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‘The best diarists, from Pepys and Boswell to “Chips” Channon and Harold Nicolson, have been the souls of indiscretion. But none so indiscreet as Mr Clark. If he is made the scapegoat for the Matrix Churchill affair, he may be written down politically as Baroness Thatcher’s little loose cannon. But literature and the great British game of gossip will judge him for his diary. For its Pooterish self-assessment, for Mr Toad’s enthusiasm for new things, for Byron’s caddishness, for its deadly candour, it is one of the great works in the genre’


The Times


‘Frank and vivid diaries . . . Mr Clark performs the invaluable service of cheering us all up and giving us something to talk about’


The Times


‘Unputdownable’ David Mellor,


Mail on Sunday


‘Diaries are the raw material of history and these are elegantly and pungently written’ Sir Charles Powell,


The Times


‘These amazing diaries . . . a marvellous exposure of the way the Tory Party really works’


Ian Aitken,


Hampstead and Highgate Express


‘Absorbing . . . staggeringly, recklessly candid . . . tells the truth as he saw it without fear or favour’


Anthony Howard,


Sunday Times


‘A wonderful book . . . these diaries combine the naive candour of an Adrian Mole with the imagination of a devil and an angel’ Matthew Parris,


Sunday Telegraph


‘The best political book for at least a decade. It is unlikely that Thatcher, when her autobiography is published, will provide such an entertaining and incisive account of the personalities, scandals and conflicts of her years in office’


The Scotsman


‘The sheer fun of politics shines through . . . this wonderful book’ Robert Rhodes James,


Guardian




For my beloved Jane, around whose cool and affectionate personality there raged this maelstrom of egocentricity and self-indulgence





DIARIES
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PREFACE
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Diaries are so intensely personal – to publish them is a baring, if not a flaunting, of the ego. And for the author also to write a preface could be thought excessive.


Let me explain. These are not ‘Memoirs’. They are not written to throw light on events in the past, or retrospectively to justify the actions of the author. They are exactly as they were recorded on the day; sometimes even the hour, or the minute, of a particular episode or sensation.


I wrote, in longhand, in a variety of locations; principally at Saltwood, or in my room at the House of Commons, or at my desk in the Department(s). Also in trains, embassies, hotels abroad, at the Cabinet table in Number 10 and at international conferences. When I had completed an entry I closed the notebook and seldom turned to that page again.


During the whole of this period, nearly eight years, I was a Minister in three successive Tory administrations. Politics – Party, Governmental and Constituency – dominated my life and energies. But on re-reading the entries I am struck by how small a proportion – less than half – is actually devoted to the various themes that dominated political life over the period.


So, in order to help those who want only to read selectively, I have allotted an abbreviated title to practically every entry and these can be found listed, with their separate dates, at the start of each ‘Chapter’ (each year in the period constituting a chapter).


Expurgation, from considerations of taste or cruelty, I have tried to keep to a minimum. My friends know me, and know that I love them, and that my private explosions of irritation or bad temper are of no import. And as for taste, it, too, is subjective. There are passages that will offend some, just as there are excerpts that I myself found embarrassing to read when I returned to them.


Much of course has been excised. But of what remains nothing has been altered since the day it was written. Is this conceit – or laziness? A bit of both, I suppose. But I found that when I attempted to alter, or moderate, or explain, the structure and rhythm of the whole entry would be disturbed.


There remain certain passages that vex me considerably. Mainly they refer to friends and colleagues with whom I have worked – or who have worked for me with loyalty and dedication: for example, Dave, my competent driver for many years; Rose, my sweet diary secretary at DTI who coped with ‘harassment’ with dignity and decorum; Bruce Anderson, one of my closest confidants; Tom King, Secretary of State above me in two departments, whom I still regard with affection in spite of the way in which we treated each other in the heat of our political careers. And there are many others to whom references coloured by the irritation of the moment are ill-suited.


There are also passages that, to some readers, will be unintelligible. Family joke-words, Eton slang, arcane references to events in the past, crude expletives, all these are present but I have done my best to illuminate the unfamiliar in a glossary that covers events, locations, individuals and so forth.


Sometimes lacking in charity; often trivial; occasionally lewd; cloyingly sentimental, repetitious, whingeing and imperfectly formed. For some readers the entries may seem to be all of these things.


But they are real diaries.


AC





GLOSSARY
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FAMILY


Jane


James – AC’s eldest son (aka ‘Boy’, ‘Jamie’)


Sarah – James’ first wife


Sally – James’ second wife


Andrew – AC’s younger son (aka ‘Tip’, ‘Lilian’)


Colette – AC’s sister (aka ‘Celly’)


Colin – AC’s brother (aka ‘Col’)


Ming – Colin’s third wife


Christopher – AC’s nephew (son of Colin and Ming)


Lord Clark (aka Bonny papa) – AC’s father


B’Mama (aka Bonny mama) – AC’s mother


Nolwen, Comtesse de Janzé – AC’s stepmother


Aunt Di – one of Jane’s aunts


STAFF AND ESTATE


Eddie – groundsman at Saltwood


William – butler at Saltwood


Linley – Lord Clark’s butler at the Garden House


Nanny (aka ‘Greenwood’) – nanny to James and Andrew, lived in a grace and favour cottage on the Saltwood Estate


‘Newy’ – governess to AC and Colette


Miss Newman – Newy’s sister, occasionally substituted for her and strongly disliked by the children


Juliet Frossard – AC’s secretary in Wiltshire


Anna Koumar – the Clarks’ housekeeper in Wiltshire


Tom – Jack Russell terrier


Max – a tame jackdaw at Saltwood


Eva – Jane’s Rottweiler


OFFICE


Joan – AC’s driver at DE


Dave – AC’s driver at DTI


Pat – AC’s driver at MoD


Jenny Easterbrook – Head of AC’s Private Office at DE


Judith Rutherford – her successor


Matthew Cocks, Marjorie and Glyn Williams – successive Heads of AC’s Private Office at DTI


Steve (Stephen) – Assistant Private Secretary at DTI


Julian Scopes – Head of AC’s Private Office at MoD


Doug Widener – Number Two in AC’s Private Office at DTI


Simon Webb – Head of Tom King’s Private Office


Jane Binstead – Number Two in Tom King’s Private Office


CARS


SS 100 – owned by AC since his undergraduate days


The Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost – the nicest of all to drive on a fine day if you are not in a hurry


The Porsche (aka the Little Silver) – used most often by AC when alone


The Citroën (aka the Chapron) – the decapotable belonging to Jane and used only for holidays


The 2CV – another Citroën, used when in de-escalation mode


The ‘Bustard’ – a very old 4[image: image] litre Bentley


The Loco – an old chain-drive racing car of 1908


The ‘Wee One’ – an old Land-Rover, MOT failure, used at Eriboll


The Mehari – a little plastic truck with an air-cooled engine and a very light footprint used for clearing grass clippings and prunings from the gardens because it does not mark the lawn. A kind of mobile wheelbarrow.


The Argocat – performs the same function at Eriboll, but will also go through peat bogs, and swim


The Hayter and the Osprey and the Atco – mowers designed to tackle the Saltwood lawns at their various stages of growth


HOUSES AND LOCATIONS


SALTWOOD


Various rooms: the Great Library; the Tower Office; the Green Room (the Clarks’ informal sitting room in the old staff wing); the Muniment Room


The Bailey (inner and outer) – the two courtyards (see also lawns)


The Machines – an area of a distant field where agricultural machinery is parked


Chittenden Stone – an old milestone reputedly dating back to the Pilgrims’ Way from Saltwood to Canterbury


The Seeds – a large arable field at Saltwood Farm


Courtneys (aka the Secret Garden) – an enclosed lawn in the inner Bailey


Gossie Bank – a steep climb at the far end of Saltwood Farm


Quince, the grandest cottage on the Saltwood Estate occupied by Nanny (qv) until her death


Garden House – a large bungalow built by Lord Clark in 1971 when he moved out of the castle


Sandling – the railway station for Saltwood


Grange Farm – owned by the Simmons, next door neighbours


The ‘Black Route’ – a walk along the sixty foot high wall of the ruined chapel in the Inner Bailey


ERIBOLL


The Creaggan Road – the road that connects Loch Eriboll to Loch Hope by way of the Creaggan Ridge, some seven miles in length and climbing from sea level to 600 feet at the ridge


The Lodge – principal house on the estate


Shore Cottage – Jane’s house at Eriboll, where Jane and AC always stay


Foulain – a shepherd’s cottage at the foot of the Loch


Strathbeg, a remote croft at the head of the Polla Valley


Arnaboll and Cashel Dhu, crofts on the Loch Hope side of the estate


Ardneackie (‘Anson’s’) – the peninsula that juts out into Loch Eriboll


ZERMATT


Chalet Caroline – the Clarks’ house in the village


The Kiosk – built by the Clarks in 1985, adjoining the chalet


Trift – an inn at an early stage in the ascent to the Rothornhutte


Othmars – an inn on the Blauherd


MISCELLANEOUS


The Mews – composite name for various vintage car dealers’ establishments in Queen’s Gate


Upper Terrace – Lord Clark’s house in Hampstead until 1951


Albany – Chambers shared at various times by AC, Lord Clark and Andrew


Seend (aka Broomhayes) – the Clarks’ house in Wiltshire, which they now visit seldom, but retained by them after the sale of Seend Manor when they moved to Saltwood in 1971


Bratton – Town Farm, Bratton-Clovelly. The Clarks’ first house, thirty-five minutes north of Plymouth


SLANG


There are a number of family sayings and shorthand expressions dotted about in the text. Displayed as a glossary I recognise that they seem both pretentious and slightly mad, but for the curious I annotate below.


