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    Praise for Adam Boulton and Tony’s Ten Years:


  




  ‘Today, Boulton is the nearest thing Britain has to the great U.S. television reporter Walter Cronkite. He has written a book Cronkite would have relished – a

  fair-minded and sympathetic work which takes the reader behind the scenes of contemporary history . . . Boulton is too honest a journalist not to draw attention to the seedy side of the Blair

  machine. Again and again he reveals in shocking detail how Downing Street – and sometimes the Prime Minister himself – would lie, bully and cheat . . . [He] paints vivid and telling

  portraits of the public figures who dominate the national and world stage . . . full of fresh insights and information . . . a very important contribution to our understanding of the Blair years in

  power’ Peter Oborne, Daily Mail




  ‘For years Adam Boulton, political editor of Sky News, has had a unique view of goings-on in the corridors of power of Westminster. In this book, he follows Tony Blair as

  he embarks on his farewell tour around the world, reflecting on the key moments and characters that shaped the New Labour movement and defined the past decade’ Best Winter Reads,

  Independent




  ‘Adam Boulton is an excellent political correspondent, one of the best in the business’ Guardian




  ‘Boulton has been an inscrutable presence on the edge of politics . . . [a] perceptive and fast-moving account of the genealogy, behaviour and evolution of new Labour . .

  . his account of the Granita dinner is the most perceptive I have read’ Charles Clarke, New Statesman




  ‘Authoritative, fair . . . [with] an ingenious structure. Boulton takes Blair’s final few months in office as his theme. Because Blair was so obsessed about

  defining his legacy, Boulton finds genuine pegs on which to hang the key topics of the entire era. The effect is like watching an artful, slightly unnerving film in which the same characters keep

  reappearing but in different contexts. Just as you thought it was safe to move on there they are again . . . Boulton brings the familiar cast to life with some fresh vignettes and . . . first hand

  reminiscences’ Independent




  ‘A vivid, and often gripping first-hand account of life at the very heart of events . . . a lively account of kitchen cabinet turmoil’ David McKie,

  Guardian




  ‘Throughout Tony Blair’s ten years in power, Adam Boulton, Sky’s political editor, reported every row, revolt, reshuffle and resignation . . . His book about

  Blair is an eye-opening behind-the-scenes tour of contemporary history. Fair-minded and sympathetic, he’s quick to praise Blair’s many achievements, but also reveals in shocking detail

  the lengths to which Downing Street – and sometimes the PM – would go to lie, bully and cheat. Invaluable for understanding the political world today’ Daily Mail




  ‘On the air Sky News is an absolute paragon of respectability and Adam Boulton is perhaps the most respected news presenter on any channel’ Gerald Kaufman




  ‘There are, I freely grant, many journalists who do not think that all politicians are criminals, and still cling to the old-fashioned belief that the political process

  is important. They want to tease out the truth rather than batter politicians to death. Adam Boulton of Sky News is one example’ Stephen Glover, Spectator




  ‘Adam Boulton is admirably well-informed and non-partisan’ Martin Bell, Independent
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  To all my girls




  





  PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION




  The original version of this book had what I hoped was a felicitous structure: Tony’s Ten Years reflected in ten freestanding

  chapters, each both an essay on a theme in the Blair premiership and a marking station along the Via Dolorosa of his final departure from Downing Street.




  Initially I was reluctant to disrupt this pattern but I am very excited to become a ‘paperback writer’ and would like to offer a little extra to new readers. It also seemed to me

  that it could be argued that the Blair premiership will be over really and finally only when the third term – which he once promised to serve in full – finally expires at the next

  general election.




  That election is nearly here. The epilogue to this book is a chance to draw a line under the Blair Era. Blair exited Westminster in June 2007, apparently in pursuit of Mrs Simpson’s maxim

  that ‘you can never be too rich or too thin’. But he left the same cast of characters behind him on the political stage. As their drama sinks into black, or brown, farce I feel the

  final curtain will come down on most of them soon. Even without the assistance of the voters, Blair’s coterie are fading from public life. In the realm of ideas as well, it is much easier to

  define what Blairism was than what it now is. Post credit crunch, post war on terror, Barack Obama is now leading the way ahead for progressive politics and his line of travel owes little to the

  Third Way in either substance or style. I’ve made some comparisons between the two leaders in the epilogue.




  In the main text I have taken on board and acted on those corrections which were suggested to me and I am grateful to all those who came forward with them – especially the Scottish

  prospective parliamentary candidate who rattled out three errors while I was signing his copy. (Actually there were only a handful of mistakes.)




  The epilogue differs from the rest of the book for a number of reasons. As he dashed around the world Blair was a much more elusive figure. ‘Probably to the relief of both of us’, to

  borrow Blair’s adieu before his last Trade Union Congress, the former prime minister and I no longer encountered each other on a near-daily basis as subject and reporter. That means that in

  some areas I have drawn on eyewitness accounts of others.




  I am especially grateful to Yael Lavie, Sky News’ amazing bureau chief in Jerusalem, for her help on the Middle East section. Many thanks too to Tom Roberts, again, and Jessica Leeke, the

  very patient paperback editor.




  The epilogue is an attempt to deal with the themes of Tony’s Ten Years in one go, while sketching what became of Blair, Blairism and the Blairites.




   




  London, June 2009




  





  FOREWORD




  I started working as a political journalist in Britain twenty-five years ago. The rise of New Labour and Tony Blair’s subsequent premiership

  have been the biggest story of my career so far. As prime ministers, Margaret Thatcher and John Major occupied me for just as long, but back in 1983 that Conservative era was already an open book.

  New Labour was indeed something new. It was the story of my time. We may never have joined up or even voted for it, but all those of my generation who were actively involved in politics in the

  period just gone by have been shaped by New Labour and have, in turn, played some part in shaping Tony’s Ten Years.




  That is why I wanted to write this book. Neither to praise Tony Blair nor to dismantle him but to bear witness to the epoch we have just lived through. To try to shed some light on the phenomena

  of that time and the man with whom it is inextricably identified. To me, there is no point in getting angry about what we have just been through or grieving about it. It is already in the past,

  closed with crisp finality by its eponymous hero, who wasted no time in moving on to an afterlife – in the Middle East, the Catholic Church, Africa, the climate debate or the million-dollar

  lecture and memoir circuit.




  Before first-hand memory fades, it seemed worth trying to recall some key themes, moments and motivations of Blair’s career as seen from the front-row seat which I have enjoyed as a

  political editor. This is a book of memories, principally my own, built up from the thousands of conversations and interviews, both on and off the record, which I have had over the past quarter of

  a century. Memories are not a diary and this book is not about my life, but it is formed from my recollections of what I saw and heard and of what people said to me at the time.




  I have talked to many people who worked with and for Tony Blair, and of course to Blair himself. Most of those conversations took place during my professional and personal life over the years,

  rather than as explicit research for this book. This reflects my normal working practices. I do not believe that there is some talisman, Holy Grail or golden nugget of information jealously hidden

  away which makes everything comprehensible. History and journalism are built up by keeping your eyes and ears open, and your wits active.




  Obviously if you cover politics at first-hand for a long time, you get to know many of the protagonists quite well, both those who are elected and those who are appointed to work for them. Along

  with your own colleagues, these people make up the milieu in which you spend the majority of your waking hours. Whatever their party political affiliations, such individuals become your close

  acquaintances, if not your friends. Over this past period, electoral success and the exercise of patronage meant that New Labour has outnumbered any other political faction.




  Some argue that intimacy with politicians blunts the critical faculties of political journalists. Sometimes it can, but not, I would claim, in my case. I view politics with detachment because it

  is the way my mind works. Once the big fundamental of democratic liberty has been established, I can see both sides of the argument as to how it should be managed. Football commentators can tell

  you about the strengths and weaknesses of teams without supporting, or being known to support, any particular club. They know that talented players can be horrible people and vice versa; that the

  most successful teams can be charmless or even a bad advert for the game. My approach to politics and politicians is similar to that of a sports commentator to his subject.




  My starting point is that politics matters because governments set the rules by which we are all forced to live, and that whatever their allegiances, the vast majority of politicians are well

  intentioned and want to make the world a better place. Like the rest of us they can be prone to vanity, sloth, careerism, selfishness, deceitfulness and stupidity. They are

  different because they are generally more pompous, bossy and status conscious, with a much higher tolerance for the boring than any journalist. Politicians also believe that they are right most of

  the time.




  However, the explicit certainties of politicians are counterbalanced by a paradox, which sets them apart from most of us: they are all gamblers, who blithely subject their entire careers to the

  hazard of public elections every few years. Even when circumstances can be managed by being elected to a (never totally) ‘safe’ seat, the chance to put opinions into practice still

  depends on the Zeitgeist. A career can be stillborn if the spirit of the times keeps a politician’s party out of government during his or her prime.




  This risk-taking persona is well camouflaged by the blue and grey suits of male politicians and the chainstore Chanel-style suits of the women. Nor is it readily apparent in the mealy-mouthed

  compromises which politicians often settle for. But in fact the two are bound up with each other. As John Major, perhaps the archetype of the grey politician, once explained to me: by nature, a

  true politician will do anything to get re-elected – including breaching electoral law, shaving the corners off core beliefs and donning subfusc so as to look bland to the greatest possible

  share of the electorate.




  To a politician, what matters is winning. That’s why they can generally persuade themselves that they have been right all along even if the end result is rather different from what they

  proposed at the outset. Journalists work in the opposite way: we happily pass through all shades of grey but we like our conclusions to be seen as definitive, there in black and white.




  The television satirists of Have I Got News For You made much of the guest list at my wedding to Anji Hunter in 2006. Tony Blair, Alastair Campbell, Charles Clarke,

  Derry Irvine, Tessa Jowell, Michael Howard and Sir Menzies Campbell were amongst the thirty or so politicians, out of more than 300 people, who were invited that day. On the programme I retorted

  that they were mostly my wife’s friends. That was true. But they were also people alongside whom I had spent my adult life, as we grew older together. It has been much

  easier in my second marriage to acknowledge those associations than it was in my first marriage to try to ignore them.




  Reader, I married one of them! Next to Tony Blair himself, his close friend and long-serving amanuensis, Anji Hunter, is perhaps the most elusive character of the Blair drama. A figure of

  fascination to many more than just me because of her charm, beauty, intelligence, charisma and upper-middle-class Scottish background, Anji has always declined to record her memories. And anyone

  who is hoping this book represents her memoirs by proxy should disabuse themselves.




