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Introduction

From the Making of Tony Blair to Blair Unbound




This is the second volume of a two-part biography. The first volume, entitled simply Blair, was published in 2004, and concentrated on Tony Blair’s life up to his second term in office. My aim in that book was to explain how an initially unambitious man, who displayed little interest in politics or public life at school, university or in his early legal career, rose to become one of the most successful Labour leaders in modern British politics. Almost all other Prime Ministers, including Margaret Thatcher, John Major, and latterly Gordon Brown, displayed from their earliest years not only an acute interest in politics but also a burning ambition to rise through the ranks. Not Tony Blair. The structure of the first book was designed to help explain this essential conundrum: it consisted of forty chapters, twenty devoted to the people and twenty to the events that emboldened, inspired and moulded this unformed and callow young man into the person he became by 2001. The argument was that, under their influence, Tony Blair forged himself into a superbly effective, election-winning force. He excelled at presentation and at politics, but he had yet to mature as a policy-maker, or to work out what he wanted to do with power. His own policy preferences remained incomplete and naive, consisting of a mish-mash of Christianity, social democracy and the vogue-ish and ultimately insubstantial ‘third way’. Blair was a story of electoral success but disappointment on policy.

All the individuals who had helped shape him on his rise to power played key parts, but none more so than his mother, who died when he was just twenty-two years old, and who helped give him his boundless self-confidence and his life-long anchor in religious faith. Another woman, his wife Cherie, was the other dominant force in his life, firing his zeal for the Labour Party, grounding him in the stability of family life and encouraging him to live out his faith. He loved her deeply and would not have become, nor remained, Prime Minister for so long without her. The dominant non-family figures who made possible his rise, and that of New Labour, were the ‘quartet’, Gordon Brown, Alastair Campbell, Peter Mandelson and lifelong friend Anji Hunter. In the early 1990s they had been bound together by a mutual love, a deep commitment and a shared sense of purpose: the determination to see Labour sweep John Major’s Conservatives from power. Subsequently, this tight-knit group split up with spectacular consequences. The first blow to their unity came in 1994, when Brown felt betrayed by Blair over his succession as Labour leader following the death of John Smith in May that year. Brown could scarcely believe that a man he considered his junior and inferior had leapfrogged over him to lead the party. Consolation came from the understanding Brown believed he had reached with Blair at the Granita restaurant at the end of May: that he would effectively be running domestic policy in a joint premiership and that Blair would stand down for him mid-way through the second term.

As Leader of the Opposition from 1994 to 1997, Blair boldly weaned the party off its attachment to the symbolically significant ‘Clause Four’, but caution overcame him in the latter two years as he became fixated on a Labour victory at the General Election. Nothing was more illuminating about him at this time than his first appointment on winning the leadership election in July 1994. It was not a policy chief, nor a figure with deep experience in either the party or government, but a head of media relations, Alastair Campbell. Blair was so desperate to have him onside that he pursued him personally to the South of France to persuade him. Blair also leaned heavily on another brilliant media guru, Peter Mandelson, who like Campbell was far more versed in presentation than policy. The 1997 manifesto was unsurprisingly light on detailed commitments. Substance, Blair insisted, would flow once Labour was safely in power. As with most other of his predecessors in Number 10, however, he found devising policy on the wing took second place to the business of running the nation. His first term showed that Labour was ‘safe’ to run the country, but he was strong on windy aspiration and rhetoric, and low on personal domestic policy achievements. Hubris came to the fore. He had transformed the Labour Party: surely transforming the country, and creating a ‘new’ Britain, would not be too difficult? Only towards the end of the first term did Blair wake up to reality: time was being squandered, and changing Britain was a more serious and difficult proposition than he had imagined. His personal record was all the more disappointing when measured against the advantages–a large majority, a united party and a strong economy–few incoming Prime Ministers have ever enjoyed.

By contrast, Gordon Brown’s domestic record in the first term was impressive. Credit for Labour’s governing credibility during it, moreover, owed much to his successful stewardship of the economy. Unlike Blair, Brown had thought deeply about what he wanted to achieve once in office. Beginning with the granting of independence to the Bank of England in his first days as Chancellor, a string of policy achievements flowed from his fertile mind and that of his close-knit team. Blair might have been in the top job, but in the first term Brown was the more creative and effective figure, as Blair reveals. He was the deeper thinker and strategist, a politician of extraordinary brilliance whose obsession with the succession had not yet damaged his performance and stature.

During the years 2001–07, the period covered by Blair Unbound, a different story emerges. If my earlier book was about the making of Tony Blair as a politician, this second volume tells the story of the emergence of Tony Blair as a leader, increasingly taking his own decisions and developing his own distinctive policy agenda. September 11th was a crucial milestone in Blair’s political journey; he emerged a tougher and clearer leader in its wake. In this transition, he had to divest himself of many of those earlier supporters who had helped him on the way up, in favour of relying on steadier and more thoughtful figures like US and Northern Ireland specialist, Jonathan Powell; Sally Morgan, who after 2001 took over some of the female support role from the departed Anji Hunter; and David Hill, who succeeded Campbell as media chief in 2003. He also brought on Andrew Adonis, who more than any other person helped formulate his domestic policy agenda. Among the ‘quartet’, becoming his own man meant having to cut himself away from Campbell and Mandelson. By 2001, if not before, both had outlived their usefulness. They were obsessively focused on the short term, inflaming Blair’s image in the media, sometimes damaging his relations with colleagues (with Mandelson more to blame) and detracting from his standing in the country at large because of their identification with spin. Blair was wholly to blame for his reliance on them. Campbell at least knew his time was up, and had been striving for a long time to leave, but Blair resisted. Only in the summer of 2003 did Blair finally consent to his departure. But his closest male friend stayed in touch, and played a crucial role behind the scenes in Blair’s final years as Prime Minister. With Philip Gould, who equally bridged both camps, Campbell helped bring about a smooth transition to Brown, which had often looked a far from likely outcome.

What of Brown? By the second term it was time for Blair to face up to him if he was to succeed in developing his personal agenda, something Brown was keen to thwart. Twice he thought hard about replacing him at the Treasury, in 2001 and 2005: twice he pulled back. The second term saw bloody battles and the degeneration of their relationship. Only in the third term, however, did he push Brown to the brink, and finally prevail over him. Blair’s final months also displayed a new element of assertiveness against another figure with whom he failed to be sufficiently firm in his premiership, President Bush. Blair’s defence was always that if he had pushed Bush harder, he would have lost his voice, and that the concessions he extracted were very significant, though insufficiently recognised in Britain.

Blair took some bold steps in his first term, above all the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 and Kosovo in 1999. But the bulk of his policy decisions did not come until after 2001, with the long-drawn-out evolution of his ‘choice and diversity’ agenda on public service reform, on Europe, after he abandoned the Euro in favour of a liberalising and activist policy agenda, and with his advocacy of greater urgency to combat climate change and poverty in Africa. Most controversial of all, of course, was his decision to join the United States in military action against Iraq in March 2003, which has been widely condemned across the political spectrum at home and abroad. Rather than merely join in the chorus of denunciation, Blair Unbound seeks instead to understand the decisions through the eyes of Blair, and what was politically possible and desirable for him at the time. What decisions did he take and why? What else could he have done? And what were the consequences of his decisions as best one can judge them in 2007? The picture that emerges is of a man standing up for what he believed to be right, in the face of enduring unpopularity, but falling short in his anticipation of what would befall Iraq after the invasion.

While Blair became a more impressive figure in 2001–07, Brown failed to build on the momentum of the first term. Many of Brown’s creative ideas had been enacted by 2001. He itched to initiate more–but as Prime Minister, not Chancellor. He was right to defeat Blair on the Euro in 2003, as he had been in 1997, and to see off aspects of policy on foundation hospitals. But some of his resistance to Blair’s public service reform agenda was motivated by personal animosity, and a desire to store up ideas to announce himself once he became Prime Minister, as shown by his adopting Blair’s policies almost wholesale after he succeeded, and by announcing ideas, such as citizens’ juries in September 2007, which the Treasury had previously blocked. On Iraq he provided neither leadership nor alternative strategy, which is surprising given that it was the most serious issue any British government had faced in fifty years. Such passivity might have been acceptable for a mere Chancellor of the Exchequer–but for a man who expected very soon to become Prime Minister?

In the third term, Blair’s superiority over Brown became more marked. He needed Brown to help him win the 2005 General Election, but with victory in the bag, Blair cut loose. Brown then let himself be captured by those in the party who wanted Blair out, and his failure to distance himself from those who were trying to undermine Blair compromised his own standing. On some domestic policy decisions, he absented himself, as on the EU Budget in 2005, while on others, including pensions and giving more autonomy to schools, he found himself on the wrong side of the argument. While Blair’s qualities of calm, resolution and compassion grew over the ten years, Brown’s did not mature in step. His anger and resentment that Blair had not stood down earlier was fully understandable, but the evasiveness and petulance it induced in him was surprising in a future Prime Minister, even for one who felt provoked to the extreme. His immense qualities, and his deep love for Blair, which was mutual, was masked, and was only periodically displayed during these difficult years for him, until they blossomed again at the end. If this book gives a less positive portrait of Brown during 2001–07, than in volume one, then it is not because it set out to be unsympathetic to him: it reflects the reality. When he did work with Blair, notably on Africa and debt relief, they achieved much. Officials regularly commented that when both principals worked in harmony, the combination had exceptional force, rivalling that of any two front-rank politicians in the last hundred years.

