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  INTRODUCTION




  ‘Our job is to create the truth’ – Peter Mandelson




  On 2 December 1997 the government minister Peter Mandelson gave evidence to MPs on government plans to celebrate the millennium. He dismissed critics of the proposed Dome,

  maximised its advantages, and unveiled an amazing new feature. Mandelson boasted that it would be ‘vast, huge in scale’. He divulged few details but described it as an

  ‘interactive attraction which comes under the working title of “Play at Surfball: The New Twenty-First Century Sport”.’1




  Newspapers enthusiastically reported the news. The Times stated that ‘Mr Mandelson offered the committee a glimpse of the Dome’s attractions. The most exciting entertainment

  would be an interactive computer game called “Surfball”, which he described as the sport of the twenty-first century, and a fifteen-minute roller-coaster ride.’2




  The following week Peter Mandelson was banging the drum again for Surfball. ‘The contents of the millennium experience, the Dome, will attract people of all ages,’ he told MPs on 8

  December, ‘although I expect that playing Surfball, the twenty-first century sport, will have an especial appeal to young people.’




  He was at it again a few days later, writing an Evening Standard leader-page article given the headline: ‘Don’t Panic There’s More Than

  Surfball’.3 He cited the sport again as he sought to convince the sceptical British public of the merits of the Dome on Breakfast with

  Frost two months later.4 Soon backbench Labour MPs were joining in. Jim Fitzpatrick, Labour MP for Poplar and Canning Town, declared that the

  sport would bring ‘regeneration’ to his constituency. ‘I wouldn’t contemplate surfing a ball myself,’ he declared. ‘I just want to see 1.6 million Surfballers

  arriving.’ City of Durham MP Gerry Steinberg stated that the sport was ‘quite exciting. Really exciting. Very exciting, in fact. I don’t deny that it’s very exciting. My

  secretary will definitely Surfball.’ Watford MP Claire Ward, a member of the Commons Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee where Peter Mandelson unveiled the sport, conjured up an image

  of Surfballers ‘wearing some kind of virtual millennium headgear that you put on, with gloves that are connected up or a bodysuit, so when you move you feel as if you’re part of the

  balls running in the headset’. Mandelson’s political agent Stephen Wallace declared it was the ‘way forward’.5




  However, the government was coy about revealing further details of the new sport. When MPs asked Jennie Page, chief executive of the New Millennium Experience Company about Surfball, she told

  them they were asking for ‘commercially confidential information which the company proposes to keep to itself for some time yet.’6 In

  March 1998 the journalist Richard Heller wrote a letter to Peter Mandelson, asking questions. Was it a team or a solo sport? What referees or umpires did it need? What equipment or playing area?

  What physical and mental skills were required? Could it be played by either sex, by children and by disabled people? Was it a spectator sport and did it lend itself to

  international competition? Would it offer possibilities for career development in coaching and management? Heller received an arch reply from Peter Mandelson’s private secretary, Rupert

  Huxter, urging him to curb his impatience until the Dome opened.




  The mystery began to intrigue Labour MP Austin Mitchell. Egged on by Richard Heller, he put down parliamentary questions demanding how much had been spent on it, what rights had been acquired

  and who had been consulted. Only at this point (8 May 1998) did Mandelson come clean. ‘“Surfball” was a working title,’ he imperturbably declared in a written parliamentary

  answer, ‘used for illustrative purposes at the end of last year when design proposals were at a very early stage . . . The New Millennium Experience Company does not intend to seek to

  register the name “Surfball” for any games or features which may form part of the content of the “Serious Play” Zone.’ In due course Stephen Bayley, after resigning as

  creative director of the Dome, revealed the true origins of Surfball. It was invented by a hard-pressed team of consultants making a pitch to the New Millennium Experience Company: ‘Engaging

  the higher cerebral functions for only a fraction of a second, one of their number came up with “Surfball”, an apparently new coinage whose components hinted at a combination of the

  Americanisms so admired by New Labour together with gruffly proletarian reference to a round plaything.’7




  During its brief but dramatic career, the sport of Surfball was announced in parliament, praised by MPs and written up by journalists. But it never existed. Nevertheless it has its own

  significance. It is a comparatively early instance of our new public domain, where truth has become indistinguishable from falsehood.




  Britain now lives in a post-truth political environment.1 Public statements are no longer fact based, but

  operational. Realities and political narratives are constructed to serve a purpose, dismantled, and the show moves on.




  This is new. All governments have contained liars, and most politicians deceive each other as well as the public from time to time. But in recent years mendacity and deception have ceased to be

  abnormal and become an entrenched feature of the British system. This book will show that the rise in political lying as a systemic phenomenon began with the last Tory government, but reached its

  current fully developed form as the result of the emergence of New Labour.




  In 1979, in his famous essay on ‘The Power and the Powerless’ the Czech playwright and future president Vaclav Havel described how it felt to live within a totalitarian system of

  government, with ‘a world of appearances, a mere ritual, a formal language deprived of semantic contact with reality and transformed into a system of ritual signs that replace reality with

  pseudo-reality’. Britain is still a democracy, though no longer an especially healthy one, and there are disturbing echoes of Havel’s nightmare analysis in our own deceitful public

  discourse. By no means all inventions are as harmless as Peter Mandelson’s Surfball. In 2003 Britain went to war on the back of a fiction: the proposition that Saddam Hussein’s Iraq

  possessed weapons of mass destruction. It did not, but tens of thousands of people died as a result.