ACHAB – (lit.) ‘anything can happen at backgammon’, a saying originally from ‘the Room’ at Brooks’s where games can swing at a late stage on an unpredictable run of the dice, used often as a consolation in times of depression.


Cutting peat/Burning heather – activities in Scotland used as a general cover for the theme of escaping to the Highlands


Thompson – defecation


Satisly – arousing satisfaction, inducing complacency


Sadismoidly – virtually the same as sadistically, though less transitive in meaning; the suffix -moid, or -moidly is often attached to adjectives


Dutch – blustering confident though tainted with insecurity (variant of Dutch Courage, though without inference of alcohol)


Men’s tea – elevenses in the kitchen at Saltwood where all employees assemble (if they wish)


The bike rule – introduced after James had a serious accident on a motorbike at the age of fifteen. Children out at night had always to check in no matter how late they returned (guaranteed to stop parents sleeping until this happened).


Straight to the Lords – another consolation phrase (see ACHAB)


Lala – self-regardingly overdressed or noisy (females only)


Ego – particularly assertive or insensitive (of personality or behaviour)


Tinky – diminutive, insignificant


Artists Materials – sometimes declaimed as an excuse for poor performance


Rest the eyeballs – sleep


Two second rule – a parable recounted in a graveyard illustrating finality: ‘You can’t put the clock back – not even by two seconds.’


Softies – casual clothes


Greywater – diaorrhea


Oopsy-la – see Lala


M. Goisot – white Burgundy (the proprietor of the small vineyard at St Brie from which the Clarks import their house wine)


Nonnoish – buffer-like


EMT – early morning tea





ABBREVIATIONS
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NAMES


AC – Alan Clark


CP – Charles Powell


DH – Douglas Hurd


DY – David (Lord) Young


GJ – Tristan Garel-Jones


IG – Ian Gow


JM – John Major


LB – Leon Brittan


MA – Michael Alison


MH – Michael Heseltine


NL – Norman Lamont


NT – Norman Tebbit


PM – Peter Morrison


QM – The Queen Mother


RA – Robert Atkins


TK – Tom King


ACRONYMS


AAC – Army Air Corps


AF – Armed Forces


ATP – Aid and Trade Provision


BAC – British Aircraft Corporation


BAe – British Aerospace


BMATT – British Military Advice and Training Team


CAP – Common Agricultural Policy


CCO – Conservative Central Office


CFE – Conventional Forces Europe


CFS – Chief of Fleet Support


COMEX – Commodities Europe (in Chicago)


COREPER – Council of Permanent Representatives


CSA – Chief Scientific Adviser


CDS – Chief of the Defence Staff


DE – Department of Employment


DOAEH – Defence Operational Analysis Establishment


DOE – Department of the Environment


DTI – Department of Trade and Industry


ECGD – Export Guarantee Department


EFA – European Fighter Aircraft


EFTA – European Free Trade Association


EMT – Early Morning Tea


EOC –Equal Opportunities Commission


EXCO – Executive Council (Hong Kong)


FCO – Foreign and Commonwealth Office


FO – Foreign Office


GMBATU – General, Municipal, Boilermakers and Allied Trades Union


G-PALS – Global Protection Against Limited Strike


IEPG – European Programme Group


ISS – Institute of Strategic Studies


LegCO – Legislative Council (Hong Kong)


MEP – Member of European Parliament


MFA – Multi Fibre Agreement


MGO – Master-General of Ordnance


MoD – Ministry of Defence


MSC – Manpower Services Commission


NEDC – National Economic Development Council


OBN – Order of the Brown Nose (passim Private Eye)


ODA – Overseas Development Agency


OD(E) – Overseas Defence Committee of the Cabinet


OECD – Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development


PC – Privy Councillor


PES – Public Expenditure Survey


PO – Private Office


PSA – Property Services Agency


PUSS – Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State (the lowest Ministerial rank)


RCB – Regular Commission Board


RFC – Royal Flying Corps


ROE – Rules of Engagement


RUSI – Royal United Services Institute


SWP – Socialist Workers’ Party


UKREP – United Kingdom Representation (at European Commission)


UNCTAD – United Nations Commission for Trade and Development





1983






1983






	Off to fight the Election


	15 May












	Death of Lord Clark


	20 May












	The Last Sunday at Bratton


	5 June












	Made a Minister


	13 June












	Arrival at Department of Employment, Jenny Easterbrook


	15 June












	Pressure and Angst


	16 June












	The ‘Shadow Cabinet’ lunch


	17 June












	Reggie Bosanquet in Plymouth


	19 June












	A little Civil Service ambush


	20 June












	An unhappy anecdote


	21 June












	A dinner of the ‘92’


	23 June












	A summons to the Cabinet Secretary


	24 June












	A weekend off


	26 June












	Reflections in the Ritz


	28 June












	Measuring up in the Chamber


	30 June












	Weekend drudgery


	1 July












	Norman Tebbit at the Department


	5 July












	A chat with Jonathan Aitken


	6 July












	A long day in Plymouth


	15 July












	A musical evening at Saltwood


	17 July












	AC presents the Equal Opportunities Order to the House of Commons


	22 July












	The House rises for the summer


	28 July












	A meeting of the NEDC


	3 August












	End-of-term dinner with Ian Gow


	4 August












	Pottering about at Saltwood


	15 August












	A chat with Norman Tebbit


	1 September












	Bad relations in the Department


	8 September












	A little spat at public expenditure


	9 September












	Tripods at Saltwood


	10 September












	Ruminations in the Great Library


	23 September












	Holiday in Zermatt: the Monte Rosahutte


	3 October












	Holiday in Zermatt: last day


	4 October












	Back at the Department, colleagues in trouble


	10 October












	After the Party Conference


	13 October












	Meetings in the Department. Tom King


	20 October












	Low morale. An incident at Brooks’s


	27 October












	Bumping along the bottom


	5 November












	First visit to Brussels


	22 November












	Winter doldrums


	29 November












	Committee stage of the Trade Union Bill


	8 December












	Further ordeals in Committee. An encounter with Cecil Parkinson


	14 December












	A new PPS for the Prime Minister?


	16 December












	Start of the Christmas hols


	23 December












	Letter to Ian Gow


	27 December












	Round-up of the year. Talk with Ian Gow, and a disturbing dream


	31 December












	Saltwood


	Sunday, 15 May, 1983








A fine evening at last, with delightful and abundant birdsong. It has been so wet that the ground squelches under foot and even the Mehari1 marks the lawn. The greenery is lush, bursting on every side; so many vistas of tone across the arboretum. We visited the young trees this afternoon and were pleased by a copper beech that Jane had planted down in the spinney to carry the eye along from the Park. On the way back I had a confrontation with the ‘country bumpkin’ man, an inveterate trespasser. I cursed him, and he crumpled disarmingly.


Andrew2 is back from Sandhurst, and looking wonderful. But my poor father lies adying in the Hythe nursing home where, unhappily, he receives visitors. Together we went to see him, and found him weak and quavery. He went in for colonic lavage, to ‘clear up’ his diverticulitis (which he hasn’t got, of course; but the fool of a doctor can’t see, or won’t accept that Nolwen3 is poisoning him).


Then he broke a hip trying to get out of the impossibly high hospital bed; then an operation to cure this led to (how?) a blocked urinary tract. Now he’s on a catheter as well as heavily in plaster, and mildly doped. Before the operation he said to me, ‘I am perfectly clear, and I say this with all deliberation, that I will not be alive in a week’s time.’


I am sad, though not as sad as I used to be, that I never really made contact with him. And, as I think about it, I suppose I’m sorry that I reacted away from the world of ‘Art’, because that shut off a whole primary subject that we could discuss together. The world of ‘Civilisation’. I must have been very crude and rough in my teens and early twenties (still am, some would say).


I am interested in Clare, the au pair whom Nolwen has just installed at Garden House.4 I strolled over this evening, deliberately entered by the back door and chatted her up. She’s not pretty, but is sexual. Dairymaid. Reminded me of Portmeirion.


Tomorrow we are off to Bratton5 for a three-week Election campaign and my journal (such as it is) – school meetings, canvassing, ‘Wotya going to do for me then, guv?’, walkabout, ‘I say again . . .’ etc., etc. – will be recorded in the day diary. I intend to cut as many corners as possible. At least we’ll save money, staying at Bratton.


But before closing I should record my last speech, in the last adjournment of the old House, knocking poor dear Tam6 around as he ploughed on with his batty arguments about the Belgrano. So what does it matter where it was when it was hit? We could have sunk it if it’d been tied up on the quayside in a neutral port and everyone would still have been delighted. Tam is too innocent to see this.


Halfway through Tristan7 came sidling up, sat down on the bench and offered me an even £100 that I would be in the next Government. He always knows everything, but I took the bet all the same.


I think I will be too – but as what?






	Charing Cross train


	Friday, 20 May








The Election campaign is less than halfway through, but I am returning, somewhat reluctantly and uncertainly, on account of my father’s imminent (or so we are told) death.


Last night, as Jane and I approached the Hoe Conservative Club, following a successful Adoption meeting at which I spoke from the heart about the Falklands and got a standing ovation, we were accosted. Several drunk middle-aged buffers were congregated on the steps of the club, a faded Edwardian building in the grand part of the city. In the twilight – it must have been about nine o’clock – a man in ‘beadle’s’ regalia peered at me. ‘I know you’, he said, breathing pungent whisky fumes.


It turned out he was the Town Crier of London, really was, although at first I thought he was mobbing.8 We had a light-hearted conversation. Then, unexpectedly, he said, ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that the police have been round. There is an urgent message for you to telephone Hythe in Kent.’


How good of him. None of the others had thought to let me know. Well-meaning and muddled, they groped their way through to an inner office (the ‘Steward’ had long since gone and no one could find the light switches) and showed me a telephone. I suffered a momentary frisson during the ringing tone in case it was something to do with the boys, and got through to Linley9 who was calming, though shifty.