This book is a study of Tony Blair’s final years in office, and of Downing Street at large. It does not seek to cover all aspects of policy: for readers who want to know more about policy, I refer them to the three volumes I have edited on his government, and most recently Blair’s Britain (Cambridge University Press) which covers the whole period, 1997–2007. There is no stand-alone conclusion summing up Blair at the end of the book. Instead, conclusions can be read at the end of each of the thematic sections at the end of the book. Dividing up the biography into themed sub-sections has given a misleading impression that Blair dealt with each issue separately, whereas in fact each day saw several crowd in on him at once. To have made the book strictly chronological would have sacrificed coherence for the reader. Biographies, like all history books, are artificial reconstructions of the reality.

Blair’s was a paradoxical premiership. He was a ‘late developer’ as Prime Minister. The picture of him in Blair is thus less favourable than in this book. Peter Riddell similarly gave a less positive view of him in his important book The Unfulfilled Prime Minister, published first in 2005. Most successful Prime Ministers, including H. H. Asquith, Stanley Baldwin, Clement Attlee and Margaret Thatcher, achieve early on, and fade towards the end. Political capital and authority is strongest at the outset, followed by decay. Blair too suffered from increasingly difficult circumstances by the end of his premiership, yet he did more than many Prime Ministers to buck this trend, notching up achievements at home and abroad, including Northern Ireland, to the very end. He succeeded where few Prime Ministers ever have: leaving at the moment, more or less, of his own choosing, and handing over a united party to his chosen successor, weaning him on to his own agenda, with a good chance of victory at the following election. His youth–he was the youngest Prime Minister to take office since Lord Liverpool in 1812–his tardiness in developing his own agenda, and his over-long reliance on spent advisers, made Blair’s premiership the mirror image of the norm. In the first volume, Blair took Labour into the centre ground of British politics; in this volume, he managed to keep it there while also driving forward reform, albeit achieving far, far less than he would have done had he begun earlier. ‘My final two years have probably been my most productive,’ Blair admitted just after stepping down. He began his life with a whimper, and went out with something of a bang, though with far less impressive a sound than could have been the case. This is the theme of Blair Unbound.
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 UNBOUND








1

9/11




A little before 11 A.M. on the 11th of September 2001, as Tony Blair was being checked into the Grand Hotel on Brighton’s seafront, Mohammed Atta, ringleader of the 9/11 conspiracy, boarded a flight from Portland, Maine to Boston’s Logan Airport. The standard screening process identified Atta as requiring special security measures. Airport authorities ensured that he boarded the same plane as his luggage, but no further steps were taken.1 In Brighton, the threat of global terrorism was far from Blair’s mind. Re-elected just three months before in the June 2001 General Election, his speech to the annual Trades Union Congress (TUC) provided the first post-summer platform for him to stamp his new agenda on the country. His plans to introduce private providers in key public services were deeply unpopular with the unions. The GMB union had taken out a series of advertisements asking if you could ‘trust’ Blair not to privatise the NHS. The Prime Minister was infuriated and ready to give John Edmonds, the GMB General Secretary, a ‘real hammering’.2 The press had seized avidly on the prospect of a showdown.3 The atmosphere on the south coast that crisp Tuesday morning was far from holiday humour.

Blair has always liked shirts with long sleeves and cuffs. Before a big speech he often tugs at the cuffs, or fiddles with his tie or his hair, mentally rehearsing for what lies ahead: ‘It’s how he psyches himself up,’ recalled one aide.4 He knew that he was in for a rough ride on the conference floor. But the Prime Minister had a trick up his sleeve. The government’s thinking towards the single European currency, or euro, remained a hotbed of speculation, with every pronouncement emanating from Number 10 pounced on by the press and dissected in molecular detail. By sprinkling the speech with some provocatively positive comments about the euro, Blair hoped to capture the media’s imagination, divert it from talk of divisions and set his own agenda.5 The speech had to be pitched just right, but it wasn’t quite ready. His adrenalin was pumping. With a little over an hour to go, Blair was still tinkering with his text. And tugging at his cuffs.

The Prime Minister’s party was based in the Grand Hotel’s prestigious Fitzherbert Suite, facing Brighton’s pebbly beach. The suite is on two levels, a small internal staircase separating the bedroom upstairs from the main room below. Blair’s office had been set up in the bedroom, while the rest of his party, including his senior aides, the Downing Street typists (known as the ‘Garden Room Girls’) and his Special Branch detectives, busied themselves downstairs. A television flickered idly in the background. Blair’s latest handwritten comments were collected from the bedroom before freshly typed scripts made their way to him back up the stairs. As Blair’s aides kept half an eye on the television’s conference coverage, the screen cut away suddenly from the familiar figure of Adam Boulton, Sky News’ political editor, to images from the other side of the Atlantic.6 At 8:46 A.M. Eastern Standard Time (EST), 1:46 P.M. British Summer Time (BST), an aeroplane had, in what look like an accident, collided with the North Tower of the World Trade Center in New York City. Live and rather grainy pictures of smoke billowing from the iconic edifice were being beamed around the world. The party downstairs converged around the screen, shocked but not unduly disturbed. The ticking clock to the conference speech remained resolutely at the front of their minds.

Anji Hunter, Blair’s close aide, teenage friend and confidante, headed up the stairs to the Prime Minister’s bedroom-cum-office with the latest typed draft of his speech. Handing over the text, she passed on news of an accident in Manhattan. Alastair Campbell, Blair’s Director of Communications, also joined him, along with political secretary Robert Hill. ‘Oh my God,’ Blair said, almost absent-mindedly. He turned to Campbell: ‘I’ll have to refer to it at the beginning of my speech, won’t I, Ali?’7 They discussed briefly how he might do this, and Blair asked for some time alone to finish working on the speech.8

 

While he mused on his last-minute changes, 4,454 miles away President George W. Bush was just arriving at the Emma E. Booker Elementary School in Sarasota, Florida. The White House was trying to promote Bush’s education reform agenda and had arranged for the President to read to the children with TV cameras rolling. Just before Bush walked into the classroom, Karl Rove, his senior adviser and chief strategist, took the President aside. Rove told him that a small, twin-engine plane had hit the World Trade Center.9 ‘This is pilot error,’ Bush responded. Turning to Andy Card, his Chief of Staff, he said, ‘The guy must have had a heart attack.’10 At 8:55 A.M., US time, Bush spoke briefly with National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice. She relayed that the plane involved was actually a commercial aircraft: ‘That’s all we know right now, Mr President.’11 A concerned President walked into the classroom where the schoolchildren were patiently waiting. What to think? He did not know exactly.

 

In Brighton, Blair continued writing down to the wire alone in the bedroom. His advisers were now glued to the story unfolding on the TV downstairs. Sky News was still talking about a tragic accident, and speculating on what might be happening inside the North Tower. Then, at 9:03 A.M. EST, 2:03 P.M. in Brighton, a second plane–United Airlines Flight 175–flew into the South Tower of the World Trade Center. ‘We all saw it live,’ recalled Godric Smith, one of Blair’s official spokesmen. ‘What was that?’ someone asked. ‘The first one or…’. ‘It’s terrorism,’ stated a Special Branch detective bluntly.12 Robert Hill, sensing what was unfolding, immediately climbed the stairs to tell the Prime Minister.13 ‘At first he was slightly brusque with me as he wondered why he was being interrupted,’ Hill recalled, ‘but when I explained what had happened he said very quickly, “I must speak to Alastair.” He wanted both Alastair and Anji to join him in the room. Always when it’s something new and important, he wants the key people around him.’14

Hunter came up almost immediately. Campbell followed shortly afterwards and turned on the upstairs TV so that the Prime Minister could see the awful images for himself. Blair, making short work of a banana, discussed with his closest advisers what to do.15 How should he respond? What exactly was happening? Could he still deliver his speech? The atmosphere in the suite was suddenly electric: none present can recall the exact sequence of events. At some stage Blair descended the stairs into the main suite and put in a call to Number 10, asking to be kept up to date with the latest developments–no one at Downing Street knew any more than the party in Brighton did about exactly what was going on.16 Jeremy Heywood, Blair’s Principal Private Secretary at Number 10, recalled that the Prime Minister raised an additional concern: ‘You’d better make sure no planes are coming to Downing Street,’ he instructed.17 That same thought was dawning on the others in that building. Their powerlessness to do anything about it was not the least of their mounting concerns.

While Blair’s detectives conferred about any immediate risk to the Prime Minister, he tried to establish the facts from New York and assess the risks to London, still unsure what to do or say to the gathering TUC delegates, and aware that with all this last-minute distraction he had not got the speech exactly right in his mind. With her eye on the clock, Anji Hunter became anxious about Blair getting to the conference hall in time.18 Others were now asking whether it was appropriate to go ahead with the speech. The enormity of what was happening had still not fully sunk in. At around 2:30 P.M. Blair left the suite for the conference hall. He would have to say something, even if it was only to state he was shelving the speech.