  This book comes in three parts. Part One, incorporating Chapters 1–4, will present much of the empirical evidence, and thus help to demonstrate the awesome scale of the

  problem. Part Two, Chapters 5–8, examines the philosophical, cultural, social and political reasons for the emergence of dissimulation as a defining feature of modern British political

  culture. The final chapter of this section takes account of the lies told before, during and after the Iraq War of 2003. It shows that these did not come about by chance, but were the inevitable

  result of the British method of government at the start of the twenty-first century. Part Three analyses the debilitating consequences of our new public mendacity, and then proposes some radical

  solutions. This section includes an examination of the role of the broadcasting media and the press, so often the vehicle, and to some extent the cause, of government mendacity.




  It is important to be clear about definitions. A lie must have two qualities. It must of course contain a falsehood, but must also be uttered with intent to deceive. In other words, a lie is a

  knowingly false statement. Deception is different. It involves the deliberate creation of a false impression through trickery, omission or a variety of other methods. But it does not necessarily

  involve falsehood. A series of true statements can be, and often are, put together in such a way that they create a misleading impression in the mind of the listener. Falsehoods can be uttered in

  good faith, and are not of themselves lies. When a politician makes a statement that in due course turns out to be false, it is quite wrong automatically to assume that a lie has been uttered.

  There is a parliamentary convention, which has fallen partly into disuse, that where an MP or minister inadvertently puts misleading information into the public domain, he or she should return to

  the Commons at the first opportunity to correct it.




  I have gone to great lengths to make sure that everything in this book is accurate, fair and balanced. This volume is animated by a belief in accuracy, precision, and the

  virtue of clear and precise statements in both public and private life. It contains a far from comprehensive list of lies. A great many instances have not been included here for reasons of space,

  or to avoid a tedious, unstructured iteration of deceits and lies. In addition some of the largest episodes of government mendacity – including the ‘Cheriegate’ affair, the Black

  Rod episode, and the Ecclestone donation – have been ignored on the grounds that they have been adequately covered elsewhere. It must be assumed, furthermore, that quite a large proportion of

  the lies and deceits told by government ministers and others have not yet come to light, and may not do so for some time to come. Many other alleged lies have been omitted because of lack of proof.

  The most famous of these is the frequently repeated story that Tony Blair claimed to have watched the renowned Newcastle striker Jackie Milburn play, overlooking the fact that Milburn left

  Newcastle when Blair was an infant. Despite hours and hours of research, I have been unable to trace this story to its source, which appears to have been a radio interview conducted in the North

  East. So the urban myth that Blair claimed to have watched Milburn play has not been included in this volume. Tony Blair’s spin-doctor Alastair Campbell once assured me that the story was

  untrue. There is no reason on this occasion to disbelieve what Campbell says.




  This book makes no use of ‘private information’, the bolthole to which works of contemporary political history inevitably take recourse when they rely on the use of unattributable

  sources. Everything is transparent. The reader should be able to check the validity of all assertions made in this book through use of extensive notes, which point either to

  published sources of information, or occasionally to interviews. There are just two partial exceptions. I have made use of an interview given by John Lloyd at the back of his recently published

  book What the Media are Doing to Our Politics. This four-page interview with an unnamed figure, solely defined as a ‘member of the present [2004] cabinet,’8 is helpful for the insights it provides into the state of mind of a senior member of the current administration. All internal evidence suggests that the

  interviewee is Tony Blair. I asked both John Lloyd and Tony Blair, through the Downing Street press office, to confirm or deny that the prime minister was the cabinet minister in question. Lloyd

  refused. Downing Street was quite exceptionally evasive and hard to deal with on this matter, at first failing to call back as promised, then giving artful and evasive answers to questions which

  had not in fact been asked. I was informed, for example, that ‘we do not give book reviews’. Doubtless this is the case, but at no stage did I give any Number 10 press officer grounds

  for believing that I was asking for a book review.




  Then, in desperation, I told each of them that I would name Tony Blair as the source. This elicited no response. This reticence is odd in the case of the prime minister since no secrets of state

  are at stake, and he presumably does not make a practice of giving hole-in-the-corner, anonymous interviews. On the two or three occasions I quote from the Lloyd interview, the assumption is made

  that Tony Blair is indeed the source, though warnings are attached on each occasion and readers are of course at liberty to make up their own minds.




  The second exception to my rule not to use unattributable sources concerns the astonishing remark which, according to the journalist Robert Peston, Chancellor Gordon Brown now

  ‘routinely’ says to Tony Blair: ‘There is nothing you could say to me now that I could ever believe.’9 Once again, I

  approached Gordon Brown through the Treasury press office to gain confirmation or, equally helpful, a denial that the Chancellor made this hugely damaging and personal remark to the Tony Blair.

  Once again I informed the Chancellor that the quotation would appear under his name. Once again, there was no response: no answer whatever to repeated and courteously worded e-mails. In the light

  of this unsatisfactory state of affairs, Gordon Brown’s name is attached in connection with this remarkable statement, but readers can decide for themselves.




  Before writing this book I approached five of the main British political parties – Labour, Conservative, Liberal Democrat, SNP and Plaid Cymru asking them to furnish me with examples of

  the mendacity of their political rivals. All of them obliged, and their contributions were of some use. Some of these allegations were, needless to say, themselves misleading, and all of them

  needed to be treated with distrust. All allegations of mendacity emanating from political (and indeed any other) sources were carefully checked and verified before they merited inclusion.
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  THE ORIGINS OF CONTEMPORARY POLITICAL LYING




  ‘The truth becomes almost impossible to communicate because total frankness, relayed in the shorthand of the mass media becomes simply a weapon in the hands

  of opponents’ – Tony Blair, The Times, 24 November 1987




  On 8 March 1994, as a junior reporter on the Evening Standard, I heard the Conservative minister William Waldegrave tell the Treasury and Civil Service Committee that

  it was sometimes acceptable to lie to the House of Commons. Waldegrave maintained that ‘in exceptional circumstances it is necessary to say something that is untrue to the House of Commons.

