Rothermere empires. The problem was that, Lubbers and Brittan aside, the possible successors to the Great Delors
         were for the most part a bunch of political pygmies. Dehaene was in truth no better or worse than the alternatives.
      

      
      I did not know which way Major would jump. He had already made it known to other governments that to foist Dehaene on the
         EU in this way was unacceptable. But would he veto on the night? I kept the Lobby at bay by nodding and winking that we were
         being canny by keeping our cards close to our chest. This was the flimsiest of material. I needed urgently to be able to give
         clear guidance to the press. Otherwise they would write their stories on the basis of, heaven forfend, French or German sources.
         European summits were furnaces of competitive briefing by the national spokesmen.
      

      
      It was all to be decided at a dinner in a hotel in the hills behind Corfu town. The issue was considered so sensitive that
         only presidents and prime ministers, and their closest advisers, were invited by our Greek hosts. I meantime dined in a pretty
         harbour-side restaurant with the Sunday Lobby, the political journalists who wrote for the Sunday papers. I was fairly confident
         that before coffee either Major would come back or word would descend from the hills of what had been decided. A very long
         and well-lubricated meal came to an end with no news. The Sunday hacks were restless. I was worried. It was getting late and
         this was the big story of the summit.
      

      
      Major finally returned at around 2 a.m. We gathered in his hotel suite. There was Douglas Hurd, the Foreign Secretary, who
         had challenged Major for the Thatcher succession: urbane, a little aloof, a former career diplomat and the occasional writer
         of thrillers; John Kerr, my old friend and our ambassador to the EU, who was a master of its Byzantine politics; Sarah Hogg,
         the head of the No. 10 Policy Unit, who had been with Major a long time and had helped him beat Neil Kinnock in the 1992 election;
         and me. Ken Clarke, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, was also part of the British delegation, but I have no recollection of
         seeing him in Corfu.
      

      
      I was agitated. What had happened? Major told a long, bizarre story of a dinner and discussion, chaired so ineptly by the
         ailing Greek President Papandreou that several prime ministers had thought the meeting over when it was not and had had to
         be recalled when their cavalcades were already driving home. ‘Get to the point, get to the point,’ I muttered to myself. I
         was boiling with impatience. It was already at least 3 a.m. A crowd of journalists was waiting for me in the press centre
         in Corfu town.
      

      
      Then we got to the climax. The meeting had finally broken up without a final decision. Discussion would resume the following morning. But, in his flat and undramatic way, Major recounted
         a conversation with Kohl.
      

      
      ‘Is Dehaene acceptable to you?’ asked Kohl.

      
      ‘No,’ said Major.

      
      Kohl asked again and Major gave the same answer.

      
      ‘Right,’ I thought, ‘it has to be a veto. I must get to the hacks before the Germans do.’ It was vital to get our take, or
         ‘spin’, into the reporters’ notebooks first. I said so to Major.
      

      
      ‘No. I don’t want you to do that,’ Major said.

      
      ‘But,’ I protested, ‘you know Kohl’s people. They will brief immediately. We cannot leave the press with a German account
         of a British veto.’
      

      
      Major would not budge. There followed an inconclusive discussion. Major repeated that he had made clear to Kohl that he could
         not support Dehaene. But he did not want me to tell the press that it was a veto. I was baffled at first. But then I saw that
         it was the purest metaphor for his European predicament: a European Morton’s Fork, with Major trying to find a middle way
         between the prongs.
      

      
      After a while Major said in exasperation to no one in particular, ‘You decide.’ With magisterial ambivalence, Hurd interjected:
         ‘The Prime Minister is tired, he needs to go to bed, and that’s where I’m going.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you very much for that useful guidance,’ I thought sourly. I had just got another message from the press centre, imploring
         me to hurry up. Rumours of a British veto of Dehaene were beginning to circulate. The German briefers were reported to be
         advancing in force. The British hacks were getting mutinous. I huddled with Sarah Hogg and John Kerr outside the Prime Minister’s
         suite.
      

      
      ‘I have to speak to the press within the next hour. I cannot duck the veto question. I have to say, because that is what the
         Boss said he said to Kohl, that we will block Dehaene. I may have no cover from Major or Hurd, but I think we have no choice
         in the matter.’ Sarah and John did not disagree.
      

      
      I was less than happy as I drove into Corfu town; it must have been somewhere between 3 and 4 in the morning. I was on my
         own. I had visions of being disowned the next day if I said that Britain would veto Dehaene.
      

      
      I entered the British briefing room at the press centre. It looked like the fag end of a binge drinking session. The place
         was packed. Some journalists were asleep. Some looked tired and emotional. Some were playing cards. There were beer cans on
         the floor. The air was thick with cigarette smoke. As I walked in, people rushed to their desks, fumbling for pens and paper.
         It was like a rowdy classroom when the headmaster walks in. I made them sweat a bit, offering a lengthy reportage on the dinner
         until I got to the nub: we would veto Dehaene. The hacks rushed from the room to file their reports. I was left alone with
         a microphone, my assistant, a snoring journalist, and scattered chairs.
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