Blair told Hunter to stay in the hotel room and keep in touch by phone. Meanwhile he, Campbell and his Special Branch detail headed to the Conference Centre. For security reasons the police insisted he was driven the short distance. Five minutes after they left, Hunter called Campbell on his mobile. ‘This is really serious,’ she said. ‘He can’t possibly go ahead with his speech.’ Campbell agreed: ‘Yes, I’m getting this too.’19 ‘The scale of the horror and the damage was increasing all the time. It was perfectly obvious he couldn’t do the speech,’ Campbell wrote in his diary.20

 

Bush learned about the second plane at 9:05 A.M., 2:05 P.M. BST. He was sitting in front of the children, about to listen to them reading a book called The Pet Goat, when Andy Card whispered in his ear: ‘A second plane hit the second tower, Mr President. America is under attack.’21 For a moment, Bush froze. The TV cameras captured a distant look of confusion and disbelief. Bush then remained with the children for another five to seven minutes. Later criticised for not leaving the classroom immediately, most popularly by Michael Moore in his film Fahrenheit 9/11, Bush explained that his instinct was to project calm rather than add to the nervous excitement.22

At 9:15 A.M. Bush retreated to a holding room. He spoke again with Rice, and for the first time with Vice-President Dick Cheney. Bush knew that the American people needed to hear from him. While his staff prepared for an immediate return to Washington DC, Bush crafted a brief statement in consultation with his senior advisers.23 At 9:30 A.M. he appeared live on American television. The statement was not a success. Echoing his father’s famous words, ‘This will not stand’–delivered after Iraq invaded Kuwait in August 1990–Bush Junior declared: ‘terrorism against our nation will not stand.’ But he appeared shaken, his language uncomfortably informal. He would chase down, he declared, ‘those folks who committed this act’.24 ‘I’ll tell you this,’ Bush later said in self-defence, ‘we didn’t sit around massaging the words. I got up there and just spoke.’25

 

Blair too had to pluck words from the air. At 2:45 P.M., British time, just before he was due to appear on the platform at the Conference Centre, he spoke over the phone to Jonathan Powell, his Chief of Staff, as well as to Richard Wilson, Cabinet Secretary and Britain’s most senior civil servant. ‘You’ve got to come back,’ they insisted. ‘Something very serious is going on in the States. You can’t go on to the platform and pretend this isn’t happening.’26 Blair needed no convincing. Powell realised that he had decided to call off the speech even before he picked up the phone.27 ‘How are the Americans reacting?’ Blair asked. Neither Powell nor Wilson could tell him anything about what was going on at the heart of the US administration.28

Blair’s staff began to sort out the logistics: how could they most speedily and safely get him back to London? John Monks, TUC General Secretary, readily supported the decision to pull the speech, while Blair and Campbell honed the outline of a brief impromptu statement.29 While they were doing so, at 2:59 P.M. British time, the South Tower of the World Trade Center collapsed, forcing clouds of debris and smoke hundreds of feet across Manhattan. Minutes later, visibly shaken, and beginning to comprehend the enormity of what was unfolding before his eyes, Blair stood before the TUC. This was not the speech for which he had been preparing. ‘There have been the most terrible, shocking events in the United States of America in the last hours,’ he told them. ‘I am afraid we can only imagine the terror and carnage there and the many, many innocent people who have lost their lives. This mass terrorism is the new evil in our world today.’30 The delegates broke into spontaneous applause as Blair rushed from the podium. Unlike Bush, Blair had captured the public mood perfectly. Those who were with him noted his calm and resolve. They saw a man in command of himself.

As Blair was speaking, Special Branch’s concerns for his safety were heightened. One aide recalled ‘a sense of danger everywhere. The detectives were very calm but there was a look in their eyes that suggested that everything was not all right.’31 They resolved to take Blair straight back to the hotel while Special Branch assessed the position more clearly. Once there, Blair again picked up the phone to ask Jonathan Powell to arrange a series of conference calls with Foreign Secretary Jack Straw, Defence Secretary Geoff Hoon and Home Secretary David Blunkett.32 He didn’t stop for long in the hotel. He wanted to get back to London as soon as possible and take control from the centre. Special Branch insisted that he travel by train. Their fear was that the terrorists might have got hold of a helicopter, and argued that if they went back by car, the PM’s convoy would be much more visible from the air than if they secreted themselves in a train.33 After a ‘mad dash’ to Brighton station, Blair’s party managed to catch the waiting 3:49 P.M. Connex service to London Victoria.34

 

Just as Blair wanted to get back to London, so too did Bush seek to return to his own capital. At 9:35 A.M. EST the presidential motorcade headed for Sarasota Bradenton International Airport. Four minutes later, the third hijacked plane, American Airlines Flight 77, was flown into the west side of the Pentagon. The explosion was heard all around Washington DC. By around 9:45 A.M., as the White House was being evacuated, Bush arrived at Sarasota Airport. The Twin Towers were not the only target. Where else might the terrorists strike? The President was witnessing the most serious attack on American soil in the modern era, and no one could tell him whether the assaults were ending, or merely beginning. The President’s lead Secret Service agent decided it was too dangerous for him to return to Washington. Cheney called Bush, already on Air Force One preparing to take off from the runway, and insisted that he keep away from the capital at all costs. The President agreed and so, at 9:54 A.M., his plane took off from Florida with no fixed destination: ‘The objective was to get up in the air–as fast and as high as possible–and then decide where to go.’35

While Bush took to the skies, the situation in Washington was developing into an ever-heightened state of emergency. It was known that a number of planes remained unaccounted for. The evacuation of all but a small core of senior staff from the White House was already in full swing. Staff were told at first to leave in orderly file, but then Secret Service agents screamed at them to run as fast as they could. Some were told to remove ID badges to make them less obvious targets for possible snipers outside the White House gates.36

At 9:36 A.M., Secret Service agents had burst into Cheney’s West Wing office. They ordered the Vice-President down into the tunnel beneath the White House immediately, and from there into the East Wing bunker.37 Once Cheney, together with his wife, Rice and several officials, were locked securely behind the bunker’s secure vault doors, the Secret Service set up outside with body armour, shotguns and MP5 machine guns.38 Cheney worked hard to keep in contact with Bush throughout, and ensure the President remained in charge. Shortly after 10 A.M. Bush, at Cheney’s request, authorised the military to shoot down any civilian airliners that might be considered a threat. But communication between Air Force One and the bunker was patchy. The phone calls between America’s two most senior leaders kept cutting out.39 To many, Cheney, the most senior official in Washington, became the pivotal figure, while the President, somewhere in the skies over America, was the more shadowy presence.

Senior staff not in the bunker remained at their desks in the White House Situation Room. They had no special protection and the vulnerable old building, even with modern strengthening, would have been reduced to rubble by an incoming plane. Rumours of just such a threat continued. At 10:02 A.M. came the news that United Flight 93 was heading towards Washington and not responding to air traffic control. The staffers held a discussion about whether they should evacuate the White House, but resolved that they should stay at their posts. Each wrote their name on a list, which was then e-mailed out of the building: it would be easier this way, it was calculated, for rescuers to identify their bodies.40 In the event United 93, precise destination unclear, never made it to the capital. The plane crashed into the Pennsylvania countryside after passengers attempted to storm the cockpit.

 

The British Embassy lies on rising ground in north-west Washington, three miles from the White House. Ambassador Sir Christopher Meyer sat in front of the television with his wife and senior staff, transfixed by the images of the World Trade Center. The first thoughts in the Embassy were practical and logistical. Former Prime Minister John Major was staying as a guest before attending a business meeting. Meyer’s wife Catherine tried to persuade Major to remain with them, but he headed downtown regardless.41 The Embassy staff worried about dignitaries expected to arrive soon: ‘John Prescott was due to fly in that day and the Duke of York was already in mid-air,’ recalled one Embassy official. ‘I remember that the Ambassador wasn’t immediately convinced that the visits in train needed to be cancelled. Realising the sheer scale of what was happening took us all time.’42

The attack on the Pentagon shook those in the Embassy. ‘The exploding aircraft was clearly audible,’ Meyer recalled. ‘The smell of blazing kerosene drifted on the light breeze.’43 What they were witnessing now began to hit home. ‘There were all kinds of rumours,’ said one Embassy official, ‘including threats to the security of the Embassy because the Vice-President’s residence was just next door, and that could very easily have been at risk.’44

Anxious for the safety of his staff, Meyer ordered everyone home except a core team. This ‘council of war’ set to work immediately, seeking to establish exactly what was happening and to what degree British citizens were caught up in the attacks.45 It was quickly apparent that there would be significant British casualties, not only in Manhattan but also among the many British personnel working in the Pentagon. Meyer put in a call to Rice. ‘Condi sounded very cool and collected. There would, she said, be no knee-jerk reaction from the United States.’46 Meyer suggested that Blair would appreciate a conversation with Bush as soon as possible and Rice promised to set one up.