  The House of Commons understands that and accepts that.’ Waldegrave cited as an example the need to protect the pound ahead of a devaluation crisis.1




  I sprinted out of the committee room, up the stairs to the press gallery, consulted and filed the story. It made the front-page splash in later editions. Ever since I have felt a slight guilt.

  William Waldegrave was not lying or evading the question when he spoke to the Treasury Committee. Quite the reverse. Waldegrave, a fellow of All Souls, Oxford, was simply

  attempting in his characteristically agonised and intellectually fastidious way to set out an acceptable moral code for ministers.




  And yet his remarks produced a media firestorm. For the best part of a week newspapers condemned Waldegrave’s remarks as a fresh instance of ‘Tory sleaze’. Labour marched in on

  the offensive. When reporters tackled Giles Radice, chairman of the Treasury Committee, he declared: ‘Frankly, I was amazed. I do not think it right that ministers should justify misleading

  the House. Questions of procedure make it absolutely clear that ministers should not mislead the House whatever the circumstances are and when they do mislead the House should

  resign.’2




  Waldegrave’s front bench shadow, Michael Meacher, was more vehement still. He claimed that the ‘Waldegrave doctrine exposed just how relative the minister’s commitment to

  truthfulness has become,’ adding that ‘truth and reliability are at the heart of democracy’. Meacher told me that ‘The principle of telling lies or untruths to the Commons

  is extremely damaging and dangerous. The principle of telling the truth is absolute.’3




  Soon John Smith, the Labour Party leader, jumped on the bandwagon. ‘We don’t really need Mr Waldegrave to tell us the Tories don’t tell the truth,’ he stormed. ‘We

  know they don’t tell the truth. And that is why no one will ever believe their promises again.’4




  There was a great irony at work here. William Waldegrave was doing something very rare for a modern politician and trying to give an honest answer to an honest question. If anyone was guilty of

  lying, it was his Labour opponents, who set an impossibly high standard of truth telling, and one they had no intention of meeting themselves. It was Waldegrave’s

  misfortune that his remarks played straight into the Labour Party’s strategy. Labour was determined to portray Conservative politicians as liars and cheats. This policy was started by John

  Smith not long after he became Labour leader in 1992, and brought to a climax by Tony Blair after Smith’s death in 1994. The policy worked brilliantly, partly because Labour’s claims

  about Tory mendacity contained an element of truth.




  Tory Lies, 1979–90




  The charge sheet against Margaret Thatcher begins before the 1979 general election. Labour leader Jim Callaghan claimed that the Conservatives would double VAT in order to pay

  for the income tax cuts they promised. Margaret Thatcher dealt with his accusation by asserting: ‘we will not double it’. Her words were strictly true, but disingenuous. The

  Conservatives jacked up VAT from 8 per cent to 15 per cent within months of taking office, as near to doubling the tax as made no difference. (It was not actually doubled till Norman Lamont lifted

  the rate to 17.5 per cent shortly after the 1992 general election.)5




  There is no doubt that Margaret Thatcher lied to the electorate over the sinking of the Belgrano, the Argentine cruiser which sank as a result of British military action at the start of

  the Falklands War, causing terrible loss of life. The ship was torpedoed by the British nuclear-powered submarine HMS Conqueror, even though it was outside the 200-mile exclusion zone

  imposed by the British around the Falkland Islands. Britain had warned that ships breaching the zone would be targeted under British rules of engagement.




  Margaret Thatcher justified the action by claiming that the ship had been sailing towards the Royal Navy taskforce. In fact it was sailing away. Mrs Thatcher has always said

  that she did not know the precise course of the Belgrano when she authorised the attack on the cruiser on 2 May 1982. She claims she was only told six months later, just ahead of

  publication of the Government White Paper on the Falklands Campaign.6 Her refusal to address the truth about the Belgrano in that White Paper

  led to accusations of lack of candour. In private some Tories were more than happy to own up. An unlikely friendship between the Labour MP Tam Dalyell and the future Defence Minister Alan Clark

  began one morning in the Commons library when Dalyell strode up to Clark and asked him whether Margaret Thatcher was lying. ‘Of course she bloody is,’ replied Clark. Several months

  later, however, Margaret Thatcher lied publicly about the Belgrano when she appeared on the BBC Election Call programme during the 1983 general election campaign. A Mrs Diana

  Gould asked about the sinking. The prime minister falsely replied that the warship had been heading towards the British taskforce.




  The Tory leader’s next collision with the truth came with the Westland Affair in 1986. This bitter cabinet row involved the future of the Westland helicopter company. Defence Secretary

  Michael Heseltine was eager that it should be sold to a European consortium, while Trade and Industry Secretary Leon Brittan was keen that it should find an American partner. Margaret Thatcher

  backed Brittan in this argument. The grave issue became who authorised the leaking of confidential guidance by the Attorney-General Sir Patrick Mayhew in an unscrupulous attempt to smear Michael

  Heseltine.




  Copies of Patrick Mayhew’s letter had been sent to two press secretaries – Bernard Ingham at 10 Downing Street and Colette Bowe at the DTI. While Leon Brittan had

  everything to gain by leaking Sir Patrick Mayhew’s letter, which was very damaging to the European solution Michael Heseltine supported, Colette Bowe did not have the authority to leak such a

  document without Downing Street consent.