I could just have made the sleeper that night but decided against. This allowed me to attend the ‘Mayor-Making’, probably the most grindingly boring of all the obligatory constituency fixtures with its self-satisfied, repetitious speeches, hard chairs and defiantly bogus applause. But the MP has to be seen there.


At lunchtime I rang the nursing home and spoke to the floor sister. I didn’t like it. She was evasive. On being pressed she admitted that there were certain ‘irreversible’ signs. Like what? Well, reduction, or disappearance, of a pulse at the extremities, ankle, etc. (‘The King’s life is drawing peacefully to a close’, all that. But that announcement was signed by Dawson10 after he had poisoned George V, wasn’t it, so he really knew.)


I went straight to the station and took the 125 to Paddington, taxiing across London to Charing Cross. Eddie11 met me at Sandling, and I dropped him at the bottom of the drive and drove directly to the nursing home.


Linley was in the car park. ‘He’s not too good.’ (If my father were going to survive he’d have said ‘his Lordship’.)


My father’s door was open (a bad sign). He was sitting up, breathing rapidly but shallowly, with his eyes closed. Nolwen was bending over him, mare-eyed; Catholic peasant at a deathbed. Guillaume12 (what the hell was he doing there?) stood looking out of the window.


Nolwen immediately detached herself, came up to me and started talking about arrangements for the funeral! After a bit this got too much for my father and he became agitated, groaning and coughing. Nolwen was completely incapable of dealing with this. I strode over to the bed and said, ‘Papa, it’s Al.’


‘Ah, Al. That’s good, very good.’ He seemed greatly relieved.


‘Will you all please leave,’ I said loudly. They shuffled out. Then I got hold of his wrist, very cold and clammy it was, and said, ‘Papa, I think you’re going to die very soon. I’ve come back to tell you how much I love you, and to thank you for all you did for me, and to say goodbye.’ He mumbled, but his breathing calmed right down. Quite remarkable and fulfilling. I held on to his wrist for a good while, then left, kissing him on the brow.


I should have stayed longer, and I should have made him open his eyes. But I’m so glad I made it. I went back to Saltwood where Nanny gave me a thin cheese salad and the following morning Nolwen phoned to say that he had died at one in the morning.






	Bratton


	Sunday, 5 June








It looks as if we are heading for a substantial victory. A new Conservative Government. Will I be in it? We have spent the day lying on the front lawn, newspapers scattered around, just as we used to do twenty or more years ago, though now fully clothed and white-footed. I look at pictures of southern seas and bathing beauties. I have an awful feeling that this is my very last ‘free’ Sunday.


I just can’t make up my mind if I want a job or not. Fool, Clark, of course you do. The House won’t be much fun with nigh on 400 estate agents, merchant bankers and briefless barristers all OBN-ing. Do I provide the opposition, with a few chums? We are having a private lunch at Brooks’s on 15th for the ‘Shadow Cabinet’. Should be pleasing. Then I want to go to the Chalet13 and walk out on to the verandah and touch the silver birch leaves and smell the clarity and ozone of the Alps.


I’m madly in love with Frances Holland.14 I suspect she’s not as thin and gawky as she seems. Her hair is always lovely and shiny. Perhaps I can distract her at the count on Thursday and kiss her in one of those big janitors’ cupboards off the Lower Guildhall.


The General Election on June 9:


Conservative: 397; Labour: 209; Alliance: 23.






	Saltwood


	Monday, 13 June








It was Ian Gow15 who telephoned. I had been getting more and more irritable all day as the ‘junior’ appointments were leaking out on to the TV screens, and had taken refuge on the big Atco. I was practically on the last stripe when I saw Jane coming across the lawn with a grin on her face. But when she said it was Ian I thought he must be ringing to console me. Surely it’s the Chief Whip who gives you the news? And even then a slight sinking feeling at his words, ‘The Prime Minister wants you to join the Government.’ – ‘Go on.’ ‘It’s not what you wanted.’ But still a certain delight when he actually enunciated the title, ‘Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the Department of Employment’.


I had to ring Norman Tebbit.16 (I don’t really get on with Tebbit, he always seems slightly suspicious of me. I don’t net into his style of humour.) ‘Hur, hur, you’ve drawn the short straw,’ then a lot of balls about ‘the rations are good . . .’ but to come in the following morning at nine a.m.!


Almost immediately afterwards Jenny Easterbrook (of whom, I don’t doubt, much, much more) rang and said that she was my personal private secretary and what time would I like my car?


No point in hanging about. I dressed up, grabbed a briefcase, straight to Sandling. In London I collected the coven17 and off we went to Brooks’s for dinner. At intervals Joei said, ‘Gosh, Al, are you really a Minister, zowee.’ Valerie was less forthcoming. Ali sulked and sneered. Endless well-wishers telephoned. I went in and out of the dining room like someone with prostate trouble. The only amusing call was from Morrison18 and Goodlad19 who were dining opposite at Whites. Peter said, ‘Look, Alan, your secretary Jenny Easterbrook is very pretty. Whatever you do, don’t lay a finger on her.’


Goodlad grabbed the phone, ‘Especially in the lift’


‘Drunken youths,’ I told them.


Driving away, we went past the Ritz and Joei said, ‘Gosh, is that the Ritz? I wish we could go in there.’


‘Why?’


‘To go to bed, of course.’


I was thoughtful.


I have always been culpably weak in such matters.


And when I got home I thought to myself – a new life, a new leaf.






	Department of Employment


	Wednesday, 15 June








Jenny Easterbrook has a very pale skin and large violet eyes. Her blonde hair is gamine short, her sexuality tightly controlled. She makes plain her feelings on several counts (without expressing them): one, that I am an uncouth chauvinist lout; two, that it is a complete mystery why I have been made a Minister; three, that my tenure in this post is likely to be a matter of weeks rather than months.


I did, though, get a reaction when I asked, in all innocence, if she would take dictation. She had, after all, described herself to me only yesterday as ‘a secretary’. And I wanted to clear my head by writing my own summary memo. ‘Can’t you do shorthand?’


‘I’m an official, not a typist.’


Faster than I can digest them great wadges of documentation are whumped into my ‘In’ tray. The subject matter is turgid: a mass of ‘schemes’ whose purpose, plainly, is not so much to bring relief to those out of work as to devise excuses for removing them from the Register. Among my other responsibilities are ‘statistics’, so it will be me who has to tell the House each month what is the ‘jobless’ total.


The Enterprise Allowance Scheme, the Job Release Scheme, the Community Scheme. Convoluted and obscure even at their inception, they have since been so picked over and ‘modified’ by civil servants as to be incomprehensible. I ought to welcome these devices, and must try and master their intricacies. But my head is bursting. I understand Nabokov’s analogy of a traveller in a foreign city, whose language he does not speak, attempting in the middle of a power strike, in the late evening, to find his hotel.






	Department of Employment


	Thursday, 16 June








This morning I woke up with a a jolt at 4.10 a.m., – the first anxiety-waking since the mid 1970s when Hoare’s were holding the deeds of Saltwood and I used to worry about repaying the overdraft. Interestingly, my anxiety translated itself into a financial dream. I had asked the Manager of the UBS in Brig the state of my account and he told me that I was SwFrs. 250,000 overdrawn – but of course it is quite all right, Mr Clark, we have the security of the Chalet. In fact I’m not overdrawn at all in Brig. But the anxiety syndrome had surfaced in its old form – although in the days when I was short of money I never used to dream about it. I lay awake for some hour and a half, thinking how in the hell am I going to cope with this; how long is it going to take me to comprehend, to dominate this completely new field of expertise.


I made tea at about six a.m., got to the office at seven thirty a.m., unlocked the Red Box and started reading. Normally I am a slow reader, but in the last forty-eight hours I must have read more than in the previous two months.






	Albany


	Friday, 17 June








Today I hosted the ‘Shadow Cabinet Lunch’, in the Oval Room at Brooks’s.


During the campaign, irritatedly contemplating the general dreariness of the Government, being it seems composed mainly of subservient toads or grumpy ex-Heathite heavies, I sent out a number of invitations.


Everyone accepted. We were young, and crisp (excepting possibly dear Julian Critchley20 – but he is such a wit as always to embellish any gathering). Chris Patten21 and I had, indeed, just put our foot on the first rung, and we hailed each other as being ‘complementary’ in terms of balance. Conversation waxed jollyish – but only ish.


I followed Ed Streator’s22 practice of, at a certain point in the meal, inviting each guest in turn to deliver a little soliloquy. The theme was, What the Government Should be Doing with Its Huge New Mandate, etc.


Some were cagey, some, notably Nick Budgen,23 a little on the whingey side. Robert Cranborne24 was laid back and funny. But it was curious – perhaps due to shyness or reserve – how few, if any, of the speakers saw the broad canvas, still less drew on it.


I fear that we all still suffer from a lack of confidence. Very deep-seated it is, running back as far, perhaps, as before the war and those Admiralty memoranda saying we couldn’t even take on the Italian Fleet in the Mediterranean. So when we win something we can barely believe our eyes. There is no follow-through.


Entertaining is part of the fun of politics, and in the Conservative Party it used to happen every weekend, while three days a week Margesson25 kept a table at the Mirabelle. Now we are all too busy – and too poor.






	Saltwood


	Sunday, 19 June








Ever since I was elected, no, adopted for the Sutton Division there has appeared annually, or more often, in the minutes of whichever executive council meeting I have been unable to attend, devoted to the topic of fund-raising and social events, the flat resolution (passed unanimously), ‘Alan Clark to invite a Personality’. Invariably it annoys me. I find it presumptuous and insulting as well as being unclear. And so far – to their irritation – I have always been able to dodge it. But this last weekend they had a Euro Party, to raise money for the ‘EuroConstituency’ (a function always enthusiastically attended, as it is known that I am filled with distaste for all things ‘Euro’) and I had resolved, in celebration of our famous victory, to produce a ‘surprise’ personality.