  I am ashamed to say that I am a little deficient in the ‘rat-like cunning’ which the late Nicholas Tomalin prescribed as necessary for a career in journalism. Whenever the phone rang

  on Blair business during our relationship, my rule was to leave the room and shut the door behind me. I was not very interested in their partisan plotting. Undoubtedly, I know some of the key

  figures better now that I am Anji’s consort but that is about it. She has not read what I’ve been writing. As she herself proudly put it, ‘Thank God I had nothing to do with this

  book!’




  Would that writing this had been as easy as transcribing Anji’s thoughts. Instead, while breathing in my own professional and political ambiance, I have tried to assemble my ideas on the

  past ten years of government in Britain by exploring the narrative of the hundred days around Tony Blair’s final exit from power.




  There were many unique aspects to Tony Blair’s decade as Britain’s prime minister: he was the first Labour leader to win three general elections in a row; the first modern prime

  minister to bring up a young family in Downing Street; the first prime minister since the Victorian period to deliver a decade of unbroken economic growth; the first prime minister to be questioned

  by the police in a criminal investigation; the first prime minister to give his press secretary the power to command civil servants; the first prime minister since Churchill to send Her

  Majesty’s armed forces to fight and die on three continents.




  However, the most original feature of Blair’s premiership was its final year – the way he left office. Prime ministers have often resigned midterm before. In fact, since 1945 as many

  have made their exit from the top office that way (Churchill, Eden, Macmillan, Wilson, Thatcher) as were given the coup de grâce by the electorate (Attlee, Douglas-Home, Heath,

  Callaghan, Major). Political pressure, sickness and personal whim all played a part in these ‘voluntary’ exits but the departures were mostly melancholy and hurried affairs –

  until Tony Blair.




  The corrosive dynamic of his rivalry with Gordon Brown meant that Blair always lived politically under the shadow of ‘how long’. From the beginning of his party leadership, he

  contrasted his own recognition that he wouldn’t go on for ever with Margaret Thatcher’s unrelenting ‘on and on’.




  Blair’s political quietus was undoubtedly forced by the attempted coup against him of September 2006 but, uniquely, he succeeded in orchestrating his own departure. In effect, he was able

  to use the year from that September for a long goodbye, during which he moved from prime minister to embryonic elder statesman. No other outgoing British leader has had the luxury, or perhaps the

  self-absorption, to use an orderly exit from the job of prime minister like a second-term US president – to round off neatly and to attempt to write the first draft of history on his own

  years in power.




  This final stage had two overlapping phases – the period when he was in power, still the active prime minister; and the period when he was bidding his farewells. The first phase dominated

  the eight months from September until Blair set in motion the formal process of leaving office in early May 2007. During it he attempted to bed in irrevocably his domestic agenda of public service

  reform and to ensure that Gordon Brown remained faithful to New Labour. Blair continued to attempt to wield executive power to achieve his aims to the very end, until he left Downing Street on 27

  June 2007.




  By then, the other phase of the long goodbye had already begun: the lap of honour. This was the time when Blair self-consciously revisited the issues and places which he clearly considered would

  define him: among them Northern Ireland, Africa, Washington, Iraq, Prime Minister’s Questions, schools and hospitals. He also made a number of reflective speeches on his time in office and

  the lessons he drew from it. ‘The Blairwell Tour’ earned him a prize for ‘Resignation of the Year’ at The Spectator/Threadneedle Parliamentary Awards

  (in his absence, my wife collected the trophy for him).




  Blair’s biographers often like to dwell on his success as a schoolboy actor. At Fettes he had his best roles in Journey’s End, Captain Brassbound’s Conversion

  and Julius Caesar, but never played Macbeth. Even so, Malcolm’s description to Duncan of the execution of the Thane of Cawdor offers an apposite cliché in this case:

  ‘Nothing in his life became him like the leaving it.’ Of course, Blair’s departure was not his death, nor did he confess treason, implore pardon or set forth a deep repentance

  – much to the disappointment of his growing band of critics over Iraq.




  Considering the opponents ranged against him, Tony Blair’s carefully controlled exit was both graceful and typical of a leader who had always recognised the importance of presentation

  – a man who never shied from expressing what he was trying to do.




  This book takes those final three months – the almost hundred days of May, June and July 2007, which witnessed Blair’s carefully planned departure and the transition to Prime

  Minister Gordon Brown – as its narrative spine. From what happened during those months, I set out to explore some of the themes of the preceding ten years and earlier, just as Blair did when

  he was stepping down.




  I have borrowed my subtitle, though nothing else I’m afraid, from John Updike’s novel Memories of the Ford Administration, because this book is made up of memories of Tony

  Blair. The loaded word is ‘administration’, a term that is usually applied with reference to presidents; ‘government’ or ‘premiership’ does for prime ministers.

  But as the MP Graham Allen has pointed out from a parliamentary perspective in his The Last Prime Minister, and as I will often suggest in these pages, there was much that was presidential

  about Tony Blair.




  Lots of books have been written about the Blair era. Many more are to come – including Tony’s own memoirs. This is my own, first-hand contribution.




   




  Westminster, April 2008
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  POWER




  1 MAY




  

    

      Within the next few weeks I won’t be prime minister of this country.




      Tony Blair, Edinburgh, 1 May 2007


    


  




  Marking the decade




  The ten years were up. But still nobody knew exactly when they would be over for Tony Blair.




  Precisely a decade ago there had been no doubt. Even before the results were declared in 1997, there had been no false modesty, no need to prevaricate – everyone knew Tony Blair was about

  to become prime minister. But on May Day 2007 the only known fact was that Blair had promised the previous September to be gone within a year. The general assumption was that he would give some

  indication of his plans around his tenth anniversary in office because in practice he would have to step down before the approaching long summer parliamentary recess. The Labour Party would then

  have time to elect a new leader before the annual party conference in September 2007.




  A decade earlier 71 per cent of eligible British voters had gone to the polls. Tony Blair had spent 1 May 1997 in his Sedgefield constituency, briefly crossing the playing

  fields in Trimdon with his family to vote before returning home to plan for the future and prepare for government – two activities beloved of rising politicians. This amounted to planning and

  appointing his cabinet team over the phone from Myrobella, his constituency base, aided by Anji Hunter and Alastair Campbell, and bickering privately with his wife, Cherie, about who would have, or

  not have, which role in his equally important ‘kitchen cabinet’.




  By definition a general election is a public event, with the outcome declared within hours. Usually departures from Downing Street are sudden and brutal, the voters’ or party’s

  sentence of execution duly carried out without appeal on the doorstep of Number 10. Not this time. Uniquely, Tony Blair managed to take control of his own exit timetable and to divorce it from any

  electoral process. He also chose to keep the precise date a secret.




  Even on this milestone day Blair decided to keep the nation, and more particularly the media, guessing. The advance spin from his advisers was that this would be a working day like any other

  with no news conference or public celebrations to mark what had been achieved during Blair’s decade in power. So Britain’s veteran prime minister pretended that 1 May 2007 was indeed a

  working day like any other. He began in London before moving on to Scotland for a campaigning visit. The prime minister had long fallen out with the ‘24/7 media’, as he would make

  explicit in his Reuters speech a month later. He had no desire to be seen feeding ‘the feral beast’, even though ‘Blair Decade Special’ supplements were pouring from the

  presses and airwaves alike.




  The prime minister made the announcement of his departure bathetically in the least combative and most inconsequential forum he could find – the breakfast television studio of GMTV, just

  across the river from Downing Street on London’s South Bank. Fiona ‘Fifi’ Phillips (a sometime Chequers dinner-party guest along with her husband, Martin Frizzell, editor-in-chief

  of the show) and her firm-jawed co-presenter, Andrew Castle, were informed, ‘I’ll make an announcement next week.’ This all but non-announcement was significant for two reasons:

  it made it clear that Blair did not plan to announce his departure when the local election results came in that Friday; it also relaxed Gordon Brown.




  Blair’s statement that he would begin the countdown to his departure in the middle of May made it certain that power would indeed be handed over by the time Parliament rose in July. Some

  Blairites hankered for delay, postulating that he could linger over the summer and yet still honour his commitment to be gone by the start of the Labour Party conference at the end of September.

  But even the dilatory Labour leadership timetable would not stretch from May to September. Brown now knew that he would be prime minister before July was out: the public statement of intention long

  demanded by him had finally been made on the GMTV sofa.




  Just to make sure that there would be no further misunderstanding with Brown, Blair gave his clearest pronouncement so far on his succession later that day in Scotland. His campaigning for

  Labour candidates to the Holyrood Parliament was overshadowed when he told his audience of party activists in Edinburgh, ‘Within the next few weeks I won’t be the prime minister of this

  country. In all probability, a Scot will become prime minister of the United Kingdom . . . That’s someone who has built one of the strongest economies in the world and who, as I’ve

  always said, will make a great prime minister.’




  Since announcing his intention to be gone within a year at the Labour conference in Manchester in the autumn of 2006, Blair had refused to repeat his endorsement of Brown – ‘he would

  make an excellent prime minister’ – that had punctuated their tortured relationship for more than ten years. In Manchester it would have been difficult to back Brown, thanks to the tale

  of Cherie Blair’s overheard stage whisper against the chancellor, even if Tony Blair had felt inclined to do so after that September’s attempted coup against him orchestrated by Brown

  allies. But now, on the day he took the decisive step towards the exit, he was finally giving his clear endorsement, while sticking to his pledge not actually to name his successor.




  There was, however, one other Scotsman still notionally in the frame as a potential challenger to Brown. The home secretary, John Reid, had not yet officially withdrawn from possible contention.

  Reid was working class, Catholic, populist and self-confident compared to the withdrawn, cautious, Presbyterian, middle-class Brown, and the two men had a long-standing political

  enmity. It seemed implausible that Reid could ever have mustered the support to beat Brown, but he was a ‘big beast’ who would have made the leadership a real contest. Reid, however,

  had just signalled that he was unlikely to be a candidate. In a coded utterance on the BBC’s Sunday AM just two days before, he had pleaded for party unity: ‘there will not be

  a fracturing beyond this election, there will be a coming together of the Labour leadership’. The next day Tessa Jowell, the culture secretary, gave an uncharacteristically pointed speech

  calling for an end to tribalism. The mobile phone lines had been busy and now Jowell and Reid, the two most prominent standard bearers of Blairism still active, were admitting that they would carry

  his torch but not challenge the transition from Blair. A week or so later, the offer of the chairmanship of his beloved Celtic Football Club convinced John Reid that he would spend much of the

  Brown era away from Westminster, and certainly out of the cabinet frontline.