  Mrs Thatcher, however, insisted it was Leon Brittan who authorised the leak and that it was arranged by officials at the DTI and Downing Street without her knowledge. She claimed that she had

  not known the ‘full facts’ about the leak until afterwards. According to the reporters Magnus Linklater and David Leigh, ‘To accept Mrs Thatcher’s full explanation it was

  necessary to believe that both she and Bernard Ingham had behaved entirely out of character; that she had never thought to ask a man in her own office, and with whom she worked in conditions of

  great intimacy, how a leak of major political significance had been effected.’7




  The full truth has never been established one way or the other since. The fact that Mrs Thatcher herself seems to have believed, on the eve of the Commons Westland debate, that she might be

  forced to resign suggests that she may have been guilty. Michael Heseltine in his autobiography, published years later, does not accuse Margaret Thatcher of deceit. Most people close to the story,

  even if they have no axe to grind, tend to assume that she was implicated.




  The evidence that Margaret Thatcher was a liar more or less rests there. In the early 1990s the political journalist Tony Bevins wrote two long and painstakingly researched articles listing

  alleged Tory mendacity. He cited these two examples – one clearly a demonstrable lie and one merely alleged. But that – a maximum of two lies in ten years – was

  broadly the extent of the Bevins charge sheet against Margaret Thatcher. The John Major administration presented a different story.




  Tory Lies, 1990–97




  John Major secured victory in the 1992 general election after a campaign dominated by scaremongering claims that Labour would raise taxes in government. For these charges to retain all their

  credibility it became essential to deny that the Tories would themselves raise taxes. John Major duly did so, repeatedly stating that ‘I have no plans and see no need to increase’

  VAT.8 His chancellor Norman Lamont issued the same message, insisting to the House of Commons in his budget statement of 10 March 1992 that ‘I have

  no need, no proposals and no plans either to raise or to extend the scope of VAT.’ These pledges were, of course broken by the Tories, who soon raised VAT to its present level of 17.5 per

  cent.




  Unlucky John Major was then driven towards falsehood by his increasingly desperate attempt to sustain the pound within the exchange rate mechanism (ERM). On 10 September 1992 he insisted

  ‘there will be no devaluation, no realignment’ of sterling.9




  Within the week he was being forced to suspend British membership of the ERM, and the pound fell precipitously. Major’s opponents always made a great deal of the vainglorious words he used

  in defence of sterling: in fairness to him he did everything possible to keep his word until the matter was taken out of his hands by the currency markets on Black Wednesday, 16 September 1992. His critics were also to make much of the statement he made on 1 November 1993, after the Shankill Road bombings which killed ten people, that face-to-face talks with the IRA

  ‘would turn my stomach’.10 But the British prime minister went on to authorise such talks with terrorists, and these talks would slowly

  lead to the IRA ceasefire of 1995. It is true that the prime minister’s angry words were thoroughly misleading. But it is easy to understand both the passion with which the words were

  uttered, and the subsequent need for secrecy when talks were entered into.




  It was the Sir Richard Scott inquiry into Arms to Iraq that, as much as anything else, suggested that the last Tory government had lost its moral bearings. Sir Richard found that ministers

  misled the Commons. His report11 showed that ministers had issued misleading statements about the secret change in the guidelines surrounding the sale

  of equipment to Iraq which was agreed by ministers in the late 1980s. Sir Richard demonstrated a contempt for the truth at very senior levels of British government. Nothing exemplified this easy

  cynicism more vividly than the conversation between the Liberal Democrat MP Sir Russel Johnston and Alan Clark, then Minister for Defence Procurement, on Wednesday 5 December 1990. Sir Russel asked

  Alan Clark (who, it later emerged, was one of three ministers at the meeting where guidelines were changed) whether he ‘was aware of and connived at sales from the United Kingdom to Iraq of

  equipment which could be used for military purposes’. Clark replied that ‘I have a complete and total answer to these allegations, which are rubbish, trash and

  sensational.’12




  But Sir Russell Johnston was right, and Alan Clark’s answer was lies and bluster. Two years later Clark’s confession that ministers had not been straight about arms sales caused the

  trials of three executives from the arms exporter Matrix Churchill to collapse. He told Presiley Baxendale at the Scott Inquiry that ‘I had to indulge in a fiction, and

  invite them [UK companies exporting to Iraq] to participate in a fiction.’13




  Alan Clark was by no means the only minister to mislead MPs during the Arms to Iraq affair. The Scott Report concluded that ministers deceived parliament about a change in policy on Iraq. Scott

  said that letters sent out by William Waldegrave and other ministers were ‘in my opinion apt to mislead the readers as to the nature of the policy on export sales to Iraq that was currently

  being pursued by the government. Mr Waldegrave was in a position to know that this was so.’14 2

  But Scott went on greatly to mitigate this criticism, saying that he accepted that Waldegrave ‘did not intend his letters to be misleading and did not so regard them.’ This

  qualification was of extreme importance because it meant that William Waldegrave could not be accused of lying, merely of making a mistake in good faith.