 

In London, as further news of the attacks came through, there was a vacuum at the heart of government. Most Number 10 officials heard the news when they returned from lunch some time after 2 P.M. Jonathan Powell’s primary concern was to find out exactly what was happening in the United States. He was also worried that the terrorists might try to strike on British soil, particularly at Canary Wharf. He considered Number 10 too difficult a target.47 Others were less calm. ‘No one seemed to be in charge or giving orders,’ recalled one number 10 official.48 ‘People can easily underestimate the fear that we felt,’ said another. ‘When we heard that the White House may have been a target we knew that Number 10 could be a target too. There was a stronger fear in the building than most people later realised.’49 And if the terrorists had targeted it correctly a plane could have hit Downing Street. ‘There was no one to phone, no defensive system, no contingency plan.’50

Richard Wilson was being driven back to Whitehall after lunch at the Gran Paradiso when he heard news of the second plane hitting the World Trade Center. ‘I was in Parliament Square. I can recall vividly the precise location’–a sentiment shared by many on hearing the news that day. Almost immediately he received a call from Heywood, at Number 10. ‘Do we have anything that suggests an attack on Number 10 is imminent?’ Heywood asked. ‘Should we be evacuating?’ ‘If you evacuate,’ countered Wilson, ‘where will you evacuate to?’ ‘I’m not sure.’ Heywood replied. ‘Well,’ said Wilson, the consummate mandarin, ‘I guess it’s quite a good rule not to evacuate until one knows where one is planning to go to.’51 In the event, evacuation never became a serious option.52

Wilson’s plan was to convene the newly established ‘Civil Contingencies Unit’, whose task is to deal with such emergencies. But he learned that the unit was up in Yorkshire on a ‘bonding’ exercise. Meanwhile, the key members of the Defence and Overseas Policy Secretariat, the Whitehall body responsible for co-ordinating foreign and defence policy, had recently left for Herefordshire by coach for their own team exercise. Worse, Blair’s newly appointed senior foreign policy adviser, David Manning, was caught in New York returning from a visit to see Rice and could not be contacted.53 From his plane over Manhattan, Manning, uniquely among the top aides on either side of the Atlantic, had a bird’s-eye view of the mayhem unfolding in south Manhattan. He saw smoke billowing from the World Trade Center below, but had no idea what was going on.54 With the British state’s top personnel so scattered, if London was to have been a target, the terrorists could not possibly have chosen a better day.

Beyond assembling the best personnel available, Wilson’s immediate responsibility was an assessment of the threat to London: were sensitive targets in immediate danger from hijacked planes? He spoke to the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) and to MI5, but the dearth of information and intelligence made the position all the more worrying. In addition to Number 10, Wilson’s concerns included Buckingham Palace, the Houses of Parliament and the safety of London more generally. He called the key figures in the Royal Household and in Parliament to check that they knew what was at stake and to ensure they were taking the most appropriate action available to them. In conjunction with the Palace, it was arranged for Prince Andrew’s plane to turn around and return home.55

City Airport, close to Canary Wharf, was swiftly closed down. Wilson also contacted the Ministries of Defence and Transport and requested protection for London’s airspace. ‘We’re on the job,’ he was told.56 Defence Secretary Hoon scrambled two fighter jets to enforce a ‘no-fly’ zone over the capital.57 The coach heading to Herefordshire was recalled to return to London immediately in time for an emergency meeting set for 4:30 P.M.58

 

The 3:49 P.M. from Brighton was a scheduled train service, but the Prime Minister’s party were in their own secure part of the train ‘with Special Branch either side.’59 Facilities were, however, minimal: there was no refreshment trolley, no internet access and even a VIP tea urn provided courtesy of the train company packed up on the Prime Minister.60 Blair spent some of the fifty-minute journey making phone calls. He was in regular touch with Jonathan Powell, who had himself been working the phones trying to find out more about what was going on, and he spoke to Blunkett and Hoon. ‘What about London?’ was his first question to them. The ministers recounted steps actioned so far and he seemed satisfied. His mind moved to the global stage and he called Straw to hear his thinking on what it might mean internationally.61 ‘We agreed on what was by now blindingly obvious, that this was an event which would shape the century,’ recalled Straw. ‘We also spoke about recalling Parliament, convening Cabinet, and handling the press. The practicalities were very much on our minds.’ Mobile phone reception between London and Brighton is dreadful and Blair lost his Foreign Secretary as he entered a tunnel.62

On the train, those around the Prime Minister were all too conscious of their dearth of hard information: the truth was they knew no more than the media about what was happening in America. Blair repeatedly asked Powell to keep him updated, while Hill fed through snatches of news from his personal radio–as and when reception allowed.63

The mood on the train was ‘quite shocked, very sober and reflective’, recalled one aide ‘“What is this thing?” I remember Tony saying.’64 ‘The enormity of what had happened had sunk in,’ recalled another in his group, ‘and the Prime Minister was very sombre and began to think through some of the consequences.’65 Blair was deep in thought. ‘During a lot of that journey he had that far-away look in his eyes. He was thinking about what he would say to the public. He knew he’d have to say something soon to quell the anxiety and the sense of panic. He knew he needed to assert authority and calm.’66 He wanted to get on television and assure the nation that ‘the institutions of the British state have not collapsed. It’s still there, in control.’67

But Blair’s thoughts were also travelling more widely. Although there was no hard information yet as to who was behind the attacks: ‘it was pretty clear even at that stage that it was Muslim fundamentalism,’ recalled Godric Smith. ‘I remember in particular discussing with the PM on the train the importance of avoiding a Muslim backlash.’68 Blair talked a lot to Hunter, by his side throughout the journey.69 ‘TB asked for a pad,’ Campbell recorded in his diary, ‘and started to write down some of the issues we would have to address when we got back. He said the big fear was terrorists capable of this getting in league with rogue states that would help them.’70 But his most immediate worry at this stage was the Americans. ‘Where’s Bush?’ one aide recalled him asking. No one knew. ‘What worried him most was the uncertainty about where the President was and what exactly was happening.’71

 

The truth about Bush, had they known it, would have offered little reassurance. While Blair’s train sped towards London, the President remained airborne and distracted. At 10:32 A.M. (3:32 P.M. UK time) Cheney called Bush. The White House had just received word of a direct threat to Air Force One. An anonymous caller had used the plane’s secret codename ‘Angel’. Was it an inside job? Had the terrorists penetrated the American state? There was little anyone could do. Andy Card was told that it would take somewhere between forty and ninety minutes before a USAF fighter escort could reach the President’s plane to protect it.72 ‘Bush told an aide that Air Force One “is next”. He was in an angry mood. “We’re going to find out who did this,” he said to Cheney, “and we’re going to kick their asses.”’73

At 10:41 A.M. Cheney called again. He stressed the continuing threat to Washington and urged Bush not to return. Rice backed him up. Bush agreed. A few minutes later his plane banked and plotted a new course for Barksdale Air Force base in Louisiana. It was relatively close and would allow the President access to more sophisticated communications systems. He was increasingly anxious to speak again to the American people and work immediately began on a fresh statement. Only later did it emerge that the threat to Air Force One was a hoax. The caller had not even used the ‘Angel’ designation. The message had become garbled in the machinery of government. The jitteriness and uncertain response of the American state at this time of highest anxiety was not inspiring confidence.

 

As Bush landed at Barksdale at 4:45 P.M. British time, Blair’s train was pulling into Victoria station. The Prime Minister’s party was met by police escort and whisked straight to Downing Street, arriving just before 5 P.M.74 Powell was at the door waiting for him. ‘We’ve got Scarlett and everybody else here,’ he told the Prime Minister.75 Tom Kelly, an official spokesman, recalled seeing Blair walk into the building: ‘You’d have expected him to have his head down but his head was up. You’d have expected him to be looking intimidated but he looked like a man who not only understood the significance of what happened, but had in some way anticipated what had happened and knew precisely what he meant to say and do.’76

Blair headed down the corridor to his small office adjoining the Cabinet Room, known as the ‘den’. Waiting for him were Britain’s top intelligence officials: John Scarlett, Chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), and Stephen Lander, Director of MI5 (but also covering for MI6, whose director Richard Dearlove was away), as well as Powell and Wilson. Campbell and Anji Hunter entered with him. Blair looked at the faces around the room: ‘This is grim,’ he told the assembled company.77

Blair set the tone with his opening question: ‘Who’s done this?’ he demanded, looking straight at the ‘spooks’ (as the intelligence community are known) sprawled on the sofas. ‘Well,’ replied Lander, ‘there are two possibilities. The most likely is Osama bin Laden’s organisation, though it could have been a Middle Eastern Islamist group because it was a suicide attack.’78 Scarlett thought at this stage there was an ‘outside chance’ that a far-right militia group could be responsible, as happened with Timothy McVeigh’s deadly bomb attack in Oklahoma in April 1995, but he was ‘almost certain’ that Bin Laden was responsible–he was really the only one with the capability to mount it.79 Both Blair and Campbell pushed them on why they were so sure there were no rogue governments directly involved in the plot. ‘Because Bin Laden was able to do it himself, and that suited his purposes better,’ came the response.80