  In the end – because nobody ever really trusted what anyone else said in private – the manner of Tony Blair’s departure was decided in the way New Labour had always done

  business – a double bind in which private negotiations and understandings were backed up by public declarations from which inferences could be drawn.




  The problem for Blair and his advisers was that the ‘ten years’ anniversary, which they wanted to celebrate, had become unavoidably linked to his departure, which they naturally

  wanted to play down. After Iraq, and with tricky regional elections underway, they were also aware that there was a limited public appetite for ten years’ jubilation. The compromise was the

  business-as-usual, taking-it-all-in-my-stride demeanour forced on the prime minister.




  Framing the legacy




  In truth, both Blair and the Blairites did not really want the moment to pass unnoticed or unspun. Much thought had in fact been given to the exit strategy.




  As far back as the spring of 2006, Ben Wegg-Prosser, the head of the Strategic Communications Unit and former aide to Peter Mandelson, had produced a memo, ‘Reconnecting

  with the Public – a New Relationship with the Media’, with detailed proposals for Blair’s activities during the ‘final phase’. This document was subsequently leaked to

  the Daily Mirror at the beginning of that September, coinciding with the attempted coup against Blair by some MPs.




  The document from BWP, also known as ‘Benjie’, was much mocked for its hubris and concentration on presentation: ‘We know what works well: strong policy focused events which

  have substance, striking pictures, words from TB and real people involved.’ Wegg-Prosser was ambitiously proposing that ‘TB . . . needs to go with the crowds wanting more. He should be

  the star who won’t even play that last encore,’ after a series of nationwide visits during which ‘he needs to embrace open spaces, the arts and businesses, he needs to be seen to

  be travelling on different forms of transport. He needs to be seen with people who will raise eyebrows . . . carefully positioned as someone who while not above politics, is certainly distancing

  himself from the political village.’




  Escaping from the village was also tied to the media opportunities that the outgoing prime minister was to embrace. Political journalists were to be avoided, replaced by disc jockeys and

  appearances on such shows as the BBC’s sanctimonious Songs of Praise, and Blue Peter, its flagship children’s programme. Blair’s appearance on Blue

  Peter had already been filmed by the time the contents of the memo became known, and the BBC’s younger viewers subsequently learned, amongst other trivia, that the prime minister’s

  nickname for Downing Street was ‘The Tardis’, given its surprising size. But the ‘Vicar’, as Private Eye dubbed him, never made it to Songs of Praise. The

  producers had insisted that it would have to be a joint appearance with Gordon Brown and that had proved impossible to arrange.




  Wegg-Prosser also betrayed some important anxieties about Blair’s ‘place in history’. Iraq was ‘the elephant in the room, let’s face up to it . . . Most

  importantly, are we up for it? Is TB up for it?’ There seemed to be even some question as to how prominent concrete domestic achievements could or should be in ‘the

  triumph of Blairism’: ‘his genuine legacy is not the delivery, important though that is, but the dominance of New Labour ideas’.




  Number 10 sought to play down the leak, claiming that ‘nobody senior’ had seen or acted upon the memo. Initially no one would admit authorship of it. The Daily Mirror

  carefully spread the blame: ‘among the Downing Street aides involved with the document are Ruth Turner, Dave Hill, Liz Lloyd, John McTernan’. Philip Gould (by now Lord Gould),

  Blair’s public opinion analyst, was also fingered. He had previous form, having authored another embarrassing leaked memo in early 2000 titled ‘Getting the Right Place in History and

  Not the Wrong One’.




  However, Wegg-Prosser cheerfully acknowledged his work shortly after he left Number 10, a few weeks before Blair’s own departure, to pursue internet business opportunities in Moscow with

  his Russian wife, Yulia. In the meantime, his proposals bore some fruit. Blair cut down his contacts with the pack of political journalists. His last monthly news conference took place on 17 April

  2007, more than two full months before he quit. Instead a team was set up, comprising Wegg-Prosser, Deputy Chief of Staff Liz Lloyd and political researcher Catherine Rimmer, to manage the

  so-called ‘Legacy Project’ to ensure that Blair’s exit from office was given coverage on sympathetic terms. They organised special access for selected well-known journalists and

  writers including Martin Amis for the Guardian; Robert Crampton for The Times; Roger Cohen, the London-born New York Times columnist, writing for Men’s

  Vogue (covering the American market); Will Hutton and Andrew Rawnsley for Channel 4; and David Aaronovitch for the BBC. But even these privileged few were kept at arm’s length. This

  satisfied the Blair team’s desire to control, but it did not get their message across for them.




  Opposition leaders, however, were ready with their own tenth anniversary tributes on 1 May. While on the local election trail, David Cameron impudently raised the state of the National Health

  Service in a speech at a hospital in Crewe:




  ‘Tony Blair’s time as prime minister started with great hope but ended with disappointment. It is clear he has done some good things like make the Bank of England

  independent. But ten years ago he promised “twenty-four hours to save the NHS”. Today, community hospitals face closure, the NHS faces more job losses than ever, maternity units are

  under threat, it is difficult to find an NHS dentist and junior doctors are being treated appallingly. Tony Blair will be remembered as a successful party leader but not as a good prime

  minister.’




  The former Liberal Democrat leader, Paddy Ashdown, who had been so disappointed after 1997 by Blair’s unconsummated flirtations with partnership, was scarcely more generous: ‘Tony

  Blair will go down as a good, but not great prime minister.’ As his diaries showed, Ashdown had been seduced by Blair’s talk of a ‘progressive century’ during which the

  parties of the centre-left – Labour and the Liberal Democrats – could combine to keep the Conservatives out of power. In 1997 Blair would have been prepared to do the deal, but Labour

  won too big. With a majority of 179 it was simply not possible, even for Blair, to tell his party that they needed to share power. In deference to Ashdown and Roy Jenkins (the Labour cabinet

  minister turned SDP founder turned Liberal Democrat whom Blair regarded as a mentor), the prime minister would eventually commission Jenkins to make recommendations on electoral reform – only

  to leave them not taken up. Even if it was not reciprocated in the end, Blair’s admiration for Ashdown remained warm. He backed him as UN high representative in the former Yugoslavia and

  praised his work there. But even after Blair’s resignation Ashdown shrunk from the Labour embrace, declining Gordon Brown’s offer to make him Northern Ireland secretary in his first

  cabinet.




  If the record was to be put straight and the Blair ten years commemorated properly, the Blairites always knew they would have to do the job themselves. Following the Wegg-Prosser leak disaster,

  Blair had begun to outline his own summary of achievements. As so often before, he worked on this document by hand during spare hours at Chequers and then had it typed up and circulated to his

  advisers – both those formally still on the payroll and those, like Campbell and Hunter, now off it. In the early days this would all have been done by faxes, reams of

  which were fired off most Sunday evenings, but now email certainly did its bit to save the environment or, at any rate, fax paper.




  A draft circulated in April 2006 contained sixteen points. The introductory paragraph was a first-hand exposition of the paradoxes and reconciliations which drove Blair’s politics:




   




  

    

      1. A basic philosophy – the new Labour essence – that sought to overcome the traditional right–left divide ie the right understands the economy, the left,

      social justice. In place of this, recognising that the development of human capital is key, New Labour put economic prosperity and social justice as partners not opposites. We supported

      aspiration and compassion. This changed the basic parameters of British politics with the Tories having to say the same.


    


  




  The same philosophical juxtapositions recurred in the remaining points, even as he tried to reconcile seemingly opposing approaches. Tony Blair was convinced of his own

  righteousness and asserted it provocatively. The document showed that the verbless sentences which made up so much of his public rhetoric were indeed his natural style of self-expression.




   




  

    

      2. A nation, open, at ease with globalisation, prepared to compete on its merits not its history.




      3. Public Service Reform. We recognised the under-investment but combined the values of public service – equal access and equity – with the virtues of the market

      – breaking up the monolith, diversity of supply, consumer choice, flexibility.




      4. We have redrawn the boundaries of the liberty debate: socially liberal, pro gay rights, anti-discrimination; but hard and intolerant of anti-social behaviour and

      lawlessness. People may question the success in implementing the policy but the essential liberty/security paradigm is widely accepted.




      5. A society at ease with itself. Immigration an issue but still racially and ethnically tolerant. Minimum wage. Gay rights.




      6. Economic Prosperity for all, through stability, high employment and bringing children and pensioners out of poverty. Good relationship with business as

      well as brining [sic] in work/life balance changes. New agenda on social exclusion.




      7. Massive constitutional reform. Devolution. London. FOI [Freedom of Information]. ECHR [European Court of Human Rights]. Party funding. First House of Lords reform etc.




      8. Northern Ireland – a changed part of the UK.




      9. A new doctrine of interventionism in international policy: Kosovo; Sierra Leone; Iraq; Afghanistan, on the one hand; Africa, climate change, Palestine, on the other. An

      agenda in which hard and soft power has been combined. Again, it may not always have been to people’s liking, but it was and is a coherent and radically different approach to

      international relations.




      10. We took Britain’s two key alliances – Europe and America – and kept them both strong. In Europe the UK went from the Beef War and isolation, to leading

      the debates on European defence, economic reform, energy, enlargement, and did the budget deal. The American alliance has been very controversial. But no doubt of its strength. And eg on G8

      Gleneagles summit; WTO; or MEPP [Middle East Peace Process], has given UK a chance to influence policy.




      11. A renaissance in British cities.




      12. Science – stem cell, bioscience and the new creative industries. All new British success stories. Art and culture flourishing.




      13. Africa and climate change. Real progress on two major issues, G8 Gleneagles set a new standard in international negotiation.




      14. Party transformed from election losing (4 in a row) to winning (3 in a row). Cl IV changed governing philosophy, our Bad Godesberg. Became a modern social democratic

      party.




      15. Britain became definably, in many different facets, a modern country, finally over the Empire hangover, able to combine modern attitudes with great traditions (monarchy

      etc) in a way that gave Britain a new image for new times eg.




      16. The Olympics!


    


  




  Blair’s catalogue of achievements was manifestly designed for eventual public consumption. He grasped for ‘eye-catching initiatives’ such

  as cities, science, culture and the Olympics without offering corroborative details and didn’t even bother to stake claims about education and health, which got barely a mention. Leaving

  Scotland and Wales out of ‘massive constitutional reform’, while including the never-loved Freedom of Information Act and European Convention on Human Rights, was a revealing slip as

  Labour worried about its fate in the local elections. Significantly, ‘liberty’ does not warrant a capital ‘L’.