  But what was in some ways more striking than the conclusions reached by Sir Richard Scott was the response of the John Major government. Rather than apologise, or accept that parliament had been

  misled, ministers embarked on a mendacious and brazen attempt to assert that they had been vindicated. For the last four years of the Major administration, it was generally held that the

  government’s media management was poor, bordering on helpless. The glaring exception was the handling of the publication of the Scott Report in February 1996, hailed at the

  time as masterly. A press package was produced, with no fewer than thirteen press releases responding, department by department, to Richard Scott’s findings. Some of them blatantly

  misrepresented the Scott Report. One Treasury briefing, appearing under the name of Chancellor Kenneth Clarke, declared, ‘Does Scott say Waldegrave misled Parliament? No.’ When Labour

  complained that Scott had said nothing of the kind – in fact Scott had found Waldegrave’s statements to MPs and replies to written questions variously ‘untrue’, ‘not

  remotely arguable’ and ‘inadequate and misleading’ – Ken Clarke blamed a ‘drafting error’. The Labour opposition went on to cite a further four cases where they

  said that government press releases told less than the full story. They said that one Cabinet Office press release lied by saying that there was no policy change on arms sales to Iraq in 1989, and

  that the government wrongly said that ministers who signed Public Interest Immunity Certificates were required to do so by law, a conclusion that had not been reached by Sir Richard

  Scott.15




  Before the debate, Conservative MPs were given a short three-page document. Entitled simply ‘Scott’, it set out ‘key points to make’, claiming that ministers had been

  completely vindicated. Ian Lang, the cabinet minister speaking for the government, asserted that William Waldegrave – found by Scott to have misled the Commons – had nothing to

  apologise for. In his Commons statement after publication of the report, Waldegrave went to the lengths of demanding a public apology from Labour for having suggested that there was a

  ‘conspiracy’ to send innocent men to jail. But the quotations he produced from Robin Cook did not use the word. In due course Sir Richard Scott’s spokesman

  Christopher Muttukumaru despatched a letter to John Alty, principal private secretary to Ian Lang, protesting at the way ministers were using quotes from Sir Richard selectively in their

  defence.16




  The Matrix Churchill trial and the Scott Report laid bare a culture of deception and arrogance among senior ministers, while the subsequent handling exposed a readiness to manipulate the facts.

  On the eve of the vote on the affair of 26 February 1996, writing in the Sunday Telegraph, the Labour leader Tony Blair made an appeal to Tory MPs to vote against the government. He asked

  them: ‘Are you really going to send to your constituents the message that you don’t mind being misled by ministers and are not prepared to stand up for the principle of ministerial

  accountability?’17 Almost all Tory MPs ignored him.




  The Arms to Iraq imbroglio and the Westland Affair helped to establish the moral status of the last Tory government. But neither scandal was quite so memorable as the two remarkable liars thrown

  up by the Conservative administrations of 1979–97: Jonathan Aitken and Jeffrey Archer, both of them impresarios of deceit who operated on an heroic scale.




  Jeffrey Archer was a liar and fantasist. His parties at Conservative Party conferences were legendary events, attended by practically all the cabinet. Very few could resist Archer’s charm,

  and yet for years there was abundant evidence that he was a rogue and conman. Though he never held ministerial office, he was nevertheless a member of the intimate circle surrounding both Margaret

  Thatcher and John Major and, to a lesser extent, William Hague.




  Michael Crick, author of a masterly biography of Archer, which does full justice to his extraordinary life story, wrote: ‘Any one of those three was surely aware of all

  the evidence that Archer was a deeply dishonest man, a deeply untrustworthy man, and a man of appalling judgment.’18 However, Jeffrey Archer was

  a hugely engaging figure, he was brilliant at raising money for the party; his wit, absurdity and ebullience raised the morale of Conservative activists.




  Archer lied about anything. He was born in central London, but passed off his place of birth as Somerset. He attended Wellington, a perfectly respectable Somerset school, but often led people to

  believe he was an old boy of the more swashbuckling Wellington College in Berkshire. When he applied for a modest schoolmastering job he grossly exaggerated his examination achievements. Another CV

  listed a fictitious year at Sandhurst military academy. Archer did manage to take a one-year diploma at Oxford: thereafter he gave the impression that he had completed a full degree course. In the

  mid-1980s Margaret Thatcher made Jeffrey Archer a deputy chairman of the Conservative Party, a post he soon had to resign because of scandal. Later John Major elevated him to the House of Lords,

  while William Hague embraced him as the Conservative Party’s official candidate to be Mayor of London.




  Archer was not officially exposed until 2001, when he was sentenced to four years in prison for having lied in the libel case in which he was the plaintiff against the Daily Star in

  1986. The Daily Star had accused Archer of having sex with a prostitute Monica Coghlan – the scandal that caused him to resign as Tory deputy chairman. Archer won the case thanks to

  the evidence of a witness, Ted Francis, that Archer could not have been having sex with Coghlan at the time alleged because he was having dinner with Francis. Fifteen years later

  Francis admitted that he was lying. Archer was found guilty of perjury and sent to prison.




  Jonathan Aitken, who was also jailed for perjury, was a more sinister figure than Jeffrey Archer. Margaret Thatcher, who never trusted Aitken, left him loitering on the backbenches for years.

  John Major swiftly promoted him to the cabinet, but he soon faced allegations that he had taken substantial payments from Saudi businessmen. Aitken resigned in 1995 in order to fight a libel action

  against the Guardian and Granada TV, calling a press conference in which he declared that ‘if it falls to me to start a fight to cut out the cancer of bent and twisted journalism in

  our country with the simple sword of truth, and the trusty shield of fair play, then so be it. I am ready for the fight.’19




  The action came perilously close to success. It failed when it became clear that an Arab businessman had paid the bill for a weekend’s stay at the Ritz in Paris in 1993. Aitken had

  insisted that his wife had paid the bill and persuaded his daughter Victoria to sign a false witness statement, saying that she and her mother were in Paris on the weekend in question. In fact

  British Airways receipts made it clear that they were in Switzerland at the time. It was the discovery of these documents right at the end of the trial that brought Aitken down. But he was very

  largely a lone wolf, operating against rather than alongside the political machine. He deceived and betrayed his own colleagues as well as the world at large.