I am ill at ease with people in show business. I prefer the company of journalists, or other politicians, or fellow Old Etonians, or classic car dealers, or dons. But Jane and I agreed that there was one person who was sympathetic, and whom it would be fun to have down – Reggie.26


It was soon apparent, though, that he had suffered a coup de something-or-other.27 He said nothing in the car, nothing in the train, nothing in the Mayflower Post – whither I took him to show his rooms and ply him with drink before we went over to the Guildhall.


In some gloom Jane and I went off to change. ‘A man of few words,’ I said.


‘Few? He’s totally dumb.’


But once the evening got under way Reggie performed professionally. He grinned his way through the lionising, made a ‘funny’ speech ending with a joke (was it blue? I didn’t get it, anyway) about Anna Ford and ‘Alan Clark’s hammer’. Yet the moment we were out of the building, he reverted. Hardly said another word. Strange. I hope he’s all right.






	Department of Employment


	Monday, 20 June








At 8.56 a.m. I heard Jenny’s phone ring in the outer office. ‘Yes, he’s here,’ I heard her say (so Yah Boo to whoever is asking, I thought). It was Donald Derx.28


Jenny padded in with that special sly gait when she thinks she has caught me out with something.


‘Have you read the brief on the revised conditions for the Job Splitting Scheme?’


‘Yes.’ (Lie.)


‘Good,’ she said (meaning, good I have caught you out), ‘because Donald Derx would like to come round and discuss it with you.’


‘When does he want to come?’


‘Well, in about five minutes.’


‘All right,’ I said gritly. ‘Have him round in five minutes.’


I calculated that I could just about read it well enough diagonally to be able to bat the ball back at least, in about five minutes. But some eighty seconds later the door opened, and Jenny showed in Donald Derx. He must have left his office immediately after he had put the phone down, as it takes roughly one minute to get from his office to mine.


He talked quite interestingly, and sagely, about certain changes that had to be made. I had just absorbed enough, using my Stabilo Boss illuminator, to be able to keep a discussion going, periodically taking a sly glance at the briefs which lay open in front of me.


The whole thing was a complete ambush. First, he wanted to see what time I came into my office, second, he wanted to see the extent to which I was reading the contents of the boxes. Jenny knows perfectly well that the earliest train I can get from Saltwood is the 7.19 a.m. This means that on a Monday I cannot get to the office before about 8.48 a.m. (as opposed to my usual time of eight o’clock). At best, i.e., if it had been the very first document I read on opening the box, I would have had seven minutes, maximum, in which to read it. In fact, of course, it had been hidden about a quarter of the way down the box. But I am already wise to this trick and don’t take things out in the order in which they are arranged. I fillet them first, and extract those little photocopied flimsies marked ‘PUSS to see’ and Jenny’s initials, which are the really tricky items.






	Department of Employment


	Tuesday, 21 June








I was lunching with Jerry Wiggin29 in the House and he told me the horror story of his sacking.


The phone rang at his home on Sunday night.


‘Jerry, hello, it’s Ian here. . .’


‘Oh yes, hello.’


‘Jerry, the Prime Minister would like to see you at Downing Street tomorrow.’


Jerry’s spirits soared, but before he could even say Yes, Ian went on, ‘I’m afraid it is not very good news. . .’ and his spirits plummeted cruelly as Ian went on, ‘. . . so would you mind coming to the back door.’


Oh, what a chilling, ghastly experience. I am very good at detecting from people’s voices whether what they have to say is good or bad and I don’t think I would have been misled by Ian’s presumably sepulchral tone as he invited Jerry’s attendance. What I do think I would have said, however, is, ‘Stuff your fucking door, I am not going to bother. She can just write to me.’


And yet, as poor Jerry admitted, although he had meant to be dignified, when he actually got into the room, he plucked and pleaded and blubbed.


What on earth did he expect – to go in and change her mind, to get her to go back to her desk and cross somebody else’s name out? When I told this tale to another Minister he wisely and shrewdly observed that in the end we are all sacked and it’s always awful. It is as inevitable as death following life. If you are elevated there comes a day when you are demoted. Even Prime Ministers.






	Department of Employment


	Thursday, 23 June








It’s not yet eight o’clock and already I’ve been in my office half an hour. I like to get here early, before anyone else arrives, then I can scowl at them through the communicating doorway as they take their places around the outer office. I am still so ignorant of the basic material that this is one of the few ways I can start to assert an ascendancy.


It is (naturally and heartbreakingly) a glorious summer morning, and I have drawn back to their maximum extent the sliding windows, thus buggering or – I trust – partially buggering the air conditioning system. There is a tiny balcon, a gutter really, with a very low parapet, below knee height. Certain death on the Victoria Street pavement eight floors below. Sometimes I get a wild urge to relieve my bladder over it, splattingly on the ant-like crowds. Would this get one the sack? Probably not. It would have to be hushed up. Trivial, but at the same time bizarre. Certainly it would tax the powers of Mr Bernard Ingham.30 I might do it on my last day.


Yesterday evening I outstayed Jenny (a pang of jealousy, mild, but for the first time, when I heard her take a telephone call, presumably from an intimate). As soon as she’d gone I left and went round to the Farmers’ Club, where the ‘9231 were having a dinner. Dreadful food, grey beef and gravy, roast potatoes (on a hot June night) hard as Mills bombs.


Proceedings formless, totally out of control, as Paddy Wall32 is useless. Is he gaga or just frightfully deaf? Doesn’t like me for some reason, although I’ve never done him any harm, and so will never call me to speak. In fact this is one of those evenings when the prudent man doesn’t speak as most of the discussion was about whether we should back Edward Du Cann33 or Cranley Onslow34 for chairmanship of the 1922 Committee. Whoever we back gets it. But I am in two minds. Edward, I suppose, is on the way down now (less than ten years ago he was seriously, and I mean seriously – I wrote it all up at length at the time – being pushed for the Leadership). Cranley has inner reserves. Dropped from the Government once, then taken off the back benches to be Minister of State at the Foreign Office. Grand wife. Probably a better choice.


After the ten o’clock vote it was still light and I walked across Green Park. In Brooks’s Jerdein and Miller were playing head on. So what? I watched for a few minutes only, then ambled down Jermyn Street. Two new 500 SLs. So what? I’m off shiny cars. I’m off just about everything. The material at DE is so turgid, so repetitious, so irrelevant to anything that real government should be about, that it requires a huge effort of intellect to comprehend it. By the end of the day my brain is completely désseché.


The only thing I am learning is how the Civil Service works. Perhaps this’ll be useful one day.






	Department of Employment


	Friday, 24 June








Jenny continues to bait me with her indifferent stare, and flat northern vowels. Why is our relationship so difficult? If only we were lovers.


This morning she was agitated about Sir Robert Armstrong35, when could she put him in the diary, etc. I was offhand. She had said something about this yesterday, that he ‘wanted to see me’. I assumed that it was some kind of social call, new junior Minister, make him feel at ease, show him the ropes. I wasn’t bothered.


‘I don’t think so.’


‘He’s a friend of my sister. They’re both Trustees of Covent Garden. She’s probably told him to be nice to me.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Oh well, do as you like, put him in then.’


‘Mid-day.’


‘But what about Donald Derx?’


‘Sir Robert is head of the Civil Service. Derx is a Dep Sec.’


Joan36 drove me round to the Cabinet Office. He kept me waiting in an ante-room. When he came out, didn’t invite me into his office. Rudeish. A certain amount of rather wary small talk, and I could feel our mutual dislike rising. He made tepid boasts about working for Ted, writing his speeches. (That’s all the unfortunate Ted needed, I thought.)


‘Who do you admire most in the Commons?’


‘Dennis Skinner.’37


A longish pause.


Then, like a conjuror, two files appeared in his hand, one red, the other orange.


‘There are certain matters that the Prime Minister has asked me to raise with you. . .’


‘Really? Go ahead.’


‘You have been spoken of with approval . . .’ he paused, and I got ready to preen myself. Then he opened the red file. ‘. . . by the National Front.’


‘Not at my solicitation.’


‘If any of them should at any time try and make contact with you, I must ask that you inform my office immediately.’


Better not make an issue of this, I thought. ‘Of course. It’s most unlikely, but of course.’


He put down the red file on the table between us then, seeing my hand move, pushed it out of reach.


‘There are also certain matters of personal conduct . . .’


I glared at him. We were on the orange file now.


‘. . . which could quite possibly leave you open to blackmail.’


Shit!!


‘No, no. Perfectly all right. They’ve all married into grand Scottish families by now.’


To do him justice, a very, very faint smile – what novelists call wintry – crossed his features. ‘How’s Celly?’ he asked, and a few seconds later saw me out.


‘How did that go?’ asked Jenny when I got back to the office.


I suppose it was my imagination, but her eyes seemed slightly slit, malevolently gleeful.


‘Perfectly all right. He’s a dreary old thing, isn’t he?’


She flounced out and back into her own room.


I thought about it for a little while. They must have been bugging my phone. There was no other explanation. And for ages.


In the evening, I told the whole story to Christopher.38 He said he found it encouraging. ‘It shows how well we are governed.’






	Saltwood


	Sunday, 26 June








Took the day off. We went to the Bentley Rally in Kensington Gardens, then to lunch with Selmes. He’s looking ghastly – presumably got AIDS. He’s got this new house, definitely downmarket from Lindsey39 and it’s being done up in what one might term Aggressor-Deviant mode. Mad great black painted walls; a pink Francis Bacon with a youth’s demi (only) detumescent penis blotchily prominent.