Lander reminded Blair about earlier al-Qaeda attacks on the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, and the attack on the USS Cole while it was moored in Aden harbour in 2000. He spoke also about Afghanistan. ‘Did I know about this?’ Blair asked. There was an awkward silence. The spooks coughed a little. Although Blair clearly felt all this talk of al-Qaeda and Bin Laden, and still more the Taliban and Afghanistan, was unfamiliar ground, earlier JIC reports had alluded to the issues, albeit not in a way that had aroused any particular or immediate concern to the UK. ‘Well,’ Lander answered, ‘if you’d read the JIC material fully you would have come across some of this stuff.’ ‘Fair enough,’ Blair replied.81

To some of Blair’s aides, the suggestion of Bin Laden’s involvement came as a real surprise: ‘We thought honestly that al-Qaeda was a bit of an American obsession,’ confessed one.82 But to those who had been fully digesting the voluminous intelligence reports, the attacks fitted the profile only too well. Lander’s rebuttal to Blair was based, at least in part, on a JIC report from 16 July 2001, warning that al-Qaeda, operating from their bases in Afghanistan, were in ‘the final stages’ of preparing an attack on the West, with UK interests ‘at risk, including from collateral damage in attacks on US targets’.83

Peter Ricketts, chair of the JIC until the week before 9/11, pointed out that, ‘while we were aware of the threat from al-Qaeda certainly, we had no sense of the scale of the attack of 9/11. Our assessment was that they’d continue to mount a threat on US targets abroad, but we had no idea that they were planning something in the US.’84 According to Ricketts, Blair was an ‘avid reader of intelligence’, who read with great interest the JIC summary reports selected for him by his staff. The references to Afghanistan, which had not been fully picked up, were pretty thin pickings: ‘Although we knew quite a lot about al-Qaeda, we knew that the PM might well not have been aware of the extent of al-Qaeda’s links with the Taliban.’85 Al-Qaeda has its origins in the late 1980s and the final period of resistance to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan: ‘They were seriously on our radar screen from the early 1990s,’ recalled a senior intelligence official.86 It was known that al-Qaeda had been behind the unsuccessful attack on the World Trade Center in February 1993, when a bomb was detonated in an underground car park. The device caused extensive local damage and killed six people, but the leader, Ramzi Yousef, escaped to plan an assassination attempt on Pope John Paul II on 12 January 1995 as part of the ‘Bojinka plot’. This was to be followed the same month by an effort to blow up eleven passenger airlines simultaneously over the Pacific Ocean and crash a further twelve planes into prominent US buildings.87

Blair’s mind was focused on the Taliban and on Afghanistan. His instructions to the group in the den were clear. ‘Tomorrow morning,’ he said, his gaze fixed on Lander and Scarlett, ‘I want a meeting on Afghanistan.’88 Sensing the way his boss’s mind was moving, Powell wanted to do his own homework, so he sent out for a book on the Taliban by leading Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid, which he later read intently at his desk just by the door to Blair’s office, allowing others to take over directing the Number 10 machine.89 With Manning still out of contact in the US, Powell deemed he needed more help in Number 10 and phoned John Sawers, who had served as Blair’s Foreign Affairs Private Secretary before Manning, and summoned him away from his preparations to take over as Ambassador in Cairo.90

Wilson now briefed Blair on the measures being developed to mitigate any threat to the UK. Before he returned to the building, Wilson had chaired a meeting of officials and Cabinet ministers in Cabinet Office Briefing Room ‘A’, or ‘COBRA’, which lay deep under the Cabinet Office and is activated at times of emergency. As Wilson told them of their progress to date, Blair turned to Lander. ‘Are we at risk?’ ‘I don’t think so, not at present,’ his intelligence chief replied.91 Blair was reassured by what he heard, but no one knew for sure. ‘We had no intelligence of a specific threat to London and couldn’t recall intelligence of a heightened threat from al-Qaeda,’ said a top Blair aide.92 ‘We took the view that al-Qaeda were anti-American,’ said one senior intelligence officer, ‘precipitated by dislike of the US and what they were doing in Israel, rather than seeing al-Qaeda as a direct threat to us.’93 For all that, Bin Laden’s organisation had in fact been involved in an abortive attack on British soil less than a year earlier. One British-born man, Moinal Abedin, was later convicted for amassing bomb-making materials.94 To those present in the den, it was clear that Blair was far more interested in the global picture: ‘What are the Americans doing? What is Bush doing?’ he demanded.95 And how would they deal with Bin Laden? ‘If I were Bush I would demand the Taliban deliver him up,’ Blair mused.96 ‘TB’s immediate concern, apart from the obvious logistical steps we had to take,’ Campbell recorded in his diary, ‘was that Bush would be put under enormous pressure to do something irresponsible.’97

At 5:30 P.M. Blair and his den companions went down the steps to COBRA where the Prime Minister chaired a formal meeting. The room was packed and included not only Blair’s inner core of advisers, but also Brown, Straw, Blunkett, Hoon, Byers and Milburn and their officials. The mood was sombre but calm. ‘I remember feeling just an incredible sense of relief that we were with the very best people we could possibly be with,’ said one Number 10 aide.98 Blair swiftly approved the package of domestic protection measures that had already been worked out.99 ‘Our biggest concern at COBRA,’ remembered Geoff Hoon, ‘was whether something similar could happen in Britain imminently.’100 London’s airspace had already been closed and special security imposed around the Stock Exchange and Canary Wharf.101 Office workers in the latter had already voted with their feet and decided to evacuate the building: the pictures of the collapsing Twin Towers, and those jumping from the flaming building, had been enough. The military rules of engagement–for enforcing the ban on London’s airspace–were discussed and ‘there was talk of moving some of the planes based at RAF Leuchars in Scotland to London in the event of a hijack’.102 Blair seemed mildly irritated when Wilson sought to clarify whether the Prime Minister or Michael Boyce, the Chief of the Defence Staff, should make the final decision to shoot down a plane suspected of hostile intent. It all seemed overly bureaucratic to Blair. They agreed that formally it would be Boyce who issued the order to fire, but only after the PM had authorised the action.103

The Prime Minister worked his way crisply round the room so ministers and officials could give their reports,’ recalled one Number 10 aide. ‘The meeting was in effect an up-to-date “data dump” of everything that seemed necessary and relevant to the position we were in.’104 Gordon Brown gave what Metropolitan Police Commissioner John Stevens considered an ‘impressive and concise’ account of the economic situation.105 Health Secretary Alan Milburn spoke about the health preparations being made for any attack, while Geoff Hoon discussed preparations for military defence. Hoon was ‘gung-ho’, Blunkett recorded in his diary. ‘“We are ready,” he said to Tony, “to put our Air Force and our facilities at the disposal of the intelligence services.” I said, “I think we need a moment’s pause on this.” I could tell they were getting carried away.’106 Stevens highlighted reports that ‘up to 2,000 Britons might have been killed’ in the attacks so far.107 Straw intervened to urge caution on this figure. Everyone wanted to be sure the number was absolutely right.108 ‘We had done our own back-of-the-envelope calculation,’ said one of Blair’s aides, ‘and we felt that it might be as high as 200.’109 The final British death toll was in fact 67.

Blair’s focus shifted quickly on to the Americans. Acknowledging that he had not yet managed to make contact with the President, Blair seemed frustrated. ‘I’m supporting the US in a disaster for which they were not prepared,’ he observed.110 The COBRA meeting broke up before 6 P.M., with Blair having a public statement to make. ‘We knew he had to speak before the six o’clock news, that was the crucial time,’ recalled Tom Kelly. ‘The key was reassurance and an explanation of what would be done in response. He had to show that he was in control. The worst thing, we agreed, would have been to show that you were panicked, that you were hiding and that you had no resolve.’111 Blair’s resulting statement was an expression of the widespread horror at the attacks: ‘It is hard even to contemplate the utter carnage and terror which has engulfed so many innocent people…for those that carried out these attacks, there are no adequate words of condemnation. Their barbarism will stand as their shame for all eternity.’ But Blair also presented a down-to-earth practical list of measures that were being taken to step up security in Britain, especially at airports. The statement ended with a very precise proclamation of solidarity with the US: ‘This is not a battle between the United States of America and terrorism, but between the free and democratic world and terrorism. We, therefore, here in Britain stand shoulder to shoulder with our American friends in this hour of tragedy, and we, like them, will not rest until this evil is driven from our world.’112

These were Blair’s own words, which he had been turning over in his mind for the last three hours. Blair had written out the first draft on an A4 pad. Kelly recalled: ‘It was difficult, as the Prime Minister had not been able to speak to George Bush and therefore we felt our knowledge was patchy. But Blair reached a quite conscious decision to use the phrase “stand shoulder to shoulder”. He wanted the Americans to know that they were not on their own.’113

 

While Blair was at COBRA, Bush made a second statement of his own. At 12:36 P.M. US time, 5:36 P.M. London time, the President appeared in front of the cameras once again, this time from Barksdale Air Force base. In contrast to Blair’s delivery, Bush spoke haltingly and tripped over his words. He offered just 219 of them, and took no questions from reporters.114 America was not reassured. Nine minutes before the President spoke, the borders with Canada and Mexico were closed. The financial markets were shut and even Disney World locked its doors. At 1:30 P.M., Air Force One taxied down the runway at Barksdale and headed for Offutt Air Force base in Nebraska. Bush was growing increasingly frustrated at being forced to hop from one airport to the next. ‘I want to go back home ASAP,’ he told Andy Card. ‘I don’t want whoever did this holding me outside of Washington.’115 But the Secret Service insisted the situation still remained too uncertain. Card agreed with them and Bush reluctantly acquiesced. At least the Offutt base had facilities for the President to hold a National Security Council meeting over video link.