  The same applied to another notorious Tory liar, the MP Neil Hamilton. An exotic figure, Hamilton resigned as Trade and Industry minister in October 1994 after his links with the business tycoon

  Mohamed Fayed came to light. It was claimed that he secretly accepted cash payments from Fayed in return for tabling parliamentary questions. Though this was later found to be

  true, it is at least to Hamilton’s credit that once he became a minister he resisted approaches from the Harrods owner: it may indeed be the case that Hamilton’s very fastidiousness as

  a minister brought about his downfall. Neil Hamilton was nevertheless a colourful example of a culture of arrogance, greed, sleaze and casual mendacity which had become a settled feature among a

  group of mainly backbench Tory MPs by the late 1980s. Tory sleaze was a key part of the background against which New Labour emerged in the early 1990s, and the reason why Tony Blair’s

  repeated claims that he would make an honest broker were so appealing.




  Tony Blair Claims to Tell the Truth




  The falsehoods and sleaze of the Conservatives provided an irresistible target for Tony Blair and his rampant New Labour opposition. The future prime minister and his shadow

  ministers wasted few opportunities to denounce the Tories as liars, cheats and scoundrels. Later, once he was established in Downing Street, Tony Blair seems to have come to regret this strategy,

  apparently lamenting to a friendly journalist that ‘it was a media tactic which could of course be used against us, and which was distasteful in some ways.’20 Distasteful or not, at the time he threw the Labour opposition into this strategy with abandon.




  At the same time as attacking the Tory Party, New Labour made large, expansive claims about its probity and integrity. No recent Labour leader – perhaps no leader of any British political

  party since Gladstone led the Liberals – has ever made such dramatic claims about his own moral status as Tony Blair. In his first party conference speech on 5 October

  1994, the future prime minister spoke with colossal passion of the responsibility that government ministers must have to the truth. He accused the Conservatives of fostering cynicism about public

  life, and dramatically promised ‘a new politics, a politics of courage, honesty and trust’. Warming to the theme, Blair declared that ‘those most in need of hope deserve the

  truth. Hope is not born of false promises; disillusion is. The British people are tired of dogma . . . They are tired of glib promises broken as readily in office as they were made on the soap

  box.’




  I was at that Labour conference, and heard those remarks. Political journalists are supposed to be callous and cynical. We weren’t on this occasion. Like almost everyone else present I

  felt uplifted and exhilarated. As a young and raw political reporter I was convinced that this man would bring honesty back into British politics, and the press coverage at the time shows that most

  others felt just the same. We believed that we were in the presence of something marvellous, benign and entirely new. Tony Blair presented himself as a new kind of politician or, rather, someone

  who was not really a politician at all. His youth, honesty and decency put to shame the corrupt, tired and cynical world all around. Pretty well all of us – politicians, journalists, Tories,

  Lib Dems, and above all the voters – swallowed this whole. It is practically certain that Blair himself believed this version of reality even more than the rest of us.




  Tony Blair’s claim that he was specially honest – indeed his claim to be honest at all – has turned out not to be true. The strangest thing is that there was importance

  evidence which shows it wasn’t true even at the time. I was a lobby correspondent back in 1994, and the evidence was accessible to me – just as it was available to all of us lobby reporters, and everyone else. But we didn’t want to look, and even if we had looked, no one would have wanted to know about it.




  The proof was to be found in the very recent past, in the management of Tony Blair’s campaign for the Labour leadership. Far from being the open, trusting, decent affair that one might

  have imagined, it was devious, secretive and mendacious. It was so devious indeed that the future prime minister’s main adviser throughout the campaign was kept secret. And he was kept secret

  not just from the voters and the outside world. His identity was quite deliberately and deceitfully hidden from those who were officially running the Blair campaign.




  This extraordinary episode concerned the future cabinet minister Peter Mandelson. According to John Rentoul, Tony Blair’s sympathetic and well-informed biographer, Mandelson played the

  role of ‘campaign adviser in chief’.21 This created a problem because many people in the Labour Party, including many of Blair’s own

  supporters, could not abide the saturnine ex-spin-doctor. Two of Tony Blair’s most senior campaign managers, the Labour MPs Mo Mowlam and Peter Kilfoyle, made plain to Blair that they would

  not work for him if Peter Mandelson had anything to do with the campaign. Today Peter Kilfoyle says: ‘I made clear at the outset that I would be involved so long as Mandelson wasn’t. I

  laboured under the misapprehension that Mandelson was not involved. When we sat on the campaign committee his name never came up.’22




  Blair dealt with the revulsion felt by Kilfoyle and others towards Mandelson in a peculiar way. Effectively he had two campaign teams. There was one formal one, the one that existed in the

  public eye, which included Mo Mowlam, Peter Kilfoyle, the fund-raiser Barry Cox, the Labour MP Andrew Smith and various others. This team met every morning but, to quote John

  Rentoul, ‘the decisions that mattered – about media strategy and speeches – were taken elsewhere.’23




  This arrangement was kept secret. Had the role of Peter Mandelson been known, there is every reason to believe that Tony Blair’s vote would have been smaller. But Mandelson’s

  involvement did not emerge till after the leadership contest was over, when Blair thanked his supporters at a victory party. He issued ‘a particular thank-you to a friend of mine called

  Bobby, who some of you will know. He played a great part and did so well.’ Bobby was the codename given during the campaign to Peter Mandelson, in order to keep his involvement

  quiet.24 This decision to unveil Bobby aka Peter Mandelson after he had won was almost as curious a move as the decision to keep him quiet in the first

  place: it set apart those who were in the know from those who were not. Tony Blair displayed an unattractive arrogance, demonstrating that he was ready to deceive even his supporters.