  Blair’s own thoughts seeded such glossy publications as the brochure produced and circulated by David Blunkett titled ‘Then and Now: A Country Transformed’, released on 1 May,

  and a twenty-four-page brief prepared for the Parliamentary Labour Party, ‘Ten Years of Labour Government’.




  In spite of his two forced resignations from the cabinet, David Blunkett remained one of Blair’s most loyal colleagues. His document was printed on a background of positive newspaper

  headlines and covered the ‘five key areas of education, employment, health, crime and the economy’. Once more, this analysis showed why Blunkett had been such a ‘key supporter of

  the project’. Unlike the prime minister, Blunkett, or ‘Blunks’ as Blair called him, came from an impoverished working-class background, but he shared with Blair the experience of

  having lost a parent during his formative years – a statistically prominent feature of many successful politicians.




  Just before Christmas 1959 when Blunkett was only twelve, his father – a foreman for the East Midlands Gas Board – fell into a vat of boiling water after a fellow worker failed to

  repair a safety device. Arthur Blunkett managed to save himself from drowning but his horrific injuries led to his death a month later. He was sixty-seven years old. Despite having specifically

  asked Arthur to stay on beyond the usual age of retirement to train up new recruits, the Gas Board refused to compensate the family. It argued that such money was intended to replace lost potential

  earnings during a working life and that Arthur Blunkett had in effect already reached the end of his. Doris Blunkett was left with no other option but to bury her husband in an unmarked grave. This

  tragedy and its shattering effect on the family proved a particularly cruel blow to a child already dealing with the challenge of blindness. When he started to earn money

  – ironically enough from 1967 to 1969 he worked as a clerk typist for the same Gas Board that had treated his family so shoddily – one of David Blunkett’s first actions was to

  erect a headstone for his father’s grave.




  Blunkett was born Labour, rising to become council leader of ‘the People’s Republic of Sheffield’. But, like Blair and Neil Kinnock, Blunkett was a pragmatist. He was less

  interested in ideology than in delivering material services and opportunity to all. He was a vital ally to Kinnock in the battle against the Militant Tendency, and he shared Blair’s

  conviction that education needed reform – believing that if it wasn’t working it was worth trying alternatives. Like Blair, Blunkett also understood the importance of the media and was

  happy to ‘sup with the devil’ in pursuit of a good editorial. Like Blair, Blunkett enjoyed the trappings of success, but unlike him he was brought down twice as a minister by his links

  to smart friends. Unlike Blair though, his experiences at the hands of the press over the ten years did not seem to have embittered him towards journalists. ‘Then and Now’ was

  media-friendly verbally and visually (as befitted a former cabinet minister employed to write a lucrative column for the Sun).




  The PLP brief was a list of typically staccato and sketchy bullet points ranging over twenty-two policy areas: economy, welfare, education, health, families, law and order, immigration and

  asylum, public realm [i.e. physical infrastructure], cities, science, open and outward culture (‘1997: Inheritance. Public life at top overwhelmingly dominated by white middle-class males . .

  .’), social exclusion, constitution [Wales and Scotland are listed as the main items now], Northern Ireland, transport, rural affairs, arts, foreign policy [with just passing references to

  Iraq and Afghanistan and no mention of the Middle East], Europe, Africa, climate change and finally the Labour Party itself.




  Just in case MPs and peers missed ‘the line to take’, each of the twenty-two sections detailed above was subdivided further under five separate headings – ‘1997:

  Inheritance, Our approach, Key moments’, and ‘2007: Passing On and In Summary’.




  The document was packed with ‘killer’ statistics and factoids: ‘58 consecutive quarters of growth . . . employment is at record levels . . . 600,000 kids

  lifted out of poverty . . . Failing schools – 1570 turned around . . . Waiting lists cut and on track for 2008 – the problem of 1997 cured.’




  But occasionally the claims looked a little thin or even bombastic. For example under the section for arts, the sub-section ‘2007: Passing On’ states simply:




   




  

    

	  

    

      • Golden Age of Arts




      • Highest ever arts audiences (museums, theatre, film)




      • Envy of the World (outstripped New York and Paris)




      • Boom in regional theatre (reaching all classes)




      • Areas regenerated by arts venues (eg Sage)


    


  


      


  






  Accompanying this document came a typed letter from Tony Blair, topped and tailed in his own hand: ‘Dear Colleague . . . Yours sincerely, Tony Blair.’ In it he was

  more defensive and frank about the ‘difficulties and troubles’ prompting his departure from both the premiership and the Labour leadership. After short paragraphs on the economy and

  public services, he at last referred to the controversy which did more than any other to drive him out:




  

    

      

        9/11 fundamentally changed the world. We are still dealing with its impact, most obviously in both Afghanistan and Iraq. The strong views which the war in Iraq generated

        are still felt today. As I have said before, history will make its own judgement on our policy but the priority for the moment has to be to support the long-term reconstruction of the country

        and improving security, which we are doing with a UN mandate.


      


    


  




  In the weeks remaining to him, Blair was to use the instruments of power to try to shore up his claims to have transformed Britain during his ten years and above all to justify

  his actions in the Middle East.




  As for officially marking the decade, after leaving the GMTV sofa Tony Blair paid a brief, anti-climactic visit to Labour Party headquarters, before boarding his flight to

  Edinburgh.




  During Blair’s years as leader, Labour HQ had drifted around central London according to the aspirations and available funds of the New Labour cadre. Blair’s team were desperate to

  abandon Walworth Road, the ramshackle cluster of converted town houses in Elephant and Castle lent by the trade unions, which witnessed many of the clashes and demonstrations of the Kinnock years.

  By the 1997 general election campaign the party had taken down the newly carved ‘John Smith House’ plaque and moved with it north of the river to occupy two floors of Millbank Tower.

  The modernist skyscraper on the Embankment would become synonymous with New Labour and the awesome organisational power which delivered the landslide victories of 1997 and 2001. Millbank was a

  business office building and so symbolised Blair’s break with the smoky union rooms and factory stacks of the past – but it was also expensive. As the Labour Party’s cash troubles

  mounted, it downscaled its premises. On 1 May 2007, therefore, it was a temporary HQ in an anonymous suite of rented offices on Victoria Street that the party leader visited.




  A solitary television camera team was invited along to take pictures, which it would then ‘pool’ (make available on an unrestricted basis) with all the other news broadcasters. Such

  pools were usual practice for most prime ministerial engagements, and especially the brief public handshakes, ‘grip and grins’, with visiting politicians. Blair’s ten year

  anniversary, however, was not official government business. It was a party political event which in the glory days gone by would have been celebrated with balloons, bands and boasts. Not now.

  Instead the pictures simply showed the staff cheering in the nondescript office surroundings and the leader thanking them for their hard work. How very different from ten years before . . .




  Downing Street




  Tony Blair’s first triumphant arrival in Downing Street on the morning of 2 May 1997 as the newly elected prime minister provided the defining images

  of the Blair premiership which would last for the next decade: the well-prepared, flag-waving crowds of supporters and their children lining the road on either side beyond the security gates; the

  new prime minister and his young family posing on the step. The iconic pictures would be used and parodied throughout the ten years and beyond. No subsequent satire of prime ministerial power was

  complete without a version of the walk to the door of destiny. As the years passed, the Blairs restaged and updated this family photo at key junctions in their political life – twice more to

  mark the victories of 2001 and 2005, and finally in 2007 when they left Downing Street for the last time.




  With the efficiency which was characteristic of those early days, New Labour commissioned its own photographer to record the ascent to power. The pictures taken by the respected photojournalist

  Tom Stoddart captured the excitement of the new, younger faces as they took office, including two striking women, Anji Hunter and the flame-haired Jan Royall (who would one day become Gordon

  Brown’s chief whip in the Lords), striding purposefully towards Number 10. Later in 1997 the Labour Party produced a Christmas card showing Tony and Cherie in front of the door with the

  caption ‘Christmas came early this year’; Derek Draper’s book cover used the same picture and the door numbers 1 and 0 to spell out his title – Blair’s 100

  Days. A talented and mouthy young moderniser and activist from the University of Manchester, Draper would go on to be one New Labour acolyte who fell by the wayside. He started the Blair years

  as an over-confident special adviser to Peter Mandelson MP (the pair were often lampooned as Dastardly and Muttley). By 1998 he had moved on to become a private lobbyist, later finding himself at

  the heart of one of the first New Labour scandals after boasting to an undercover reporter about his connections: ‘There are seventeen people who count [in this government]. And to say I am

  intimate with every one of them is the understatement of the century.’ Draper subsequently suffered a semi-public series of personal breakdowns. He eventually retrained as a psychotherapist

  and married the GMTV presenter Kate Garraway. His return from exile to edit the LabourList website ended abruptly in the wake of the 2009 smeargate scandal.




  There was no leisurely transition period for the incoming Blair administration. The morning after the vote the defeated Tory leader John Major was out of 10 Downing Street

  and Tony Blair was in. As a television reporter facing the famous shiny black door that morning, I was feeling a little fragile. I had had no sleep, having just co-anchored an overnight election

  results special. Unlike the partisans around me, I knew the people on both sides well. I could empathise with both groups as I gave my commentary and it was difficult not to get caught up in the

  competing emotions. The stoic desolation of John Major and the more tearful aides behind him as he told the cameras ‘when the curtain comes down it is time to leave the stage’; the

  triumphant excitement of Tony Blair and the many hundreds more supporters now crowding Downing Street.




  It was 2 May 1997 – a day of fulfilment for Labour: the party was back in power after eighteen years, with the biggest majority since Baldwin’s national government coalition of 1935.

  The party was satisfied and quiescent, enabling Blair to embark on an extended honeymoon during which he faced little effective opposition.




  Blair was not interested in venerating Labour or Britain’s history. As the slogan had it, he was much more concerned with ‘the future not the past’. Even before he arrived in

  Downing Street, his team had introduced an innovation – a victory party across the river at the Festival Hall. As the twilight brightened, Blair declared ‘a new dawn has broken, has it

  not?’