 

As Air Force One cruised towards rural Nebraska, in Downing Street Blair’s frustration was growing. He was increasingly anxious to speak with the President, rather than second-guessing his thoughts: ‘We were certainly worried that the President might retaliate quickly and do some sandblasting in the Middle East by firing off a few missiles,’ recalls one of Blair’s inner circle.116 Might there be war in the Persian Gulf by morning?

Blair was growing more certain of what he wanted to say to Bush: ‘That he should deliver an ultimatum to the Taliban to hand over Bin Laden and his people and then hit them if it didn’t happen.’117 Blair’s staff had been calling the White House repeatedly, but with little joy. Why had Blair, who had already established himself as Bush’s closest overseas ally, not been able to speak to him? The leaders do not call each other’s mobile phones direct. Calls are routed through the switchboards at the White House and Number 10. One senior Bush administration official based in the White House Situation Room that day remembered calls coming in from around the world. ‘Sure, they were coming in, but we were simply not in “making calls mode”. It was a stressed environment. The President often wasn’t available, the Vice-President and Condi Rice were downstairs in the bunker, and we had virtually no communication with them. We had our hands full in those early hours. We just weren’t ready to start making calls.’118 A senior State Department official went further: ‘While the Prime Minister and those around him were actually thinking ahead in the hours after the attacks, I’m not certain that the senior-most American officials were doing much more than reacting. It was almost as if Washington, inadvertently, had out-sourced its thinking.’119

Blair wanted to hold urgent conversations with fellow world leaders. Number 10 fixed calls with French President Jacques Chirac, Prime Minister Lionel Jospin, and German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder: the last wanted to hold a special G8 meeting, but the other two were not convinced.120 He also spoke with Russian leader Vladimir Putin. ‘They all reflected the sense of shock,’ noted Jonathan Powell, ‘the feeling from all four was very much what they said in public, “We are all Americans now.”’121 Blair claimed to have been gratified in particular by his conversation with Putin: ‘It was straight from the heart. He was outraged by it. He supported America.’122 It was not all altruism. Through his backing the West in their war on terror, Putin hoped he could gain their support, or at least acquiescence, in what he saw as his own fight against terrorism in Chechnya.

Blair spent some time that evening learning more about al-Qaeda as papers from the JIC started to flow in.123 As the evening wore on Blair became thoughtful. Huddled in the den with Hunter, Campbell and Powell, ‘he was in one of those moods when he was not articulating very much’.124 ‘At this stage the action was almost totally going on inside the PM’s room,’ recalled one Number 10 aide.125 With the immediate strain of the day passing, and the media statements, the formal chairing and decision-taking over, he became, for a while, ‘very emotional’, although not tearful. It was part of Hunter’s role to manage his normally very even emotions.126 Sitting there closeted with him, alongside the others, in that closest and most trusted group, Blair’s anxiety was obvious: ‘We just don’t know what’s going to happen,’ he confided.127 Unaware of the advice the President had been receiving that Washington was not safe for him, Blair was troubled that Bush’s priority appeared to be keeping out of danger, rather than returning to the centre to take command, which was always his own instinctive reaction. ‘It’s odd,’ Blair mused, ‘and it’s not right.’128

 

At 3:30 P.M. EST, Bush convened an NSC meeting via secure video link from his bunker at Offutt Air Force base to the White House. His absence from the centre had gone on long enough: ‘At the State Department, our attitude was that it was ridiculous that the President of the United States should be missing in action,’ recalled former Assistant Secretary Elizabeth Jones.129 The President was equally frustrated. ‘The last item on the agenda was supposed to be where the President should be,’ recalled US counter-terrorism czar Richard Clarke. ‘Instead, we began there. “I’m coming back to the White House as soon as the plane is refuelled,” the President ordered. “No discussion.”’130 Bush reviewed actions already taken and heard from George Tenet, Director of the CIA, that the agency was virtually certain that Bin Laden was behind the attacks. ‘Get your ears up,’ Bush replied. ‘The primary mission of this administration is to find them and catch them.’131 Meanwhile at home, it was agreed that the administration would do all it could to promote a return to normality as soon as possible. The Secret Service again tried one last time to prevent Bush returning to Washington. Bush overruled them.132

 

Not until 6:34 P.M., 11:34 P.M. UK time, did Bush eventually land at Andrews Air Force base just outside Washington, almost ten hours since the first plane had struck the Twin Towers. By this time, most of Blair’s aides had left Downing Street for the night. Having established that the West’s major powers were on-side, that the realm was as secure as it could be, and that the President was still incommunicado, there was nothing more that Blair could do. ‘A lot of us in Number 10 spoke with our families that night,’ recalled one close aide. ‘We were all worried. I remember leaving Number 10 late that night and going out into the street. It was an extraordinary feeling, after all that we’d been through that day, just to go out into the street and call a cab. There was a really eerie atmosphere. We just didn’t know whether there would be a war coming that night.’133

Blair himself remained deep in thought long after his aides had left the building and all was quiet. ‘He knew straight away that it would be the defining issue for Bush, and thus probably for him too for the coming years,’ said John Sawers.134 ‘What Blair saw most clearly,’ continued Sawers, ‘was the need for the inevitable response to 9/11 to be targeted against those responsible’.135 Iraq, which had been in his sights since 1998, crossed his mind, but the focus for now would be Afghanistan. Iraq would have to be dealt with separately. In one day, Blair had found his calling on the world stage. His sense of purpose in domestic policy would take longer to evolve.
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Finding His Theme

January–September 2001




‘I didn’t get the first term right,’ Tony Blair confided to one of his closest aides in late 2000.1 The months leading up to 9/11 were to be crucial in the formation of Tony Blair’s remaining domestic policy. As the 2001 General Election drew near, he began to focus on the strategy, build the team, and develop the stronger Number 10 he needed for his second term. It would probably be his last–he wasn’t sure. Reform of the public services–education, health, transport and criminal justice–and taking Britain into the Euro, were to be his core themes. Yet little of this thinking found its way into the election manifesto in 2001. It was safe. As the election approached, he had worried that anything too radical could jeopardise the result, and run up against the all too familiar opposition from elements of the Labour movement. During the campaign, Blair deliberately ramped up the temperature, yet it was only after victory was in the bag that he began the detailed planning with his new Number 10 team. Over the summer, and in the early days of September, his thinking and programmes for action began to emerge. The green shoots of a personal domestic agenda were at last beginning to appear.

The Struggle to Engage: Early 2001

In 2000, Tony Blair spent Christmas and New Year at Chequers. Typically he would work right up to Christmas, stopping on 22 or 23 December. Aides at Number 10, anxious to do their Christmas shopping, would breathe a sigh of relief when Blair finally called it a day. Some senior aides would hear from him again on Christmas Eve. Ostensibly he wanted to say ‘Happy Christmas’, but in fact he wanted to continue mulling over politics. The Blair family would normally spend three or four days at Chequers and then on Boxing Day or 27 December, they would go somewhere warm, accompanied by the ever-present Special Branch detectives and ‘Garden Room Girls’. Over this particular New Year, he went with Cherie and the children to Mauritius. During these short breaks, he never switched off completely, as he did for at least the first week of his summer holidays, and he would return to Downing Street armed with a long hand-written note setting out his thinking. When he returned to Number 10 in early January 2001, his scribblings were immediately typed up by the Garden Room Girls, beavering away in the rooms immediately beneath the Cabinet Room and his own ‘den’.2 This New Year memo took careful stock of the impending election year. The coming months would be crucial. Although he knew that difficult choices lay ahead, he looked back with some satisfaction to what had been achieved since the May 1997 election victory that had brought him to power: the focus then had been on proving that Labour could be trusted to govern again.3 No one now asked that question.

There were significant achievements in the first term: constitutional change had proved relatively straightforward; the government had provided economic stability, and introduced the minimum wage and a whole raft of welfare reforms. Much of the credit for the economic achievements, as Blair knew all too well, was due to Gordon Brown. In the autumn of 2000, the talk in Number 10 was that the first term had been about ‘laying the foundations’, and that the second term would be about ‘delivery’. And he would be at the heart of it.

But what exactly did Blair want to deliver? His hand-written notes towards the end of the first term, mostly penned at weekends, show a growing dissatisfaction with the Home Office and the Department of Health, where he was frustrated by the lack of tangible progress, and with Number 10’s limited ability to exert influence across Whitehall.4 ‘Not getting the machinery right became a huge issue for Tony Blair,’ said one special adviser. He had become so focused on winning elections and making symbolic change that he had not focused on substantive policy. David Miliband, then head of the Policy Unit in Downing Street, did not help Blair oversee a distinctive policy platform. Derek Scott, his economics adviser, did not keep Brown awake at night. His key supporters, above all Alastair Campbell, Peter Mandelson and Anji Hunter, were not ‘policy people’.5 From at least late 2000, Blair knew he needed a fresh approach. And people who did policy.