  The role of Peter Mandelson was not, however, the most misleading aspect of the campaign to elect a man who put ‘honesty’ and ‘trust’ at the heart of his public

  manifesto. Within an astonishingly short space of time, Tony Blair was to turn out to be the most radical and transforming Labour Party leader in history. The changes he brought about were

  enormously to his credit, and established his reputation as a forceful and charismatic figure. They were implemented so swiftly and effectively that it seems inconceivable that he had not mapped

  out these changes in his own head in advance. But he communicated none of this as he fought a cautious campaign. John Rentoul captures this wariness and circumlocution nicely, stating that:




  

    

      

        Blair’s leadership election manifesto, which did not advertise any changes to the Labour Party, turned out to be a misleading prospectus. By the

        time of the Special Conference, Blair had changed the party’s constitution, effectively changed its name and redrawn its policies on tax, inflation, the minimum wage, exam league

        tables, opted out schools, Northern Ireland, regional government and the House of Lords.25


      


    


  




  The story of how Tony Blair set about the most powerful and remarkable of these changes – the removal of Clause Four – makes a specially interesting case study. The

  commitment to the ‘common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange’ had been Clause Four of the Labour Party constitution since it was drafted by Sidney Webb in

  1918. Labour modernisers since the 1950s had viewed these words as a monstrous encumbrance, but few dared tackle it. It remains one of Tony Blair’s most telling achievements that he had the

  courage to do so.




  Books on New Labour always lazily state that the abolition of Clause Four was announced in the prime minister’s inaugural party conference speech in 1994, the same one in which he made his

  dramatic pledges about truthfulness and honesty. But that is not the case. What actually happened was rather different. Towards the end of his speech Tony Blair embarked on a purple passage, ending

  with the proclamation: ‘Let us say what we mean, and mean what we say.’26




  Almost at once he declared that he and John Prescott were to propose a new statement of the objectives of the Labour Party to ‘take its place in our constitution for the next

  century’.27 Tony Blair received a standing ovation, and the great majority of delegates walked out of the conference hall

  without the faintest idea that anything out of the ordinary had happened at all. This is how the Guardian reporter Stephen Bates reported the speech the following day:




  

    

      

        Mr Blair sought to present a new spirit in British politics. He also attempted to commit Labour to changing its constitution, although in language so coded that it

        received a heavy round of applause from delegates who clearly did not at that stage appreciate that it meant the abolition of Clause Four.28


      


    


  




  Tony Blair never announced that this innocuous sounding statement of aims meant the end of Clause Four. He left that task to his spin-doctors, who briefed the press and others

  immediately after the speech. Far from saying what he meant, as he brazenly claimed, Blair quite brilliantly pulled the wool over everyone’s eyes. This evasiveness was deliberate, a tactic to

  avoid a hostile reaction from the conference floor while the speech was being made. It is easy to justify the dodge in its own terms, rather less so to reconcile it with the protestations of

  honesty and trust which filled up the rest of his speech that Blackpool afternoon. This curious and false episode was to set the tone for Tony Blair’s three years in opposition. Very few of

  us in the hall cared to reflect on this at the time.




  Tory Lies – and the Origins of New Labour Dissimulation




  The most notorious Conservative Party liars of the 1990s were rogue agents who exploited or abused their positions. Men like Jonathan Aitken, Jeffrey Archer

  and Neil Hamilton were acting solely on their own behalf from desire for financial gain, personal ambition or other motives. They fell squarely into a long and dishonourable tradition of villains

  and imposters, which throughout the twentieth century manifested itself in all parties from Horatio Bottomley to Robert Maxwell. They most certainly deceived the wider public, but they misled

  friends and colleagues just as much. It might well be possible to argue – and the Labour Party most certainly did – that Aitken and Archer were in some way symptomatic of a wider moral

  corruption that overtook the Conservative Party towards the end of the last century. But it is impossible to sustain the argument, also made by the Labour Party in opposition, that Tory lies had

  become embedded in the system of government itself.




  New Labour Party lies were sharply different. Certainly there have been a number of cases – such as Geoffrey Robinson’s failure to tell the truth over his financial dealings –

  which fall into the free-rider category of deceit familiar from the late Tory period. But the most characteristic form of New Labour mendacity was constructed to serve the party and emphatically

  not the individual interest.




  In this sense Labour lying was more virtuous. The lies were first about getting New Labour elected and thereafter sustaining it in power. When Labour misrepresented the Tory record, misled

  voters in its election manifesto, or cynically lied to newspapermen – all things which it did in opposition – it was to help the Labour Party and the wider British people that Labour

  claimed to represent.




  New Labour under the leadership of Tony Blair took the view at a very early stage that it was quite legitimate to deceive in order to obtain power. The leadership seems to have felt that the

  Tories were so disgusting, and the alternative offered by Labour so thoroughly desirable, that almost any tactic short of political assassination was legitimate. Indeed those

  most closely associated with the New Labour movement seem to have concluded, for reasons that are at the very least understandable, that lying and deception was the only way that a party of the

  Left would ever regain power once more in Britain.




  It is impossible to understand why so many senior Labour figures should have felt this way without going back a generation to the 1970s, when the party was last in power. Ever since the war the

  Labour Party had been swinging in and out of government, first with Clement Attlee, then Harold Wilson and finally Jim Callaghan. As a result the 1970s Labour Party felt something like a party of

  government. At any rate it had good reason to believe that it occupied the mainstream part of British public discourse and culture.