  The Blairs did not move into Downing Street immediately. The small flat at the top of Number 10, traditionally occupied by the prime minister, could not accommodate a family of five. Gordon

  Brown, who never moved full time into his official quarters until becoming prime minister, gave up his claim to the chancellor’s accommodation next door and a bigger apartment was fashioned

  for the Blairs above Numbers 11 and 12 Downing Street. These delayed domestic arrangements eventually provided evidence that the nation suffers from false-memory syndrome. A tousled Mrs Blair was

  not caught on camera answering the door in a shorty nightie to accept a flower delivery the morning after Labour came to power. On Friday 2 May she accompanied her husband into Number 10, but that

  night she returned with her family to their Richmond Terrace home in Islington. The flower delivery was filmed the following Saturday morning.




  However, Tony Blair showed no hesitation in taking up the reins of power once inside Downing Street. There was uncertainty amongst his aides about what job each of them would get since Mrs Blair

  did not invite everybody to the celebratory lunch she organised. And it quickly became clear that ‘the boys’ had been rather more self-interested than ‘the girls’ by quietly

  negotiating their titles and salaries in advance. But though Blair could be careless with the people who worked for him, he had no doubt what he wanted. He set out to transform the way government

  would work.




  Blair was preoccupied with establishing systems which would ‘deliver’ the policy outcomes he wanted. He tried to turn his government into an American-style administration in which

  he, and his chosen appointees, would wield executive power to take decisions. He created a series of posts with West Wing titles: chief of staff for Jonathan Powell and director of

  communications for Alastair Campbell, while Anji Hunter became special assistant for presentation and planning, a post which was upgraded to director of government relations after the 2001

  election. Hunter did not take special powers; her responsibility was dealing with people on behalf of Blair, both internally to the cabinet and the Labour Party and externally to business, media

  and other opinion-formers. No previous prime minister had ever seen the need for three such powerful surrogates.




  Hunter and Campbell had recruited a cadre of twenty- and thirtysomething political appointees to work with them. The future foreign secretary, David Miliband, was head of the Policy Unit, which

  also included another future cabinet minister, James Purnell; Andrew Adonis, the future schools minister; and Pat McFadden, the future local government minister. Kate Garvey was appointed diary

  secretary, along with Liz Lloyd – who would stay with Blair to the end, working first on home affairs then on African development – and Sarah Hunter, a clever protégée of

  Derry Irvine, the new Lord Chancellor. Campbell appointed Tim Allan as his deputy. Allan had worked as a researcher for Channel 4’s A Week in Politics, experience that helped in liaising with TV news producers. When Allan moved on to the private sector he was replaced by the BBC old hand, Lance Price.




  Blair’s innovation was to have his political appointees working in tandem with civil servants in carefully specified areas of responsibility. Post-9/11 this dual structure would emerge as

  a faultline in government, but at the time it was introduced, the civil servants were complacent or even enthusiastic about it. Many of them – such as Jeremy Heywood and Alex Allan, at senior

  level, and Magi Cleaver, operationally – had careers which thrived under Blair. There was no wholesale clearout of the civil service after 1997, although it is fair to say that Campbell used

  the first term to carry out a pretty comprehensive overhaul of communications officers. When Blair was elected, it was considered – rightly or wrongly – that John Major had been an

  indecisive and ineffective prime minister. While some civil servants were almost queuing up for the smack of firm government, the strongest resistance came from the top departmental permanent

  secretaries – the ‘Sir Humphreys’ – and their shop steward, the cabinet secretary. Blair had prickly working relationships with his first two cabinet secretaries, Robin

  Butler and Richard Wilson. Things improved in 2002 with the appointment of Andrew Turnbull, who was an enthusiastic admirer of Blair’s delivery systems. Having worked closely with John Major,

  Blair’s last cabinet secretary, Gus O’Donnell, managed the transition to Gordon Brown, whom he had previously served as permanent secretary at the Treasury. O’Donnell was well

  placed to fine-tune relations between those elected to office and permanent government as represented by the civil service.




  In his report published in July 2004 on the use of intelligence and the Iraq War, Robin Butler would articulate the most precise criticisms yet of Blair’s style, summarised as ‘sofa

  government’. The inquiry team was concerned that the ‘informality’ of government procedures reduced the ‘scope for informed collective political judgement’ – a

  reference to cabinet decision-making. Physically at least, Blair certainly spent more time working from a sofa than any previous prime minister. When he first entered Downing Street he was still

  hesitant about some of the trappings of rank and decided that he didn’t need a big office (even though, unlike Major, he was reluctant to work at the cabinet table). He

  took a small room overlooking the Downing Street garden at right angles to the Cabinet Room. For the sun-loving prime minister this had the advantage of immediate access to French windows and a

  veranda. But after a few months, he ejected the permanent secretaries from their large room overlooking Horse Guards Parade and opening directly into the Cabinet Room, and kept this

  ‘den’ for the remainder of his time in Downing Street.




  Both rooms had pretty much the same layout – a pair of sofas facing each other across a fireplace and other furniture scattered around in the corners. There was always a bowl of fruit. A

  flat-screen television was attached to the wall as soon as they appeared on the market. Blair never used a typewriter or computer. He preferred to work sitting on one of the sofas leaning forward

  to a coffee table to write with a fountain pen in his clearly legible longhand. He used the large desk in a corner more and more in his final years as prime minister as his eyesight weakened.

  Working meetings took place with staff informally perched on the furniture. For journalists summoned in for a briefing, it was a disarmingly casual environment. According to my BBC

  ‘oppo’ Nick Robinson, I called the prime minister a liar during a session when he was briefing us on cancer treatment statistics. After a lifetime at the starchier end of the civil

  service, Butler must have felt equally disorientated, even if his main complaint was that decisions taken informally were not fully minuted.




  Blair was not a bully and he didn’t shout. Like many politicians, he was good with names, good at greeting the Downing Street staff. They in turn liked him. His public school good manners

  could set people at ease but, with the more bumptious, a quick joke would soon put them in their place. He allowed his advisers to be extraordinarily blunt and informal with him. Campbell and

  Hunter were both known to talk over the prime minister and to give him instructions which sounded like orders in front of third parties. But they weren’t the only ones. Blair grasped a

  demotic mood which wanted to make punchbags of politicians and he was quite prepared to stand and take abuse, as he showed when assailed by members of the public while campaigning.




  At his news conferences and in interviews, he would frequently engage in barbed exchanges. Yet this did not diminish his authority. Without consciously asserting himself, he

  had an easy physical presence and assurance which conveyed that he was the prime minister and he mattered, even when in groups with other national leaders. He didn’t pander to what was going

  on around him and remained a little aloof from it. This meant that whatever was being said to him, however and by whoever, he reserved the right to disagree. Verbal challenges would be countered

  with a quizzical look, or on occasion a stern one. By staying engaged and polite, he could rise above the arguments swirling around him. Campbell blustered, but Blair commanded when he had to. He

  was also able to express himself directly and simply. He seldom felt the need to demonstrate his superiority, so he was never afraid to ask the simple questions such as ‘Why are we doing

  this?’, ‘What’s the problem?’ or ‘What is so-and-so up to?’ He was also very happy to invite people in to give their advice, and then completely ignore their

  views. It was no secret that he would work round people or opinions which obstructed him. For all the informality and smiling invitations into his big tent, few were left in any doubt that he knew

  what he wanted and had a steely determination to obtain it.




  Not all of Blair’s attempts to shake up protocol succeeded that first summer. The request to ‘Call me Tony’ was adopted by politicians but not by officials. The Blairs’

  efforts to liven up Downing Street hospitality were ultimately unsuccessful. During his first July in power, the Blairs threw a reception which was immediately likened to Harold Wilson’s

  parties in the swinging sixties. This was largely because Wilson had then invited the Beatles and now their self-proclaimed heirs Oasis were on the guest list. The invocation of ‘Cool

  Britannia’ was inevitable (again the phrase itself was a sixties throwback, first coined by the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band and recycled as the competition-winning name of a Ben and Jerry’s

  icecream flavour in 1996, before being emblazoned on the cover of Newsweek that same year). But the controversial guest lists were actually an attempt to make the parties more interesting.

  Rather than invite people by profession and host a reception, say, for diplomats, or journalists, or the voluntary sector, Blair’s team tried to mix it up by asking three

  representatives from each group: three trade unionists, three showbiz stars, three ambassadors and so on. Instead of seeing the familiar faces from their usual social circuit, most of the guests

  enjoyed mixing with people from other spheres of life.




  My wife at the time, Kerena Mond, and I attended the second – it turned out to be the last – of these parties during that summer. Our eclectic fellow guests included the then general

  secretary of Unison, Rodney Bickerstaff; Alan Rusbridger, the editor of the Guardian; the band M People (whose song ‘Moving On Up’ had been used as a New Labour campaign

  anthem) and the comedian Harry Enfield. Everyone seemed to interact happily, although the trade unionists remarked that they were simply pleased to be allowed back into the building after eighteen

  years of having the door closed to them. Tony and Cherie Blair claimed that they were far more interested in meeting the spouses than the ‘names’.




  The presence of celebrities led to more media interest than Downing Street receptions usually elicited. Extensive coverage was given to colourful remarks reportedly made to the prime minister by

  Noel Gallagher and Enfield. There was much argument about who was invited, and few would-be guests appeared to understand the principle of working through a list. The Cool Britannia parties became

  more trouble than they were worth and Blair reverted to royal-style, safe receptions for categories of guests.




  2 MAY




  Ten years on, such fripperies were far from the minds of the Labour Party leadership and those members of the Blair team who were still by his side. In 2007 2 May was given over

  to apprehension. It was the eve of the elections to the Scottish Parliament, Welsh Assembly and many English councils. It was also, potentially, the eve of the day when Tony Blair would finally

  have to set in train his departure from office. He had insisted that he would clarify his plans ‘next week’ and his staff officially denied that he would have anything to say

  immediately after the results were known, but there was still the possibility that a cataclysmic performance by Labour would force the decisive resignation of a party leader who

  was already on the way out.




  For anything other than an unexpected victory, Tony Blair was lined up to take the blame. His resignation announcement could not come too soon for some. Douglas Alexander, the Brown loyalist put

  in charge of the Scottish campaign, had even suggested that Blair should step down in April in the midst of the election battle, just days before polling, as a way of boosting the Labour vote. At

  least for the time being though, Blair was still in power and had to take another session of Prime Minister’s Questions.




  Upon becoming prime minister he halved his obligatory attendances in Parliament by changing PMQs to a once-a-week event. By his own admission, he was interested in exercising power rather than

  discussing it. He seldom voted and came to the Commons mainly to make statements on his intentions rather than to debate policy. Number 10 Downing Street was his White House, his HQ, and he made

  sparing use of his prime ministerial suite in the Commons corridor behind the Speaker’s Chair overlooking New Palace Yard. It was convenient for some private meetings away from the television

  cameras and especially for seeing MPs quickly without palaver, while flattering them that the mountain had come to Mohammed. Even so, Blair was a very effective Commons performer – witty and

  quick to grasp an argument.