What had impressed him? The first-term work of the Department for Education and Employment (DfEE) stood out, where Secretary of State David Blunkett had worked closely with Michael Barber, a former professor of education, in creating a system to improve literacy and numeracy in primary schools. He was inclined to importing both Barber, and his ‘delivery’ model, into the heart of Downing Street. It would give him the teeth he had lacked. Number 10, not the Treasury, would drive the new domestic reform programme.6 He never accepted that there had been any kind of binding ‘deal’ in the summer of 1994; it was ‘a myth’ for Brown and his allies to suggest that an agreement had been reached at the Granita dinner that gave Brown effective say over vast swathes of economic and welfare policy.7 Nevertheless, this was exactly what tended to happen in the first term. After his second election victory, he was determined that things would be different.

In the first term, conflict between the Treasury and Number 10 had been containable: Jeremy Heywood, Principal Private Secretary to the Prime Minister since 1999, said: ‘There were some issues that the Treasury didn’t really care about, and there were other issues that Number 10 didn’t really care about. So that was easy. There were a few issues on which we had a difference of view, and David Miliband and I would sit down with Ed Balls [Gordon Brown’s senior adviser] and Treasury officials and we would try to narrow or iron out differences rather than have them exposed to other departments. It was a system that worked fairly well.’8 But it was also an unsustainable modus operandi, not least because of a strange mirror image: ‘Blair started off being safe and became radical,’ observed a close aide. ‘As the General Election approached, Brown became less radical at the very same moment as Blair increased his radicalism.’9

A stronger Number 10, capable of standing up to the Treasury, was then a prerequisite for a successful second term. But what of his policy agenda? Education would be the number-one priority. ‘Education was much easier in the first term than it later became,’ said one senior official. ‘The Prime Minister gave us the resources, stood back and let us get on with it. Morale in the department was very high, particularly on improving primary education.’10 Blair wanted the second term to be about secondary schools. Transforming the comprehensive school, a byword for failure for much of the middle class, would be key. Yet in the first term, the DfEE had abolished the quasi-independent ‘Grant Maintained’ schools, a decision Blair later regretted. It was the arrival of Andrew Adonis–an Oxford don turned Financial Times journalist–as Blair’s education adviser in 1998 that led to a change of gear. Adonis started working with Blunkett’s advisers on reforms to promote greater diversity and quality in secondary education, which led to the publication of ‘Excellence in Cities’ in 1999 and the drive for far more specialist secondary schools. A schools green paper published shortly before the 2001 election heralded a more fundamental drive to abolish the ‘bog-standard comprehensive’–a phrase briefed by Campbell on the day of the launch.11 The phrase caught the attention: only in time did the radicalism of the green paper–in particular the creation of new ‘academies’ as ‘independent’ state schools managed by the voluntary and private sectors–come to be realised.

Health would be a second area of particular Blairite interest in the second term. He had set up a committee under Adair Turner, former Director General of the CBI, to probe into the NHS, but he realised that it would need much greater investment and reform. His promise to boost health spending to the EU average when he appeared on BBC Television’s Breakfast With Frost in January 2000, was an indication of what he wanted to achieve. It was a clear signal that he, not Brown, would be calling the shots. Transport was another department that began to worry him by end of the first term. For all Prescott’s pride in his achievement there, Blair was far from convinced. Here again, however, he had little clear idea how to make progress.

Crime was the final area where Blair wanted to make a mark. According to Sally Morgan, then Political Secretary at Number 10, ‘Tony always knew what he wanted to do on crime. He had the background. He did not need to rely on others for ideas, as he did in health and education.’12 ‘Towards the end of the first term’, another aide recalled, ‘the Prime Minister became increasingly frustrated that crime always rose and the Home Office said there was little more that could be done about it. He liked Jack Straw, the Home Secretary, but we could sense his frustration with Jack, and still more with the fatalistic view of the system that the Home Office had.’13 One of Blair’s responses was to bring in John Birt, until recently Director-General of the BBC, whom he had known since the early 1980s, to produce a ‘private’ report on crime, much to the irritation of Straw and the Home Office. A ‘fierce exchange’ with Cabinet Secretary Richard Wilson had been necessary before Birt established his territory and could build up a small team in Downing Street to undertake a root-and-branch analysis of the pattern of offending, and the success of the criminal justice system overall in countering crime.14 Birt’s approach–analysing from first principles upwards–chimed with Blair’s barrister-trained mind. ‘He found Birt’s way of working very compelling. He liked the way that John was willing to get right down into the data and understand the evidence, and come up with a real sense that you could do things in a totally different way,’ Heywood recalled.15 But as Blair became more interested in crime, he rubbed up against his old mentor Derry Irvine, the Lord Chancellor. ‘In the first term he increasingly had to say “no” to Derry. It became ever clear that he could no longer work well with Derry, but he always pulled back because he found it so hard to have a direct clash with him.’16

The General Election was approaching, and Blair’s second-term agenda was still inchoate in his mind. He had impulses and ideas only: he was still miles away from sorting it out. Why after nearly four years, had he and his Policy Unit not done more to prepare for the all-important second term? According to Geoff Mulgan, the other key figure alongside Miliband in the first-term Policy Unit, ‘more was done to win the second term than to plan for it–partly because Blair still lacked a serious capacity for strategy and planning’.17 Brown’s conservatism was blamed by some in Number 10. As the General Election approached, the Chancellor displayed a ‘fanatic’ determination to win a second victory, thinking of his own succession which he was confident would occur just a few years later.

But is it right to blame Brown? Blair merits far more responsibility than Brown for caution in the 2001 election. ‘Blair was simply not engaged in dragging the agenda forward in a consistent way in the first term,’ said one insider.18 Those in Number 10 who favoured consolidation were able to gain the upper hand. Blair’s biggest commitment to thinking about policy remained the nebulous ‘third way’, to which he gave great attention domestically and internationally, in league with President Bill Clinton. Yet hopes of translating these ideas into a practical set of policies were fading by 1999. Blair did not seem at times to comprehend the void. ‘He was very concerned that the 2001 election should give him a personal mandate for radical reform, but he was uncertain exactly what the radical reform should be,’ one aide recalled. It took him time to realise that attending ‘third-way’ jamborees, or announcing policy initiatives in speeches, did not automatically translate into hard policy.19

Blair’s fluid state of mind is revealed in a fifteen-page confidential memo sent to his senior aides in Number 10 on 21 April 2001. He opens by examining his core beliefs, and the continuing relevance of New Labour. But he does not state precisely its purpose, nor how his core beliefs might translate into policy. The paper states very clearly that he wants to be re-elected on his ‘own clear personal mandate’. What does it say of his agenda? He wants to break away both from Thatcherism and ‘old-style social democracy’, and to work in a ‘post-Thatcherite political system’ (without spelling out exactly what that means). Abroad, he wants Britain to play a major ‘positive’ role in Europe, but offers no set goals or timetable for his policy on the Euro. He wants to concentrate on social services and to introduce ‘radical’ reforms. But he does not say how. He talks about the importance of ‘community’, harking back to the very impulses that first caught his imagination about politics when he was an undergraduate at Oxford University from 1972 to 1975.20 But he retains a student fuzziness. The fifteen pages amount to little more than chapter headings. The substance, he says, will come in his speeches during the election campaign.21

Some in the Labour Party were pressing for a radical manifesto. They believed that the 1997 manifesto had been too cautious and lacking in detail. They may have accepted the need for ‘safety first’ back then, but now they demanded more. Stephen Byers articulated such hopes in a speech in early April: ‘The election provides us with a once-in-a-generation opportunity to change our country fundamentally. We need to ensure the manifesto is modernising and radical. It is a golden opportunity.’22

The search for a ‘big idea’, or even a series of smaller ideas, to shape Labour’s second-term agenda intensified as the election approached. It is indeed surprising that with so many intellectually brilliant advisers at the centre, and in the departments, more was not achieved. Requests were sent out to ‘ministers, think-tanks and anyone else with a fertile idea that this time Mr Blair seeks a sweeping programme of far-reaching reform to put to voters’.23 Think-tanks, however, were to provide just one significant idea that was incorporated into the manifesto, the ‘child trust fund’, and its ownership was quarrelled over by the Fabians, the Social Market Foundation (SMF) and the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR).24 The feisty Ed Richards, who had been brought into Whitehall after running corporate strategy for the BBC, was charged with working up ideas for the manifesto, which included a strong push on social mobility and opportunity. Yet many of these ideas were smothered by both Blair’s and Brown’s preference for caution. Senior aides, including Mulgan, saw the writing on the wall and expressly warned Blair that caution now could leave the government short on policy halfway through the second term.25

The Campaign: May–June 2001

The assumption, in the media and in the country at large, was that the election would be held on 3 May, on the same day as the local elections. But this date, long written into the diary at Labour Party headquarters at Millbank, had not taken account of the outbreak of the ‘foot and mouth’ farm animal epidemic. The first sign of a problem came on 21 February with confirmation that pigs from an abattoir in Essex had the disease. The realisation followed that the disease had spread throughout the country. Other countries swiftly imposed bans on British beef exports and thousands of farmers watched helplessly as their cattle became worthless. Nick Brown, Gordon Brown’s long-standing ally, was in charge as Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries & Food (MAFF). For four weeks he battled to gain control, fiercely asserting his right to handle the dispute. But in the second half of March, Blair’s patience snapped. On 23 March, he summoned Wilson. ‘I want you to take control of this crisis,’ he told him. ‘Get a group of officials together because this is disastrous.’26 Wilson promptly convened a meeting of relevant Whitehall departments. David King, the government’s Chief Scientific Adviser, now assumed a central role: his evidence-based approach to combating the epidemic combined with the logistical expertise of the armed forces proved crucial to the government establishing control.27 King’s advice also made an impact on the thinking about election timing.