  In the years that followed, this belief changed. Labour suffered four consecutive election defeats in a row. Time and again it put its case relatively truthfully to the British people. Michael

  Foot, Neil Kinnock and John Smith – Labour’s first three leaders during that eighteen-year-long wilderness period that only ended when Tony Blair reclaimed power in 1997 – were

  all unusually honest and decent politicians. But again and again they found that the British people turned a deaf ear to what they had to say.




  After a while the Labour Party started collectively to conclude that there was something deeply unfair and wrong about the mechanisms of democratic politics in Britain. Some of its most

  intelligent figures argued that political discourse was constructed in such a way that it would be impossible ever again for a left-wing party to win.




  They blamed a number of factors for this. One was the nature of the state. Some, particularly those with training on the far Left, felt that Britain was institutionally

  conservative. They felt that the machinery of government was no longer, as the textbooks claimed, neutral and disinterested. Instead they argued – most people would say they were mainly wrong

  about this – that the civil service and other institutions had been captured by the Right.




  Labour also blamed the broadcasting media and above all the newspaper press. Practically everyone who mattered on the Left shared, and continues to share, this view. Labour’s lowest point,

  in the early and mid-1980s, coincided with the emergence of a new, self-conscious and brilliant media class. Fleet Street newspapers were suddenly shedding the comparative deference and modesty

  they displayed in the three decades following the Second World War, and becoming a much more independent and confident force. Neil Kinnock was the first mainstream political victim of this dazzling

  but mean-hearted newspaper culture.




  Both Kinnock himself and those around him came to hate the British press with an intensity that can barely be expressed with mere words. They felt that newspapers like the Sun, the

  Daily Mail and the Daily Express systematically set out to demonise Kinnock and to misrepresent everything that he and the Labour Party had to say. In the end Kinnock stopped

  talking to large parts of the British media, because he felt that there was no point telling them what he thought. He knew from his own bitter and ugly experience that they would misrepresent what

  he wrote, rip it out of context, and then use his remarks against him. Neil Kinnock was prone to an occasional lack of discipline and egregious errors of judgement that were legitimately

  highlighted by critics in the media and elsewhere. He often confused reasonable criticism with partisan attack. But there is no doubt that he had a case when he sensed that he

  was persecuted by the press.




  As a result, the Labour Party under Neil Kinnock saw itself as the victim of a malfunction in the democratic system. Although Britain had most of the institutions and freedoms normally

  associated with a liberal democracy during the time that Kinnock was leader of the opposition, it had one characteristic of a totalitarian state. Only one of the two main political parties –

  the Tories – was confident of securing a fair hearing in the mainstream media. Many voters therefore received a biased and distorted account of what the Labour Party was seeking to achieve in

  office. Labour could not possibly hope to get fair treatment at general elections.




  The Neil Kinnock camp thought this situation was outrageous and utterly wrong. But they were split about what to do about it. One group held that the whole thing was insoluble and that the

  Labour Party had no option except to bash on in the belief that one day the eyes of the British public would open and voters would come to see through all the lies, falsehoods and smears put out by

  the Tory press. This was broadly the position of John Smith, who succeeded Neil Kinnock as Labour leader after the 1992 election defeat. Smith despised the media, and refused to accept that an

  institution so venal and worthless could have any true importance.




  A second group shared all of John Smith’s contempt for the media, but rejected his conclusion. They felt that Smith’s refusal to engage, however noble, showed a massive failure in

  his strategic thinking, and even a dereliction of duty. They thought that he was opting out. They saw with great clarity that the first obligation of the Labour Party was to win power. It could do

  nothing on behalf of the people it represented – the poor, the exploited, the underprivileged – unless it was actually in government. Hardened and embittered by the

  experience of the Kinnock years, these critics of John Smith saw the media as the roadblock which the Labour Party must clear if it was ever to escape from opposition.




  This group was New Labour, which seized power within the Labour Party after John Smith’s death in 1994. New Labour, led by Tony Blair but steered by Peter Mandelson and Alastair Campbell,

  was a highly intelligent and awesomely successful attempt to solve the problem. It is significant that New Labour has its origins during those anguished Kinnock years. Charles Clarke and Patricia

  Hewitt, later to become senior members of Tony Blair’s cabinet, ran Neil Kinnock’s private office. Tony Blair and Gordon Brown were the two brightest members of his frontbench team.

  Alastair Campbell, later to become Tony Blair’s very powerful press secretary and director of communications, was Kinnock’s close press ally and confidant. Philip Gould, influential

  political consultant to Tony Blair, began his engagement with the Labour Party as an adviser to Neil Kinnock.




  These men and women judged that political power could never be secured in Britain until the press had been appeased. Peter Mandelson understood the problem best of all. He said: ‘Of course

  we want to use the media, but the media will be our tools, our servants; we are no longer content to let them be our persecutors.’29 Upon

  becoming leader of the swiftly renamed New Labour party in 1994 Tony Blair made it his urgent priority to secure the backing of newspaper groups that had previously been loyal to the Conservatives.

  Tony Blair confided to a friendly journalist much later in his career the thinking behind this:




  

    

      

        Maybe you could say we tried too hard to woo over the magnates – but if you make that critique you have to take into account the power of the

        media here. You must deal with it. If all the papers turned against the government or the Prime Minister – more have now than before – it, and he, could in the end be destabilised

        to the point of losing. It could happen. Look at Neil Kinnock. Neil said – to hell with them: I hate them and won’t talk to them. And look what happened to him.30
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