‘We’re going to have a white spiral staircase here, this is going to be the fun room, I’m taking out the dividing wall the whole way along here. . .’ etc., etc. But it remains a rather dud Edwardian building, isolated Pont Street Dutch.


The previous owner, a German, had replaced all the window panes on the street side with black one-way-vision glass, like a cocaine addict’s limousine. And why do ‘active’ buggers create these giant, terrifying great rococo master bedrooms in which (to me, at least) it would appear impossible to sleep, never mind perform the sex act, satisfactorily? Ian McCallum40 – come to think of it he actually died of AIDS only a short while ago – had one in his house in Bath; and of course the creepiest of all is Peter Pitt Millward’s bedroom at Gloria.41


We ate a delicious picnic in the garden, with far too much to drink. If it’s Chassagne Monrachet, I always overdo it. After his fifth glass of Dom Perignon Christopher scintillated. He can still be divinely, hurtfully, witty. But his skin is scabeous, white and flaky. Poor fellow.


We travelled back by train, and by the time we arrived at Sandling I was acid and bad-tempered. But after some tea and a stroll in the arboretum, so dark and lush, I felt better.


Not for the first time I let my thoughts ramble around the many different ways that one could ‘improve’ the place – all, needless to say, involving vast expenditure and thus impossible. The great unexploited resource is the old lake, drained by the breach which the Parliamentarians opened in the dam in 1648 and now a lush meadow, rich in mushrooms. To close this up, contain the stream, produce a beautiful reflecting surface carrying water lilies, where one could drift in a punt and think great thoughts, with a weir and a series of waterfalls cascading through the arboretum – Grandes Eaux – that would be spectacular. But to what end? A beautiful private sanctuary, or a ‘Stately Home’ with the public trampling and soiling and scattering crisp packets?


Anyway, I can’t contemplate such a scheme until I recover my liberty. I told Jane, I’m imprisoned for eighteen months, then moved to another prison – perhaps an ‘open’ one – or discharged. What I can’t allow is for them to keep me at DE for the whole four years just so as to be ‘out of the way’.






	Albany


	Tuesday, 28 June








Today is the sixty-ninth anniversary of the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo, the date from which the world changed. At the time no one realised what it meant, though I often think of that prize-winning spoof headline in the New York Daily News in 1920: ‘Archduke found alive, World War a Mistake’. Surely the two best repositories of black humour are the Bronx and the Household Division.


I am a privileged prisoner. I sit in my little cell room off the top, white, ministerial corridor, listlessly opening a mountain of constituency mail, ‘taken into solitary confinement for his own protection’. My mental process is already torpid with ennui. I wake up, get up, earlier and earlier. There is about an hour, from 5.45 to 6.45, when the mind is relaxed, its muscles deknotted by sleep. Then, once the clock hands are past seven, the pressure is on, the light tension headache starts behind the eyes.


Last night I drank with Franko42 in the Ritz. He is so clever, his wit and insight so engaging. And he is a scholar. I feel on my mettle. But he is a pessimist au fond. After a bit we both got depressed. Various lovelies, brown and rich, drifted about in their silk diaphanous dresses. We were gloomy voyeurs. The aura of power is an aphrodisiac, and all that. But I felt eunuch-like. It’s all too bloody pasteurised. I’d like to revert to the old Ischian Al,43 and get it raw.






	Department of Employment


	Thursday, 30 June








I still like to go to Prime Minister’s Questions. I sit on the little cross bench below the bar on the Labour side, which allows me to hear a lot of what is said on their benches and also gives a good diagonal enfilade of our side.


Poor Bob Dunn,44 one of the five back-bench promotions, made the most frightful hash of his Question Time, fumbling, stumbling and sitting down halfway through the answers until a Labour Member cruelly suggested (Bob is a junior Education Minister) that he may consider taking a course in articulacy. The Speaker, meaning kindly, attempted to defend him, but this only made matters worse. I dread my own Questions, set for 19 July; it must be absolutely terrifying. Once or twice in the last couple of weeks I have sidled into the Chamber in the mornings and held the Despatch Box and looked round. A very odd feeling.


Tony Kershaw45 asked the Prime Minister the very question that I had in mind and would have tried to get in with had I been in my usual place – something to the effect of how she had forced the resignation of the SDP Leader, of the Labour Party Leader, how the successor to the Labour Leader had already lost his voice, and the Leader of the Liberal Party had retired to the country with a nervous breakdown. She was delighted and led it on by saying, ‘. . . and I am happy to tell my Honourable Friend that personally I have never felt better’. For some reason this made me uneasy.






	Plymouth train


	Friday, 1 July








An absolutely glorious day; not a cloud, save the hanging vapour trails of aircraft in the Heathrow ‘stack’, gradually broadening into woofly white Christmas decorations. Invariably does it seem on such days that I am committed not to be heading south to Saltwood and sweet Jane and the gardens, but West, to the Constituency where, I am complacently told, no fewer than twenty-two people are booked for surgery. I won’t even get a cup of tea there, and if there are too many life stories I won’t even manage the 6.25, which is the last train that allows me to make the connection to Saltwood.


I have a stuffed box, mainly dreary PO cases46 which will prevent me getting at this month’s Motor Sport or, even better, resting the eyeballs. And when Joan meets me at Paddington (assuming I make it back to Paddington) there will be another box, possibly two, on the back seat.


And yet, I am enormously fortunate. I am not compelled to do any of these things, to endure any of these discomforts. And the boys are so lovely and strong and handsome. There was a fearful helicopter accident at Bristows yesterday.47 No survivors. Always, unspoken in the background, Death lurks, carrying his scythe and lantern.






	Department of Employment


	Tuesday, 5 July








Norman Tebbit is truly formidable. He radiates menace, but without being overtly aggressive. He seldom smiles, but goes straight to the heart of a subject, never gets diverted into detail, always sees the political implications.


I have just come from a meeting on ‘Special Employment Measures’ (these tacky schemes to get people off the Register). My own mind is a maelstrom of nit-picking detail, eligibility rules, small print of a kind that civil servants relish – not least because they can browbeat Ministers as a team, with one bespectacled Guardian reader in sole charge of each ‘Scheme’ and thus in complete command of its detailed provisions. The unfortunate Minister blunders about like a bull on sawdust with the picadors galloping round him sticking in their horrid barbed banderillas (if that’s what they are).


‘But no, Minister, ha-ha, in that case the eligibility entitlement would have lapsed . . .’


‘Ah, yes, Minister, but there is no provision under the Order for. . .’


‘Mmm, Minister, it would have to be discretionary and that could only be exercised in exceptional circumstances. . .’


This particular tautologous cliché always irritates me. ‘I beg to enclose the enclosed enclosure,’ I said.


The officials looked startled. Is the Minister going soft in the head?


But the moment Norman came in he took complete control. Admittedly, the Secretary of State is always right. Rule Number One of Whitehall. Even if he’s as thick as a plank officials must rally round, and ‘help’ him. Norman’s own position is particularly strong, as he is known to be a special favourite of the Lady, of whom they are all completely terrified. And with good reason. The wretched Donald Derx apparently became impatient with her thought processes some time ago – early in the ’79 Parliament before the old nostra had been undermined, and these changes confirmed by the electorate; and at their first meeting was emboldened to be ‘cutting’ in response. She marked his card on the spot, and he is going to take early retirement, having ‘had it conveyed to him’ that he will never make Permanent Secretary.


So they arse-lick, massively, with Norman. Which he accepts, expressionlessly, but without letting it deflect him. At one point he turned to me. ‘Well, what do you think, Alan?’ I was tongue-tied. I couldn’t speak the way he did, crudely but shrewdly; nor could I express myself in Whitehall, convoluted phrases, double negative conditionals. I was useless. Will I ever get any better? I’ve only been here three weeks, I suppose, although it feels like a lifetime. The trouble is, it’s so boring, the material. I simply can’t ‘master’ it. If only I was at the Foreign Office, or the MoD. Still, better get fit in the prison yard first.


Jenny is fussing about some Order I’ve got to put through the House on equal pay. Endless briefings she’s arranging. What’s the point? It’s after hours, everyone will have gone home, all I have to do is stand at the Box and read a Civil Service briefing.


But I am a bit twitchy about ‘First for Questions’, now coming over the horizon. A couple of times I’ve been into the empty Chamber, and stood at the box on the Government side, tried to get the feel of the geography. It doesn’t help. I get butterflies in my stomach.






	Department of Employment


	Wednesday, 6 July








I sat drinking late last night, after the vote (Roman hot it was at eleven p.m.), with Jonathan Aitken in the garden of his house in Lord North Street.48 I remember thinking these houses were a bit poky, blackly crumbling, when I used to go to Sybil’s ‘ordinaries’.49 I now see, of course, that they are the choicest thing you can have if you are a Tory MP. Number 8 is bigger than the others; was Brendan Bracken’s in the Thirties, and he built on a long drawing room at the back. Furniture not bad, but pictures ridiculous, art dealers’ junk. Not even shiny decorative Mallet pieces, but smudgy gilt on cheap frames.


Jonathan was very complimentary about my prospects. He said it was no disadvantage getting in late; said I could go ‘quite remarkably high’. I knew what he meant, and dissimulated delightedly. But everything depended on one’s performance at the Despatch Box. I told him about my exchanges with Sir Robert Armstrong. He was sensible and wise and funny. We both agreed on how well Ian Gow was doing. His maiden speech demolishing Kaufman50 was a classic. Ian is shaping up as a true heavyweight.


All this cheered me up, and I needed it, because that evening I had been to Joei’s party, and felt old and passé. Very handsome young men everywhere. Joei lounged and struck attitudes; she’s going through a phase when she thinks she’s Nancy Cunard. Ali, though friendly, was for some reason tearful. Everyone beautifully turned out; but an unsettled atmosphere, a mood of urgency suggesting dependence on narcotics rather than on alcohol. I left early, and with no regrets. Public life now absorbs all my energies. I can’t socialise. Politicians who try to do both can’t be much good at either.