  The Prime Minister’s Questions he now faced in the week of his tenth anniversary in power turned out not to be as awkward for him as Labour’s expected rout in the Scottish poll

  suggested they could have been. The main opposition leaders, Cameron and Campbell, also had a problem because the big winner on Thursday night was likely to be neither the Conservative nor the

  Liberal Democrat parties but a foe they shared with Blair – Alex Salmond, the leader of the Scottish National Party. In these circumstances, neither of Blair’s main opponents was bold

  enough to use his time during PMQs for open electioneering. Instead, both Cameron and Campbell reached for the single greatest controversy of Blair’s ten years – Britain’s

  involvement in the Iraq War.




  The Tory leader began by asking for a public inquiry into the big news story of the week so far – the conviction of five British-born men for planning terrorist

  attacks, following the police investigation codenamed ‘Operation Crevice’. Cameron’s mention of ‘intelligence failures’ slyly echoed the controversies which followed

  the Iraq invasion in 2003 – but he did no further damage. The Liberal Democrat leader was more blunt, picking up on an interview by the former secretary of state for defence, Geoff Hoon (who

  was moving rapidly into the Brown camp and would be rewarded by the new prime minister with a return to the cabinet as chief whip). Campbell wanted to know who would take responsibility for

  ‘serious errors in the planning for post-war Iraq’. He answered his own question: ‘The president made the decisions, the prime minister argued the case, the chancellor signed the

  cheques and the Tories voted it through.’




  Blair was untroubled by either assault, although his explanations for Iraq did not cite the alleged threat of ‘Weapons of Mass Destruction’, his legal casus belli at the

  time of the invasion. Instead, he explained: ‘the reasons why things are so difficult and challenging in Iraq is that we have al-Qaeda on the one hand – an outside terror organisation

  committing appalling acts of carnage . . . – and Iranian-backed Shi’a extremists on the other . . . I believe that our job is to stand up against terrorism.’




  Gordon Brown was not in the chamber to celebrate Blair’s decade in power. The chancellor was attending to European business in Brussels before flying directly on to Scotland to

  campaign.




  Two Commons heavyweights, however, Dennis Skinner and Ian Paisley, came in behind the prime minister with helpful questions. Both men were well known for their fierce independence but both had

  eventually been recruited into Blair’s big tent. By now Paisley was less than a week away from becoming first minister of Northern Ireland – a present neither giver nor receiver had

  expected to be handed over nine years previously when Paisley’s DUP boycotted the Good Friday negotiations. His question was to ask Blair to support the European Union bounty heading in

  Northern Ireland’s direction. This was not a difficult task for the prime minister. As for the left-wing ex-miner Skinner, the ‘Beast of Bolsover’ had been surprisingly cuddly

  towards his middle-class leader throughout Blair’s tenure. Some accused Skinner of having gone soft with age and serious illness, but his reply to his detractors was

  succinct. He argued that the Labour government had delivered under Blair’s leadership on the basic issues such as schools and hospitals: if his own excellent treatment under the NHS was part

  of that delivery then so what? Skinner’s ‘question’ didn’t really seek an answer; it was more an opportunity to bring up the single biggest failure of the last Conservative

  government and to remind the television audience that David Cameron had been Chancellor Norman Lamont’s special adviser at the time of the Black Wednesday economic disaster in 1992. The

  ever-reliable David Blunkett simply offered congratulations to Blair on ‘his tremendous vision and leadership’.




  Rising again from the opposition front bench following this unabashed praise, Cameron struggled to unsettle Blair by citing his endorsement of Brown the day before: ‘He has told us who is

  going to wear the crown; can he tell us who wielded the knife?’ All he got back was a litany of Blair and Brown achievements: ‘economic stability through the independence of the Bank of

  England; record investment in public services; better maternity leave and maternity pay; more support for pensioners; the repeal of Section 28; a ban on tobacco advertising; and, of course, the

  minimum wage. What do they have in common? The right hon. Gentleman’s party voted against them.’ Blair had managed to put tribute to his ten years firmly on the record:

  Hansard, the official account of British parliamentary proceedings, would record for posterity Blair’s own version of his achievements.




  





  2
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      . . . there are two kinds of people in politics: those who stand aside and commentate and those who get their hands dirty and do.




      Tony Blair, Belfast, 8 May 2007


    


  




  London and Livingstone




  Since there were no local elections in London on 3 May 2007, Tony Blair did not participate as a voter in the last British election of his

  premiership. As prime minister his practice was to vote for himself in his Sedgefield constituency in general elections and to vote in London, as a council-tax payer, in the council and mayoral

  elections. But on a day when ‘election purdah’ dictated relatively little party political activity, the London media provided the best Blair story, exposing in the process one of the

  least attractive aspects of the Blair operation.




  Editions of the Evening Standard splashed with the front-page headline ‘BLAIR QUITS TO MAKE MILLIONS’, elaborating on an earlier News of the

  World report that Blair would give up his seat in Parliament as soon as he stepped down as prime minister and start making money. The idea had also been foreshadowed in Ben

  Wegg-Prosser’s ‘triumph of Blairism’ memo, which spoke of the need for ‘careful’ handling of Blair’s departure as an MP from his constituency

  in County Durham.




  Of course all this speculation had the merit of turning out to be true. On 27 June Blair confirmed that he had applied for the Chiltern Hundreds thus disbarring himself from being an MP. Up

  until that point both Blair and his spokespeople denied both that he would step down as an MP and that he would become the Middle East envoy for the Quartet (UN, EU, US and Russia) – the

  reason subsequently given for his resignation. Blair himself explicitly told me that it was his intention to serve on as an MP when I asked him about it at a news conference following the News

  of the World report.




  So why weren’t they straight about leaving Westminster? The job of MP is not bonded labour and many honourable members have stood down mid-term. Blair’s disingenuousness had two

  explanations beyond an all-too-frequent default modus operandi. Firstly, he did not want to spark an extended and potentially politically dangerous by-election campaign in Sedgefield.

  Secondly, he was breaking with the precedent of other departing prime ministers.




  Margaret Thatcher had served as an MP to the end of the full session after she was deposed in 1990; so had Harold Wilson after his resignation in 1976. Jim Callaghan and John Major both

  continued to serve as MPs after losing office at a general election (Callaghan for two further terms, becoming the longest-serving member of the House in the process, and Major for a single term).

  Ted Heath stayed on as an MP for nearly three decades after 1974, eventually becoming Father of the House.




  But not Tony Blair. He left Parliament for good the day he ceased to be national leader. Of course this very much underlined the presidential style of his premiership, and as he admitted himself

  at his final appearance in the chamber, he had never relished parliamentary scrutiny – generally preferring statements, in which he faced only brief questions, to the full ordeal of a

  debate.




  For Blair, the purpose of politics was the acquisition and exercise of political power. He frequently conceded that he had not enjoyed being leader of the opposition because

  it was ‘about saying not doing’. On the day he became prime minister he recast these words: ‘Enough of talking. It is the time to do.’ And once inside Number 10, he stated

  that, like Thatcher, he did not intend to waste time holding lengthy cabinet discussions. Blair seldom enjoyed argument, unless convinced that he was demonstrably and absolutely right – as in

  his dealings with ‘old’ Labour and the trade unions. No respecter of traditions, the public school boy rebel never enjoyed the formalities of parliamentary debate – although, ever

  the barrister, he could wield them very efficiently to his advantage. For such a man, once he resigned as prime minister there was little point in remaining as an MP, however much he flattered

  those he left behind that their calling was ‘noble’.




  The status of ‘political civilian’ also freed Blair up from the obligations of disclosure of interests laid on both MPs and peers, obligations which the successive Blair governments

  themselves had made considerably more onerous. The desire to replenish family funds as private citizens was certainly one factor in the distaste both John Major and Ted Heath expressed for becoming

  members of the House of Lords. There is little doubt that both men were the record out-of-office earners amongst post-Second World War prime ministers.




  Blair also expressed the view that he couldn’t see himself joining the Lords in spite of his enthusiasm for sending others to the Upper House. He did not take up any lucrative new

  employment immediately on leaving office. But he had already burdened himself with the expenses of his new Connaught Square home and adjoining mews house, and a five-person office whose running

  costs would far exceed the allowances made to ex-prime ministers, (by spring 2008 Blair’s staff had swollen to more than twenty). The job of Middle East envoy did not pay a salary, although

  considerable funds for travel, staff and office expenses were provided. The ex-prime minister even declined a fee for speaking at a media conference in Idaho attended by Rupert Murdoch and other

  moguls.




  None of this was on Blair’s agenda in the first week of May. As party leader his task was to support Labour’s council election candidates so he found himself on breakfast television

  saying that it was a bad idea for local councils to move from weekly to fortnightly refuse collections. Fortuitously the mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, chimed in with

  agreement. Livingstone had chosen the seventh anniversary of his victory to announce that he would indeed stand for re-election in a year’s time for a consecutive third term (despite

  originally stating in 1998 that he would serve for only one). Given the long history of difficult relations between them, Blair probably wasn’t too bothered that he would have to delay the

  pleasure of voting for Livingstone – if he so chose – until May 2008.




  As the last leader of the Greater London Council before Margaret Thatcher abolished it, Livingstone had obvious qualifications to run as Labour candidate in the first mayoral contest in 2000.

  But having secured a London referendum vote for a mayor, the Blair team had devoted much of his first term to trying to ensure that Livingstone would not be elected, even though he was a Labour MP

  at the time. This was because Livingstone had been an outspoken opponent of New Labour. (In spring 2008 he was caught on camera boasting that his proudest moment had been ‘taking on and

  smashing the New Labour machine in 2000 . . . and just grinding them into the dust’. He later claimed his comments had been an April Fool joke.) As a member of the Campaign Group, Livingstone

  frequently rebelled against the Labour whip. He also had a particular antipathy towards Blair and most of his team. ‘John Smith used to talk to me. He was always polite but Blair just ignores

  me, pretends I don’t exist,’ he once complained to me.