	In the sleeper to Paddington


	Friday, 15 July








What a day! On the go without let-up from the early hours. Jenny had put in place a murderous schedule, quite deliberately, and came along (v. rare) to make sure there was no malingering.


It came about like this. When my appointment was reported in the Herald51 I foolishly and fecklessly answered ‘Yes’ to the question (semi-spastic, like all the Herald’s questions), ‘Now you’ll be able to do something about Plymouth’s unemployed, won’t you. Will you be calling in on the Unemployment offices in the city? Da, da, etc.’ Result, banner headlines on the Friday after: ALAN CLARK TO VISIT CITY UB OFFICES. Further result, according to the local DE office (why is there such a thing? Waste of money and personnel) who faxed through copies of the paper to Jenny, that all the staff were keyed up for my visit and disappointed when I didn’t show up – ‘Typical’.


Jenny snorted and stomped around saying ‘visits’ had to be organised in advance, was I going there as an MP or as a Minister, anyway I couldn’t go there as an MP if I was a Minister, Ministers couldn’t make impromptu visits, had to be accompanied at all times, the local office must be informed, we’d have to bring a press officer ‘in case there were questions . . .’, ad infinitum.


Bleakly I heard her out. ‘All right, then, lay it on.’


So there we were in the breakfast train to Exeter, the beautiful Wiltshire countryside rolling past, the fields parched and yellowing but the hedgerows and deciduous trees still heavy with foliage. Drought in a temperate climate induces pleasing, unexpected colours and vistas.


I am always nostalgic for Wiltshire, a delicious pain, where we lived so happily when the boys were tiny, and every day seemed free and golden. There is something about the train’s wheel note, something in the subconscious anyway, that I always wake up, whatever I’m doing or reading when the train goes past the Lavingtons.52 There is a lovely rambling farm there, where Jane went to a ‘contents’ sale; I should have bought the whole thing, lock-stock-and, moved into it and lived happily ever after. But in fact, at the time, I was restless. I wanted to get into politics, and the years were going by. I could see my friends just beginning to get old, and starting to repeat themselves. I couldn’t get through a dinner party just listening to Michael Briggs asking me if I remembered what Alistair Londonderry did on the way back from Porto Ercole in the summer of 1966, or whatever.


Damnably, although I have a mountain of briefing on our visit(s), Jenny has not packed in the box(es) the folder on First for Questions, now ominously close at 2.30 on the afternoon of Tuesday of next week. Is this deliberate? Yes and no. She wants me to concentrate on it over the weekend. But that leaves hideously little time to clarify the errors and omissions in the crib. Never mind. Perhaps there’ll be a huge IRA bomb in New Palace Yard and the whole thing will be cancelled. That’s how I get to sleep at night, anyway.


All too soon Exeter came up. And there was a local big cheese, who’d come down from Bristol, to drive us about. Angela Croft, the press officer, is attractive. Smart summer suit, pretty legs. Jenny is Victorian, no, sanatorium pale, in her silk frock. I ought to be full of testosterone as I stride along the platform with these two cerebral cuties clip-tripping beside me. Quite the opposite. They’ve got me in a tungsten steel jock-strap. Within, there is nothing better than a champagne cork.


The big cheese had a new (red) Volvo. Thankfully, I made to slump in the back. But no, wouldn’t you rather sit in front as it was ‘easier to point things out’. After about twenty minutes we arrived at our first destination, a settlement for Unfortunates.


First, a ‘conference’; introduced to good-natured and worthy staff, heard their presentations. Then a Working Lunch. (As I don’t take lunch, and made as much clear to my Private Office when I got to the Dept, they now get round this simply by tagging on the prefix ‘working’). Small talk, rather dying away by the time we had coffee. Then a tour; the theme is ‘Rehabilitation’ and the inmate’s tasks are simple. Conversation is far from easy.


It was a relief to get to the UBOs. Some pretty operatives. One, who I know actually was called Sharon because I asked her, let me look into her computer screen. I moved closer, she moved closer, I moved closer, etc. Jenny scowled. No one else seemed to notice.


Then the Job Centres. Another conference, another tour. Here the buzz theme was ‘the Disabled’. But why? It’s the able I want to get back into work. If civil servants think their career prospects are centred round what they can do for the disabled, that is what they will focus on. But it all causes long-term dilution. Society will become an inverted pyramid with the whole load of pensions, benefits and hand-outs for minorities being carried by a few tough and house-proud workers. This is the kind of thing I went into politics to stop. And here I am going round saying yes, yes; well done, keep up the good work.


Gloom, frustration.


Finally, I got rid of Jenny and Angela. Surgery was almost a treat. Two hours, and at the end I had a mug (I loathe tea in a mug) of weak tea with powdered milk.


Two lunatics. Macrae, and little Mrs Thingummy with her thirty-nine murder attempts. Fourteen ‘normal’ cases. One must be polite. They are so sweet, most of them. They don’t whinge, really. They’re just bewildered, and put upon.


It must have been well over 80° all day, more than that in the poky little constituency office. Constantly, I perspired. In the gaps between interviews I thought of the gardens of Saltwood. How many perfect days like this am I going to jettison? Will I ever have anything to show for it? I can get very sentimental and long for darling little Jane who is left alone for so long, and always so game and jolly.


It wasn’t until half past eight that I was free. But then I had a treat, supper (quite by chance) in Si Lam’s53 with David Owen.54 He’s so engaging, such good company. Like me, he despises the Liberals. Like me, he admires the Lady. What is to become of him? I said, ‘You must be Prime Minister’ and later, ‘You will be Prime Minister.’ It’s extraordinary how this extravagant compliment invariably gives pleasure, however ludicrously improbable, to whomsoever it is addressed. But in David’s case it could happen. And we could do a lot worse.






	Saltwood


	Sunday, 17 July








By the pool, before breakfast. A warm breeze, a Föhn it is, blows yew needles into the water and the filter is choked. The water is 82°, its hottest ever, but dark yellowy green. When we returned from the Election campaign the pool was still blue, but now the algae are out of control. We have tried drenching it with chemicals, but this simply has the effect of making the water translucent; not transparent. You can’t see the bottom. I go down with the mask, and the floor is covered with dark algae slime.


Yesterday, to much apprehension, we staged a musical evening for the Historic Houses Association. In fact, and to our surprise, it was quite delightful. Martin Muncaster recited and gave readings. The Dolmetsch twins played most pleasingly. Many excerpts which I didn’t know, a contemporary pastiche. Moving and painful was the exchange of letters between Henry VIII and Ann Boleyn. His first avowing his love and torment; hers in dignity and solitude, three years later, before the scaffold. Oh, how the human predicament endures.


Saltwood was absolutely glorious, unique, the roses incredible. One of the loveliest places in the whole world. This coming week is my test and crisis. First for Questions on Tuesday; an Order to ‘lay’ before the Standing Committee and, after ten p.m., before the whole House. I wax and wane between confidence and inspiration; and sheer terror and fatigue. I can only thank God that I have this lovely place to fall back on; and, please, to spare the boys.






	Saltwood


	Friday, 22 July








Fool, Clark. Fool, fool, fool. This week I went up a stubby ladder; then down a very long snake.


Questions were fine. The first one (my very first Question on the floor of the House of Commons; how many more will I answer before I am done?) came from Cyril Smith.55 Naturally, the crib didn’t cover it, but Norman told me the gist of an answer out of the corner of his mouth as I rose to my feet. Cyril whumphed back in his seat with a sulky expression. Canavan56 tried to give a bit of trouble but was maladroit, and I scored. Others were barely noticeable. To my great delight I read sideways in the Whip’s book (it was Hamilton57), ‘Clark dealt v. well with Canavan. He has a nice slow delivery which holds the attention of the House.’ Could one ask for more? Afterwards Nigel Forman,58 a good judge of most things, said, ‘It’s nice to hear a genuine toff’s accent at the Box occasionally.’ Many other compliments were paid.


Alas! An odious over-confidence burgeoned. Anyone can do this. Child’s play. My friends encouraged me. In the dining room Tristan said, ‘We’re selling tickets for Al’s performance tomorrow . . .’ I resolved not to disappoint them. Looking back now, I realise I was amazingly, suicidally, over-confident.


I was booked to dine with Christopher, for a wine-tasting. I left the Department unusually early because I wanted to go to the Braque exhibition at the Tate. Tony Newton59 (whom I like) was wandering round, and said something about it was nice to see Ministers broadening their minds even though they would be ‘performing’ in a few hours’ time. Airily, I told him that I wouldn’t be back in the House until ten; I was going on to a dinner.


That fucking text! I’d barely looked at it. Norman had sent for me at tea time, said good luck and all that, and ‘just stick to the text’. In. fairness, and presciently, he had also said, ‘Don’t try any jokes.’ Situation not helped by the fact that officials had twice called in their original version and ‘incorporated certain changes, Minister’. So I didn’t really start to mark it up until I was in the back of the car going from the Tate to Christopher’s house (not far). It seemed frightfully long. So long, indeed, that I would have to excise certain passages.


But which? And yet this didn’t really seem very important as we ‘tasted’ first a bottle of ’61 Palmer, then ‘for comparison’ a bottle of ’75 Palmer then, switching back to ’61, a really delicious Pichon Longueville. Geoffrey Roberts was the only other guest. By 9.40 I was muzzy. Joan had already been waiting ten minutes. I was meeting officials ‘behind the Chair’ before the ten o’clock vote. The text was still virtually unmarked and unexcised.


A huge Havana was produced, and I puffed it deeply while struggling with my speech under the tiny little reading light in the back of the Princess.