  In 1996, two years after Blair became leader of the opposition, Livingstone published a pseudonymous attack on him in the left-wing magazine Tribune in which he predicted that Blair

  would be ousted in favour of Robin Cook. In the article Livingstone claimed Blair was out of touch with his party, his shadow cabinet and the trade unions – citing as one reason for the

  disenchantment the leader’s decision to send his son to a voluntary-aided Catholic comprehensive. Blair was highly sensitive to any mention, let alone criticism, of his children. But it was

  typical of Livingstone to devote as much effort to personal vituperation as to political argument. He had a fondness for exaggerated statements and ad hominem attacks. Or as he put it himself when making a comparison with Blair: ‘He does not like the everyday venalities of politics and I do.’




  (Shortly after Rupert Murdoch established Sky News in 1989 and I became its political editor, I tried to interview Livingstone. ‘Oh, you’ve joined the Nazis,’ he sneered. He

  boycotted our channel for some weeks after that but it didn’t last long. As a Londoner born while memories of the Blitz were fresh, Livingstone was particularly fond of Second World War

  imagery. I was not surprised some years later when Mayor Livingstone was reprimanded for likening an Evening Standard reporter, who was Jewish, to a concentration camp guard.)




  In the run-up to the 2000 contest, Blair’s dependable director of government relations, Anji Hunter, was just about the only member of the Number 10 inner circle who had retained links to

  Livingstone. Blair flatly refused to endorse him, declaring he would be ‘a disaster for London’. Blair had not been outspoken when he was a tyro politician but now he recalled bitter

  memories from the seventies and eighties to justify his opposition to Livingstone: ‘My problem with him is that while I was growing up in the Labour Party, and he and Arthur Scargill and Tony

  Benn were in control of the Labour Party, they almost knocked it over a cliff into extinction.’




  Labour had no obvious candidate to run instead, but every trick and manipulation was deployed to stop Livingstone. A little-known London MP and junior minister, Nick Raynsford put himself up. I

  asked him if he would withdraw should Frank Dobson, the former health secretary, stand. Raynsford flatly denied it. Within days campaign manager Raynsford opened Dobson’s launch news

  conference with the words, ‘Everyone always knew I would back Frank if he stood.’




  Dobson, who had given up his cabinet seat with reluctance, was no match for Livingstone. And, although he had a long record of service as a London councillor and MP, he was somewhat hampered by

  having a distinctive Yorkshire accent. Livingstone saw his opportunity and announced that he would stand as an independent. He was expelled from the Labour Party, but was elected London mayor with

  ease.




  This was the first sign of an unforeseen consequence of the devolved elections Blair was introducing: voters tended to favour colourful personalities over machine

  politicians. The former police chief Ray ‘Robocop’ Mallon would become directly elected mayor in Middlesbrough on the same night that H’Angus the Monkey, aka Stuart Drummond, the

  mascot for the local football club, took power in Hartlepool. Although they were not directly elected, the same impetus helped drive Rhodri Morgan, Alex Salmond, Ian Paisley and Martin McGuinness

  to the top in their national elections.




  Livingstone did not turn out to be a disaster for London. By the end of his first term he was near certain of re-election. Blair buckled. ‘Predictions have not turned out to be

  correct,’ he said paraphrasing Keynes. ‘I think if the facts change you should be big enough to change your mind.’ Even so, deploying a formula he would later adapt to John

  ‘Thumper’ Prescott, Blair confided that ‘Ken being Ken’, he didn’t expect future relations would always run smoothly.




  In January 2004, four months before the London election, Labour’s National Executive Committee voted to readmit Livingstone to the party before he had served the customary five-year

  exclusion period. The only votes against came from Michael Cashman, an EastEnders star turned modernising MEP, and Dennis Skinner, the outspoken left-wing MP for Bolsover, who had never

  liked Livingstone and felt he was being given preferential treatment compared to other Labour expellees.




  In Livingstone’s second term, the Labour prime minister and the Labour mayor could at last work together openly. Even though Livingstone still made it clear that his preference was for

  Gordon Brown (a remarkable endorsement given the fierce disagreement he had had with the chancellor over the financing of the London Underground). Livingstone and Blair’s greatest joint

  success was London’s bid to host the 2012 Olympic Games – even if future taxpayers do not come to see it that way.




  In July 2005, on the eve of hosting the G8 summit at Gleneagles, Blair flew a twenty-eight-hour round trip to Singapore to spend thirty-six hours lobbying for Britain as the International

  Olympic Committee met to make their final decision. Mayor Livingstone had already arrived, but this was one New Labour spin operation to which he did not object. The London

  bid’s style was familiar to me as a seasoned Blair-watcher, but it was very different from the efforts mounted by Madrid, Paris, New York and Moscow. Unlike President Chirac, who arrived

  bombastically to take part in the final French presentation, the British politicians – Blair, Livingstone and Culture Secretary Tessa Jowell – stayed in the background.




  The main British presentation was left to Sebastian Coe, the former Olympic gold medallist and ennobled Conservative politician. He in turn shared frontline duties with a number of other

  prominent sports stars including David Beckham and Sir Steve Redgrave – just as New Labour presentations were often sprinkled with big names from outside politics. But the democratisation did

  not end there. If in doubt, Blair was prone to make public appearances surrounded by a group of photogenic and ethnically diverse children – London’s Olympic bid followed exactly that

  pattern, giving great prominence to a score of young athletes of the future. This theme was picked out in the London presentation video which began, not with shots of the City’s gleaming

  glass towers, but with poor children in Africa underlining the global and social inclusivity of the British approach.




  Meanwhile, Blair was at his most charming and unassuming. He put himself at the disposal of the pack of self-important specialist hacks who are often influential in bureaucracies such as the

  Olympic organisation. Even more crucially, he spent a whole day privately meeting as many international delegates as he could in hotel rooms, one on one. Unlike most leaders, Blair lobbied

  wholeheartedly while cheerfully admitting that there was no certainty of success. ‘I think we’re in with a chance and I want to do all I can,’ was all he would say both in public

  and in private. This was the same rare spirit – both optimistic and self-sacrificial – with which he had thrown himself into international diplomacy in Northern Ireland, after 9/11, and

  which he proposed to George Bush that he should adopt in the Middle East during their ‘Yo Blair’ conversation.




  For the 2012 Olympics bid it worked. Inevitably there were allegations that skulduggery and stupidity by members of the Olympic Committee delivered the vote to London by a fluke. That was not

  how it felt in Singapore. What seemed like an irresistible momentum had built up behind London’s bid in the few hours following Blair’s arrival. Against typecasting,

  the mayor of London had been the straight man. There is no doubt that his commitment to put the pockets of London council-tax payers at the disposal of the Olympics, coupled with guaranteed lottery

  funds, gave the British bid a financial solidity which no other city was able to match. The Olympic success created a bond between Blair and Livingstone; they now had something nice to say about

  each other whenever they had to.




  As he later recalled, Blair flew back to the G8 in Scotland in triumphant spirits – only to have them dashed, along with the excitement of all Londoners, the very next morning, 7 July, by

  the bus and Tube bombers.




  Livingstone continued to make use of the New Labour spin machine as its practitioners moved out into the private sector. The mayor of London’s loyal in-house director of communications was

  Joy Johnson, a former TV producer, who quit the Labour Party press office shortly after Blair and Campbell took over because she was too out of step with the centrist drift. But as his out-of-house

  PR consultancy, Livingstone retained Freud Communications, the most Blairite agency. His Freud account executive was Kate Garvey who had also worked as ‘events organiser’ for Blair

  until 2006. A typical Freud stunt was to publicise Livingstone’s extensive trip to India by floating a giant model of the Taj Mahal down the Thames and past Parliament.




  In May 2007, his announcement of a bid for a third term offered Livingstone a platform to give his considered verdict on the outgoing prime minister. ‘One of the biggest successes is

  bringing peace to Northern Ireland,’ the now very experienced office-holding politician ventured, ‘the most catastrophic error is the war in Iraq. It has, in a sense, created a whole

  new generation of terrorists.’




  As Labour leader, Blair had set out to bury Livingstone. He had not bargained on the cheeky chappie being mayor of London, comfortably placed to give Blair the last rites.
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  Results




  Tony Blair didn’t bother to stay up for the results of the local elections. Not least because the Scottish outcome would not become clear until Friday afternoon thanks to

  the two simultaneous elections being held there (for councils and Parliament), the complicated voting system, and the untried automated counting machines.




  The results were as bad as expected, although not as bad as Labour spin doctors had suggested they would be in a classic attempt to lower expectations so that the real result could be presented

  as some kind of success. In Scotland the Labour Party failed to top the poll for the first time since 1959; in Wales it had its lowest share of the vote for almost ninety years; and in England

  Labour ended up with fewer councillors and councils under its control than at any time since the early 1970s.




  According to an authoritative analysis carried out by the Local Government Elections Unit for the Sunday Times, the outcome could be extrapolated into a general election result giving

  the Conservatives 40 per cent (+1 per cent on 2006 local elections), Labour 26 per cent (no change) and the LibDems 24 per cent (-2 per cent). In the Westminster Parliament such a result would have

  put David Cameron and the Tories in power with a majority of fifty-four seats. The Conservatives exceeded even their own expectations in terms of council seat gains (almost 900) and made a modest

  advance at the constituency level in both Scotland and Wales.




  David Cameron boasted of gains in the North where his party had last performed well during the Tories’ national hegemony under Margaret Thatcher and John Major – in such places as

  Blackpool, Chester and South Ribble. Equally, Labour fell back in towns such as Brighton and Hove, southern parts that it had seemed only Tony Blair could reach for them. Labour lost around 550

  councillors, a fifth of its total strength. In the English shires the casualty rate rose to about one in three. There were now more than ninety councils with not a single Labour

  member sitting on them – a massive erosion to the local power base built up during the party’s resurgence in the 1990s.




  For the second time in a week, Tony Blair went to Labour’s London HQ to give his reaction in another tightly controlled ‘pool’ interview. In this instance only a BBC crew and

  reporter James Landale were invited to Victoria Street.




  The Blair team had already slackened the tension by making it clear in advance (during his GMTV appearance on Tuesday) that the prime minister would not be confirming his departure timetable.

  Instead Blair asserted boldly that the election results provided a ‘perfectly good springboard to win the next general election’.




  On the face of it this was a laughable claim and Blair was duly mocked by his many critics within and outside the Labour Party. But as so often during his leadership, there were some tactically

  astute calculations behind the bravado. As he was to remind Cameron at the subsequent PMQs, ‘it’s the general election that matters’. His comments projected forward to the next,

  genuinely pivotal, moment in British politics. They implicitly placed this year’s exceptionally poor result in the long list of false dawns when opposition parties have prospered in mid-term

  contests but failed to cash in on the success at the following general election.