There were the officials, all anxious but deferential. I exhaled smoke at them. Grand seigneur. I couldn’t talk, I had to pee. In the lav, that nice clean one off the Aye lobby, was Barry Jones60, my ‘shadow’.


‘This shouldn’t present any problems.’


‘None whatever. They all want to get to bed.’


‘That goes for me too.’


Nice chap. Good relations.


The Chamber was unusually full for an after-ten event. When I was called there was a ragged, undeferential cheer from the benches behind. But an awful lot of Labour people seemed to be in as well. Including, it seemed, every female in their parliamentary strength. I recognised many of the tricoteuses who kept us up night after night in the summer of 1976 filibustering (successfully) the committee stage of Bill Benyon’s Bill to reduce the maximum age at which babies can legally be murdered from six months to three.


As I started, the sheer odiousness of the text sank in. The purpose of the Order, to make it more likely (I would put it no stronger than that) that women should be paid the same rate for the same task, as men, was unchallengeable. In my view, in most instances, women deserve not less but more than the loutish, leering, cigaretting males who control most organisations at most levels. But give a civil servant a good case and he’ll wreck it with clichés, bad punctuation, double negatives and convoluted apology. Stir into this a directive from the European Community, some contrived legal precedent and a few caveats from the European Court of Justice and you have a text which is impossible to read – never mind read out.


I found myself dwelling on, implicitly, it could be said, sneering at, the more cumbrous and unintelligible passages. Elaine Kellet-Bowman,61 who has a very squeaky voice, squeaked, kept squeaking, at me, ‘Speed up.’


Some of the House got the point, enjoyed what I was doing, but I sensed also a certain restlessness starting to run round the Chamber. I did speed up. I gabbled. Helter-skelter I galloped through the text. Sometimes I turned over two pages at once, sometimes three. What did it matter? There was no shape to it. No linkage from one proposition to another. The very antithesis of an Aristotelian pattern.


Up bobbed a teeny little fellow, Janner62 by name, a Labour lawyer who always wears a pink carnation in his buttonhole. He asked me what the last paragraph ‘meant’.


How the hell did I know what it meant? I smoothed away. He started bobbing up and down as, it seemed, did about fifteen people on the other side, plus I couldn’t see how many on my own, to my side and behind me. This had the makings of a disaster. Never mind. ‘Heads down, bully, and shove.’63


Then, the inevitable. The one sure-fire way of breaking through a speaker who won’t give way. ‘Point of Order, Mr Deputy Speaker.’ I sat down. A new Labour member whom I had never seen before, called Clare Short,64 dark-haired and serious with a lovely Brummie accent, said something about she’d read that you couldn’t accuse a fellow member of being drunk, but she really believed I was incapable. ‘It is disrespectful to the House and to the office that he holds that he should come here in this condition.’


Screams, yells, shouts of ‘Withdraw’, counter-shouts. General uproar. On and on went the Points of Order. I sat, smiling weakly, my lips as dry as sandpaper. The Chamber began to fill up, and there were at least fifteen people standing at the bar of the House. (It is a golden rule: Points of Order on the annunciator screen for more than two minutes means a good row, so put your head round the door and enjoy it.)


On the whole, I’m pretty relaxed about rows and flare-ups. As far as Ministers go, provided they avoid taking money or money’s worth from anyone except the Fees Office, even the most turbulent row will die down and soon be forgotten. But this had an ominous feel to it. On and on went the shouting. ‘ORDER,’ kept bellowing dear old Ernie Armstrong, the Deputy Speaker.65 The House was alight. Soon, wearing an uneasy half-smile, definitely not catching my eye, appeared the figure of the Leader of the House, John Biffen,66 to sit in his appointed place.


Now this was a bad sign. The Leader only attends business after ten o’clock when there is a major row. And a truly terrible threat began to seep through to me. Perhaps we were going to ‘lose the business’. This is not the same as being defeated on a vote. It simply means that the whole thing has to be brought back before the House at a later date. The entire Government legislative schedule is put out of kilter – and the Whips loathe it. Indeed, as far as the Whips go, no other misdemeanour compares. I could see anxious conferrals starting up with the Chair, and behind.


Bob Wareing67 asked if it would be in order for an honourable or right honourable Member to address the House if he were drunk. Ernie said that this was a hypothetical question, ‘and now we must get on with the debate’.


Passions were (temporarily) spent and I rose to my feet. But the atmosphere was different. I had lost confidence and in its special extrasensory way the House knew that something ‘wasn’t quite right’. My supporters were silent. And others on our side were emboldened to be portentous and, by implication, reproachful. I forced my way through to the end, another fifteen minutes or so, feeling like Lucky Jim at the award ceremony, before coming to the magic signing-off phrase, ‘I commend these regulations to the House.’


Now if there’s one vice in which the House really likes to indulge, it is being sanctimonious. Each speaker took his cue from the last: so sad, such an opportunity cast away, the great traditions of the Department, Walter Monckton, Ernest Bevin, Macleod (how the fuck did he come into it?), Harold Macmillan, Stockton, breadth of understanding, unpardonable levity, offensive to both sides of the argument (what argument?), after-dinner speech. And, of course, incomparably menacing, that the House should have a full opportunity to debate the issue, send for more papers, data should be placed in the Library.


I assumed gravitas. Dear Peter Morrison was sitting beside me, his face pouring sweat. Periodically I said to him, ‘We must not lose the business.’ ‘I think it’ll be all right. I’ve had a word with Ernest.’


I held my breath. It was coming up to midnight and, thank God, it had been agreed that I was not expected to ‘reply’ to the debate. This in fact was a trap which Labour had laid, hoping that the Speaker would then rule that the matter should be heard another day. Sure enough, with only a few minutes left, Nigel Spearing,68 one of their best barrack-room lawyers, rose and cited Standing Order No. 3 (1) (b), which gives the Speaker a discretion to decide that the matter be adjourned. Very splendidly, Ernie said that he ‘had had this provision in mind throughout the Debate’.


One more brief kerfuffle, and the Division was called. Nobody spoke to me much in the Aye lobby, although little garden gnome Peter Rost69 sidled up and said, ‘After a performance like that I almost considered voting against.’


Poxy little runt, what’s he ever done?


In the car Joan asked, ‘What was all that row about, Minister?’ (Knowing full well, I don’t doubt.)


‘They were saying I was drunk. But I wasn’t, was I?’


‘No, Minister, of course you weren’t. I’ve never seen you drunk.’


That’s that, then.






	
Department of Employment



	Thursday, 28 July








The House rises today, in effect. But we don’t get our holiday until September. Other Ministers will take theirs in August, and come back fresh. It’ll be, ‘Where’s Alan?’ and when my office say ‘On holiday’, it’ll be, ‘Clark’s still on holiday’. Les absents ont toujours tort. Jenny is taking hers (thank God) in mid-August, but is busy filling up the rest of the month with dreadful draining visits to boring and inaccessible locations.


In the dining room conversation was mainly on this topic. Our table was joined by little Douglas Hogg, now a junior Whip.70 I can’t decide whether he is likeable or not. (But I should say that many do not have this difficulty.) I don’t mind people being rude, provided that they are not uncouth with it. But he is colossally self-satisfied – or is it a chip? I suspect he has a tearful side. It is said that in the days of their courtship he used to follow the object of his desire and her paramour at a distance, and stalk them, peeping from shop doorways, like a bad secret agent.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘how are you keeping all the new boys in order?’


Without a second’s hesitation he got my middle stump. ‘By offering them your job.’






	Department of Employment


	Wednesday, 3 August








I went to the NEDC meeting in the morning representing the Department. Norman had sent his apologies. Lawson71 chaired it, podgy and jowelly, and there is a suspicious henna tinge to his hair. Is he tinting, or rinsing? But he is an effective chairman.


We sat at a round table on the top floor of the CBI building and many notables were in attendance. Five members of the Cabinet; Keith Joseph,72 with a permanently bored, but slightly agonised, expression on his face combining, I-have-seen-it-all, and are-we-all-mad? Cecil Parkinson – if ever anybody deserved the over-worked expression ‘amazingly youthful’, it is Cecil.73 He is not impressive reading from a prepared brief, but is very good when spontaneous. I was sitting next to him and watched him keenly, as he is of course my choice to succeed the Lady.


Peter Walker74 was there in a country suit and spoke turgidly but with ‘oh-what-a-good-boy-am-I’ overtones. ‘A very impressive contribution,’ I muttered to Cecil. He is a real Neddy star, he agreed discreetly.


On the other side Ian Gow was sending me irreverent notes, ‘What are we all doing here, what’s the point, who are all these ridiculous highly paid people sitting at the back of the room’, etc. Robin Leigh-Pemberton75 was unexpectedly good, crisp and clear. Terence (or Terry, as he likes to be called) Beckett76 was not quite as bad as I expected, suffering, though, from a heavy tobacco cough.


Moss Evans was almost completely silent, a distinguished drawn face, immaculately dressed like a Mafia godfather, twice as formidable as any of the other TU heavies who were there.77 Terry Duffy78 was just a dear old thing; Frank Chapple a professional rough diamond.79


I was nervous about having to contribute, but in fact the Chancellor rushed the Agenda item – absurdly, but menacingly, entitled ‘Where are the Jobs Coming From’ – on which there was a Departmental responsibility. I assume because he wanted to choke off monologues from the TUC end of the table. The whole thing was a complete waste of time. No conclusions, no recommendations, no action taken or suggested. Job creation scheme for civil servants, and way of embarrassing Ministers.


Joan drove me round immediately to the Trustees’ meeting80 at Christie’s but the traffic was so bad that I had to bail out at the bottom of St James’s Street, ran up the little arcade past the entrance to Rhodes and Co., the money lenders where I remember unhappily borrowing £500 in 1947. Now I was on my way to discuss carving up ten million. But nothing else seems to have altered much.






	Department of Employment


	Thursday, 4 August








Last night I dined with Ian. I asked him if he was happy and he said he was not. To my horror he told me that he had not seen the Prime Minister since 14 June, which was the day that Michael Alison81 took over. How ruthless women can be – far worse than men. Ian was completely in love with the Prime Minister and utterly devoted to her. He must have seen more of her in the last four years than anybody else except Denis, and possibly more even than him. He was enormously influential, too. And yet now the court has sealed over the vacuum created by his departure and I doubt if he will ever recover an equivalent position. Ian said that he would gladly stop being a Minister at any moment and that he would gladly ‘go back’. But you can never go back. It is the Two-second Rule. I said that he would be in the Cabinet in the next reshuffle and resume his old intimacy. But I am not so sure, and nor is he.


We both agreed that Michael Alison, although a pleasant and saintly man, could not possibly provide the Lady with the same alternating course of stimulus and relaxation. Of course MA sits in on Cabinet meetings, as a Privy Councillor, which Ian never did. But Ian told me how he used to wait in his little office at the bottom of the stairs at Number 10 and emerge to catch doubtful members of the Cabinet as they were coming in before an important meeting, haul them into his room and explain to them that a particular decision was something to which the Prime Minister attached crucial importance. I can visualise the dedication, the intensity – with which he used to do this. It is something which Michael, with his diffident manner, simply could not manage.


Ian told me that even the present Cabinet could only guarantee her a majority of two when the chips were really down – ‘and supposing Geoffrey82 is away?’ Is that margin of one constituted by Willie?83 I didn’t ask, although his name has returned to the forefront with this ludicrous assurance that he is ‘. . . standing by at his farm in Cumbria’ in case the Lady goes blind and the ship of state becomes rudderless.84


It should have been a celebratory dinner, as last time we had dined the future was uncertain. Now we are both Ministers with a Government majority of 140 and no Opposition of any kind in sight. But there was a certain melancholy too. How often is it better to travel than to arrive.






	Department of Employment


	Monday, 15 August








An absolutely perfect morning of late summer, temperature already 66° and a light dew with mist in the valley. I walked the dogs at seven a.m. up past the dump and over the Seeds, and groaned aloud at the sheer crucifixion of having to go to London and visit the Brixton Remploy Office – of all places.


Ministers’ Sundays are blighted by the prospect of Monday’s workload. By the evening I find myself short-tempered and grimacing. Even the very minimum of correspondence and attention to pressing estate matters has been neglected. Saturday morning is wrecked by the box. Sunday morning is eyestrain headache as one trawls one’s way through the ten or twelve thousand words of political commentary in the tabs and the broads. Yesterday afternoon I broke the lanyard on the Osprey on the twenty-seventh muck-sweat and cursing attempt to get it pull-started. I had to mow the whole Bailey lawn with the faithful (but tiny) Hayter as at this time of year the Atco won’t cut the plantains. Up and down I went, sweating and muttering, each length a strip no wider than twelve inches.


More depressing, because more relevant to today, and indeed to the whole Whitehall purgatory, 1 had spent some time in the muniment room. In a desk I had come across some of my father’s old engagement diaries of the Forties and Fifties. Endless ‘meetings’ fill the day. Civil servants drift in and out. Lunches. Virtually indistinguishable from my own. What’s the point? Nothing to show for it at all. He will be remembered only for his writings and his contribution to scholarship. His public life was a complete waste of time.






	Department of Employment


	Thursday, 1 September








I was working late at my desk, and Jenny had gone home, when the phone rang. It was Norman Tebbit. He invited me round for a ‘chat’.


Norman talked interestingly. He knows where in the Party his strengths lie, and he knows, too, which of the grandees want to do him down. St John-Stevas,85 of course; but then he’s not a proper grandee, just popishly disapproving. And Willie. Sometimes Willie harrumphs menacingly about Norman, but is too shrewd not to recognise his qualities. There are others, who sneer and talk behind their hands to the pink press, but they are of little moment.


I fear Norman does have a chip, but it doesn’t show – not all the time at least – and anyhow who could blame him?


We talked for a very long time. So long that the light started to fade, and as dusk entered the room so his style became more confessional.


What he really wants to do – curious how many serious politicians covet the post – is to be Chairman of the Party. Not just yet, I feel, but to keep it in his sights.


Now there was disconcerting news.


‘She wants to appoint a Parly Sec.’


‘What?’ (I did not say ‘who?’, judging that if he wanted to identify the person he would have named him.)


‘She thinks we need someone young, to counter the Steel-Owen image.’


I said the image didn’t matter. In the first two years after the Election the need was for organisational, not presentational skills.


Norman is of the same mind. But we agreed, the Lady does often want to ‘bring forward’ the very young. Reacting, I suppose, against Willie, Peter Thorneycroft,86 Humphrey Atkins87 – all these oldies who have been leaning on her since February 1975.


‘It’s a matter of having someone young and fresh to go on television the whole time and answer Owen and Steel.’


‘At this stage it doesn’t matter a damn. You must talk her out of it.’


He didn’t answer, rose from his chair and switched on the light. I realised we had been talking for an hour or more, and went back to my own office.88






	Saltwood


	Thursday, 8 September








I am at my desk in the tower office, absolutely drowning in estate papers. Filing piles and Immediate piles and Pending piles are stacked haphazard on top of each other. I try to differentiate by stacking them criss-cross, like bricks, but I caught some that were sticking out with my sleeve and the whole Pisa-like tower collapsed, cascading the private and personal papers all over the floor.


So what? I haven’t picked them up. I just walk on them. I will soon have plenty of time for the estate.


I am convinced that I have been allocated the black spot. To be dismissed at the earliest opportunity. Norman Tebbit doesn’t address a word to me, of either welcome or farewell at the start, or finish, of meetings. Peter [Morrison] is more distant, it seems. This bloody Equal Ops Order still hangs round my neck. Albatross. Mill-stone.


Ill-wishers cite my performance as an excuse to object to the whole thing, get it ‘re-opened’. Tricky meeting coming up with Lady Platt (who is not an ill-wisher, but, unlike me, does understand the small print).89


Adrian Moorey90 has a permanent sneer on his face. Is he being privately briefed by Ingham that I am for the chop? Often he comes into the outer office and talks in low tones with Jenny; he doesn’t come on in here.


Even so, anything can happen. Norman had to ‘go to the bathroom’ twice during a meeting yesterday. Cecil looked awful on television, with sores showing on both upper and lower lips. The Lady’s eye operation may go wrong.


Jenny came back from her holiday with a very very slight gold tan. Looks stunning in her oatmeal suit. At least now she allows me eye contact. I said, ‘I don’t expect I’ll be here much longer.’


‘Oh? We’ll miss you.’ Her stare is very direct, though limpid.






	Department of Employment


	Friday, 9 September








A lot of pointless activity in the Department, as officials start to drift back from their holidays. (We haven’t had ours yet. Will we even get one, sometimes I ask myself?) Because the House isn’t sitting Private Offices are having quite a little challenge to manage fulfilment of their Number One precept – Ministers’ diaries must be kept filled. What they really like are full-scale meetings, preferably with so many in attendance that they have to be held in the small conference room. A far more economic solution would be just one intelligent civil servant guiding the Minister through the paper in his own office.


We had one of the PES91 preliminaries today. First time I’ve done one of these, and I was totally out of my depth. I’m responsible for all these spastic, money-consuming Employment ‘measures’, so the idea was that I should sparkle knowledgeably as a prelim to putting in higher ‘bids’. I heard them out in sulky silence. Was finally goaded by Fred Bayliss, the Under Secretary, who appears to be our resident Chief Accountant. He mumbled along, ‘. . . looks as if there is going to be a shortfall as our overall provision is £408 million and at present we are going to be pushed to get expenditure over £335–360 million’.


That’s not a fucking ‘shortfall’ I thought, or at least not my idea of one. It slowly sank in that he was rambling round for suggested ways of getting last-minute expenditure authorised so as to ‘approach more closely our provision’. ‘Look, Fred, Ministers in this Department are members of a Government which is dedicated to – whose raison d’être, you could say, is – the reduction of public expenditure. Surely it’s a matter for congratulation?’


Ah no, don’t you see – ‘It’s important to get as close as possible to last year’s provision in order to have a firm base from which to argue for increases this year . . .’


This was crazy. Nightmare. Kafka.


Like other officials above the rank of Principal he won’t call me ‘Minister’; they try and avoid calling me anything.


Is it like this with all Parly Sees, or just me? Icily I asked in what other Departments of State ‘is this kind of budgetary practice prevalent’?


‘All of them,’ they shouted triumphantly.


General laughter, of a tee-hee kind.


Afterwards Jenny said, ‘It’s not really a good idea to get the wrong side of Fred.’


‘Yeah?’ I was quite pleased with myself.






	Saltwood


	Saturday, 10 September








We are host to a company of actors, who are making a children’s film for television. Tripods is the title of the story. What a jarring name. Arthur Ransome, and (above all) Beatrix Potter knew what children really like. And adults, come to that. Myself, I am always ready to while away half an hour or so reading the tale of Squirrel Nutkin or Johnny Townmouse, and feel calmer as a result. These days authors write not so much to please the children as to earn the esteem of their own peers or, more importantly, librarians in trendy boroughs.


The team have been here for ages, it seems. But I like it. We charge a whopping location fee, and the gaiety, the costumes, the whirl of activity is all fun, and invigorates the place. They have put up a huge marquee in the car-park field where delicious meals (particularly breakfast) are served, and this pleases Eddie and William who have standing invitations to partake. Jane and I also stuff ourselves there, when the moods takes us.
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