  Blair’s comments were also analytically astute. The Conservative performance by no means guaranteed that Cameron would follow Brown through the door of Number 10. The Tories had only just

  hit the critical 40 per cent mark – seen as the minimum share of the national vote likely to be needed to win an overall majority in the House of Commons. This was far short of Labour’s

  performance prior to Blair’s election. Labour took 47 per cent of the local vote in 1995 and 44 per cent in 1996. The electoral bias also favours Labour because its support is more evenly

  distributed across the nation than that of the Conservatives. In these local elections Cameron had succeeded in obtaining the sort of lead (14 per cent) required for an overall Conservative

  majority, but once again the Tories had failed to make inroads in the symbolically important northern metropolises of Manchester, Liverpool and Newcastle.




  Hardly a ‘springboard’ therefore, but it did not require a leap of faith to envision Labour recovering from these mid-term blues, especially after changing its

  unpopular leader. Subsequent opinion polls during the summer of 2007 gave Blair’s analysis at least some credibility.




  Scotland




  The result from north of the border was more serious. New Labour had brought the Holyrood Parliament into existence; now it had lost the third election held to fill it,

  overtaken by its most hated rival in Scotland, the SNP. The Scottish Nationalist leader, Alex Salmond, had done all he could to make the Scottish election personal to Blair. As the results came in

  Salmond deployed characteristic matter-of-fact verbal brutality and pointedly remoulded one of Blair’s most famous sayings. ‘New politics is dawning in Scotland,’ he gloated.




  Like most other Scots, Salmond regarded Blair as a renegade Scotsman. But Blair had never embraced this allegiance. Even though he was born in Scotland and educated at Fettes College in

  Edinburgh, he always insisted that he was English because of his parentage. This was precisely the opposite tack from that taken by his friend and former aide Alastair Campbell. Campbell was born

  and raised in England, but declared himself Scottish, even playing the bagpipes, wearing kilts and calling his sons Callum and Rory. When asked who they supported in football and rugby home

  internationals, Blair backed England while Campbell plumped for Scotland (probably because this annoyed his friends).




  Anthony Charles Lynton Blair was born in Edinburgh on 6 May 1953, but neither of his parents, Leo and Hazel, claimed to be Scottish. Hazel Corscadden came from Protestant Irish stock; Leo had

  grown up in a Glasgow tenement but his natural parents were English. They were itinerant music-hall entertainers: Charles Leonard Augustus Parsons, stage name Jimmy Lynton, and Mary Augusta Ridgway

  Wilson, stage name Celia Ridgway. The unmarried partners gave Leo up for adoption by a Scottish couple, James and Mary Blair. Parsons and Wilson later married but Mary Blair refused to give up Leo

  or to let him have contact with them. So Leo Blair was raised by working-class Scottish communists on ‘Red Clydeside’, rather than by middle-class English actors

  – his natural mother’s family were Sussex landowners.




  Leo kept his adoptive surname and passed it on to his children but gave his second son middle names drawn from his father – his first name and his stage surname. Tony Blair knew his

  adoptive grandmother (she died just after he graduated from Oxford), but his instinct for avoiding trouble meant that he mostly steered clear of his ancestry. It was easy to see why. Shortly after

  he became Labour leader, his background seemed to offer irresistible copy to inquisitive reporters and Leo was eventually reunited with Pauline, an unknown half-sister. Blair did not want to follow

  John Major in being characterised by his colourful music-hall backstory, even if Leo Abse and other psychological profilers inevitably speculated on where his acting talent came from.




  Blair’s rare attempts to exploit his Scottish roots fared poorly. There was a major flare-up with the Scottish media during one campaigning visit when a radio phone-in revealed that Blair

  didn’t know that ‘scheme’ was the Scots expression for ‘council estate’. Alastair Campbell retaliated by branding the local media ‘unreconstructed

  wankers’. ‘Unreconstructed’ because the Scottish political press corps had not adopted New Labour’s reform agenda.




  In January 2006, Blair went to Glasgow as part of his ‘Respect’ campaign against anti-social behaviour. The prime minister hosed off some graffiti and compared the present day

  unfavourably with the moral standards of the past. ‘If you go back to my parents’ generation, my father growing up in Glasgow in a poor community,’ Blair opined, ‘he

  didn’t have as much money as we have, he didn’t have the same opportunities, he didn’t have travel or communications, but people behaved more respectfully to one another and

  people are trying to get back to that and most people want it.’ The words were scarcely out of his mouth before local old codgers emerged to declare that Blair didn’t know what he was

  talking about. They claimed that, far from fostering a sense of community, the dingy streets of Glasgow in those days witnessed sectarian punch-ups between Protestants and Catholics, and that Mary

  Blair was just the type of woman to daub the walls with left-wing slogans (similar to the graffiti her adoptive grandson was now trying to expunge).




  Like son, like father. Leo moved away from his adoptive Glasgow roots as soon as he grew up. No Communist Party for him; he became an active Conservative. When Tony was only

  two, Leo, Hazel and their two sons left their modest, genteel bungalow in the Edinburgh suburb of Newington for Australia and then County Durham. As an adult Tony Blair was much happier to bring up

  these two territorial associations. Australia was the inspiration for his tendentious and unsuccessful campaign to ‘rebrand Britain’ as ‘a young country’. Durham Cathedral

  Choir School allowed him to claim personal ties with nearby Sedgefield, his future parliamentary constituency.




  In 1966 Blair returned to Scotland at the age of thirteen for a five-year stint as a boarder at Fettes public school, though this was more a continuation of his journey into the English

  upper-middle class than a rekindling of Scottish identity. Precise location mattered little in the softly spoken network of Britain’s privately educated elite which Blair was now joining.




  Fettes may have been located in Scotland, but its ethos was not exclusively Scottish. Some of its old boys, such as Blair’s lifelong friend Nick Ryden, stayed north of the border, but many

  others followed Blair’s path. Unlike its rival Scottish public schools Glenalmond and Loretto, Fettes did not favour bagpipes and tartan. In the New Labour government old boys from those

  establishments – Charlie Falconer from Glenalmond and Alistair Darling from Loretto – had distinct Scottish identities and accents, but at the age of thirteen Tony Blair was already

  beginning his journey south.




  In practice, Fettes gave Blair the keys to university at Oxford, professional training in the London Inns of Court and an English seat in the Westminster Parliament. This was clearly

  demonstrated in the contrasting life stories of Blair and the man who would succeed him as prime minister. Tony Blair and Gordon Brown were born less than a hundred miles from each other, but their

  lives and identities diverged radically. Brown grew up in Scotland with two Scottish parents; he went to local schools, followed by Edinburgh University; worked as a journalist in Scottish

  television and had always represented a Scottish seat. Brown was Scottish; Blair passed for English in an understated sort of way.




  Blair seemed to know instinctively that his scope for operation would be less confined if he identified with the – English – majority rather than with the –

  Scottish – minority. His personal ambivalence towards Scotland was reflected in his political approach to Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. Blair was never a passionate devolutionist,

  but, in a slightly aloof, disinterested sort of way, he saw no reason why ‘they’ shouldn’t forge individual political identities if they wanted to. Scottish devolution was part of

  the unfinished agenda Tony Blair had inherited from John Smith. In honouring it Blair also brought to it his own independent analysis. Firstly, devolution would go ahead only by consent;

  referendums would be fought and won in the place to be devolved. Secondly, devolution would be symmetrical: a version of what was on offer to Scotland would be offered to Wales, Northern Ireland

  and even English cities and regions.




  The Scottish Labour hierarchy, including Gordon Brown, did not see things from the same perspective, even though they had mostly come round to devolution. To them Scotland was a special case.

  They considered that Blair was behaving rather cavalierly towards what was a national power base. In the 1997 landslide Labour had taken fifty-six out of a total of seventy-two seats in Scotland.

  Blair approached the referendum campaigns and the elections which followed with typical gusto, but he did not have a sustained interest in Scottish affairs, as was shown by his casual approach to

  the post of Scottish secretary and by his failure to pressure any of the many talented Labour politicians at Westminster to transfer to Holyrood – with the exception of the unfortunate Donald

  Dewar.




  In both Scotland and Wales, Blair’s impatience with local sensitivities led him to attempt hastily to impose reforming Labour leaders in his own image. But he was unsuccessful. In

  Scotland, Donald Dewar died in harness; Henry McLeish fell in a petty expenses scandal, and in any case neither he nor his successor, Jack McConnell, had sufficient stature to be credible. From

  Blair’s point of view Wales was an equally sorry story. Ron Davies succumbed to scandal (a rather juicier one than McLeish’s); and the decent Alun Michael could hardly bring himself to

  carry out a job he didn’t believe in. His successor, the left-wing intellectual Rhodri Morgan, was popular but hardly to Blair’s taste.




  Blair found Wales an irritant, not least because it almost upset his plans for symmetrical devolution. Wales’s referendum was agonisingly close, provoking him to

  exclaim ‘Fucking Welsh’ as the results came in, according to The Spin Doctor’s Diary, the book published in 2005 by Lance Price, who was a Downing Street press officer at

  the time. Amazingly, the publication of Price’s book prompted an official Welsh Police inquiry into allegations of anti-Welsh racism by the prime minister. This came to an end only when Chief

  of Staff Jonathan Powell informed the police that he had no recollection of Blair ever having made such a remark.




  Blair’s consuming mission was to expand Labour Party support into areas it had never reached before, such as the prosperous middle ground, often referred to as Middle England. The danger

  was that the Labour heartlands might be left feeling neglected, or even shunned.




  Scottish Labour adopted a sniffy attitude to ‘New’ Labour from the outset. It saw little need for reform of the public services in a country heavily dependent on them, both as

  services and for employment. There are well-rehearsed arguments about who subsidises whom, but the fact remains that, per capita, expenditure from the Exchequer is higher for the Scots and Welsh

  than it is for the English. Not surprisingly, at home the Scots had more faith in social solidarity, believing that the state and public authorities should play a significant role in shaping the

  lives of citizens.




  Why change? Labour had dominated Scottish elections since the 1940s. For fifty years Scotland had never given the Conservatives a majority and so, it was claimed, it had never elected Margaret

  Thatcher, believing – unlike her – that there was ‘such a thing as society’. In return, right-wingers sneered that Scotland was prey to welfarism because all enterprising

  Scots left their homeland to seek their fortunes elsewhere. Tony Blair was often seen simply as one such ‘Scotsman on the make’, in J. M. Barrie’s phrase.
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