With Wilson’s help Blair took personal charge of the crisis, utilising COBRA, as he had done during the fuel crisis in late 2000. A clash with the Treasury was not far away. ‘It thought that it should have no role in foot and mouth,’ said one Number 10 official, ‘but any half-decent finance ministry would have been challenging MAFF’s thinking, putting forward alternative solutions, not ducking for cover.’28 Number 10 told the Treasury how much they would need to get over the initial crisis and got on with it. They infuriated Brown by ‘simply ignoring him’.29 At COBRA meetings there would often be an empty chair for the Treasury. Brown resented Blair claiming the initiative: ‘At some point, Cabinet government will have to be re-imposed,’ Brown told Campbell, and ‘TB will have to extricate himself from being in charge of this’.30 Campbell baulked at this: ‘MAFF have been hopeless,’ he told Brown. ‘The idea TB should not be taking this over is absurd.’31

Learning from the fuel crisis, when he had been criticised for being insufficiently visible, Blair made a point of visiting disaster-ridden areas across Britain and listening to those affected. With his own credibility now at stake, he could not be seen to fail. For six weeks, from late March to early May, the crisis consumed him. ‘He was constantly frustrated by his inability to solve it: every time he thought he had got the problem cracked, it went wrong again,’ said an official.32 Blair’s approach came at a price. As he admitted on 20 April, he lacked the energy to write his introduction to the election manifesto: ‘All he could think about, with foot and mouth going round in his head, was sheep!’33

The crisis sparked divisions within Number 10 about the timing of the election. Most wanted to stick with 3 May, even after the crisis had broken out. A delay might jeopardise Labour’s lead in the polls, giving the impression of a government not in control. Crunch time was the week beginning Monday, 19 March. An hour-long meeting with Brown at the Treasury on 21 March was inconclusive. The Chancellor was in two minds, and the mood was tense. Labour Party figures in Number 10 favoured 3 May, as did Prescott, Straw and Blunkett.34 By contrast, Anji Hunter and Sally Morgan fought strongly for a delay.35 Heywood and the other officials working in the crisis were concerned too that the earlier date might distract Blair’s focus at a crucial time.36 Mounting concerns that the US economy was wobbling, and might have an unsettling effect on the British economy with knock-ons to the electorate, added to the tension.37

Blair’s dilemma burst into the open when European Commission President Romano Prodi asked at an EU summit in Stockholm on Friday 23 March how long he had to decide on the timing. ‘Ten days,’ Blair replied: words picked up by an ITN microphone.38 On the plane home from Sweden, he asked his foreign policy advisers for their personal opinions. Stephen Wall (Europe) was in favour of sticking to May. John Sawers (rest of the world) commented that, as an ordinary voter, he thought a month’s delay would be judicious and appreciated by the electorate.39 On the Saturday Blair had a long phone conversation with Blunkett, whose diary records: ‘[Blair’s] instincts are to postpone both the local elections and the General Election until 7 June, but he would not make up his mind for a couple of days. It was a really hard decision.’40 Lance Price, Labour’s Director of Communications, recorded in his own diary that Blair had become ‘very twitchy’ about what to do.

Mandelson, an advocate of delaying until June, now began to recognise reality: ‘The umbilical cord between us and 3 May has snapped,’ he declared on Sunday 25 March.41 The next day ‘Jack Straw was still urging 3 May’, Campbell noted in his diary, but ‘TB was pretty convinced we had to go for June as a way of taking out some heat’.42 Campbell, who had already given the Sun an exclusive on the election date, was furious at the delay. At the morning meeting at Number 10 early the following week, when the postponement decision was formally taken, he was visibly angry, banging his fist and shouting at the head of communications of MAFF, the department he blamed for the delay. As he walked out of the meeting, he muttered, ‘Bloody stupid day, bloody stupid decision.’43 Blair was uncomfortable that Campbell’s views were opposed to Hunter’s: he was never happy when his closest colleagues–Campbell, Mandelson and Hunter–were at odds with each other.44 On 2 April, Blair announced that the local elections would be rescheduled to 7 June, sending a clear, if implicit message, that the General Election would also be held on that day. Blair was adamant, however, that he would not under any circumstances delay the election until the autumn. ‘Even if the lead is down to 6 per cent in June, I’m still going in June,’ he told colleagues in private.45 Blair had been under intense, and conflicting, pressure from the press over the delay. Yet after the decision was taken, Price recorded, ‘The media generally supported [the delay] with everyone, except the Mirror, suddenly discovering they were in favour all along.’46

What finally convinced him to delay? Election timing is one of a Prime Minister’s most lonely decisions. The polls showed 44 per cent were strongly against a May election. But public opinion was not the decisive reason. Brown saw the risks of both May and June, but left the final decision to Blair: he then let it be known that he thought Blair had got it wrong once he announced the delay.47 The foot and mouth crisis was the key factor: Blair could not imagine canvassing while the epidemic still raged across large parts of rural Britain. The government had first to master the crisis, and David King told him its peak would be passed by 7 June. ‘I would say that this was the first time in British history that science had been used to predict the date of a general election,’ King said.48 There remained the risk, however, that the crisis might still be raging, and the decision would then have been savaged. Delay was a brave decision by Blair, and it showed that he had a better feel for the national mood than many of his colleagues.

Blair formally opened the campaign on Tuesday 8 May, at St Saviour’s and St Olave’s, an inner-city ‘beacon’ school in Bermondsey, south London, announcing finally that the General Election would be held on 7 June. A school was deliberately chosen to highlight Blair’s education priority, but the choice backfired. ‘I stand before you today with a sense of humility and hope,’ Blair told the bemused audience of schoolgirls. ‘Four years ago you gave us, New Labour, a majority larger than I or anyone else believed you would.’ Blunkett recorded in his diary: ‘So there we are, sitting in the front row, and Tony comes in with a live broadcast, filming not just his speech, but of course, the reaction of the audience. No wonder the young people present were bewildered, because the speech itself had to address the adult audience across the country. But for the teenagers, all of this was a bit too much–as the press the following morning demonstrated with photographs of bewildered looks on young faces, the nudging and the closed eyes.’49

Closed eyes and stifled yawns also greeted Labour’s manifesto, Ambitions for Britain, launched by Blair in Birmingham on 16 May. ‘It is a manifesto with a big ambition for Britain–a mission for the reform of public services,’ he said, promising a future Labour government would recruit 10,000 more teachers, 20,000 more nurses, 10,000 more doctors and 6,000 extra police. But for all the promises of it being ‘radical’, it failed to ignite much interest. Hugo Young, the doyen of left-of-centre commentators, summed it up when he described the manifesto as ‘exceedingly boring. There’s not a trace of glamour about it.’50 The party responded defensively that the comprehensive spending review (CSR) of 2000 had settled the spending commitments for the three years 2001–04, and ‘left us with the problem of having little genuinely new to say’.51

The four-week campaign contrasted with the vivid and often exuberant excitement of 1997. William Hague led a beleaguered Tory Party struggling to overcome internal divisions and poor organisation, fixated upon its campaign to ‘Save the Pound’.52 Blair compared it to getting into a boxing ring and finding there was no opponent.53 Bob Shrum, the US Democrat Party consultant, observing the election at Millbank, told one Labour aide that it was ‘like machine-gunning a corpse’.54 But Blair felt uneasy during the first week of campaigning, when Campbell recorded that he was ‘lacking in confidence, tired-looking, still a bit nervy and it was draining having to pump him up the whole time’.55 Poor relations with Brown were also chipping away at his morale. ‘Tony Blair was almost impatient to get the campaign over with. He didn’t relish it. He found it quite unpleasant, and hated the politics and the campaign. Gordon decided what the politics were, and he let Gordon run it from the centre and he ran the campaign on the road.’56 On 23 May, with two weeks to polling day, Price recorded: ‘Blair seems strongly disengaged from the campaign. His mind seems to be elsewhere.’57 Another aide recalled, ‘Frankly, the campaign was awful and Gordon was a real bully. It annoyed Gordon that even though he was running it at the centre the media would always want to follow Tony on to the road.’58 Mandelson was one of many in Blair’s camp aggrieved by Brown running the campaign. Brown in turn resented Mandelson’s efforts to influence strategy. He exploded in front of Campbell at party headquarters: he ‘went on a great tirade, said we were letting [Mandelson] destroy the campaign, undermine him, be ill-disciplined, on and on he went’.59 Brown wanted to fight a narrow and negative campaign to ‘destroy the Tories in the first week’,60 while emphasising the strength of the economy and improvement in living standards; Blair wanted it to be broader and was desperate to win a personal mandate.61 Relations between both individuals, and their camps, became progressively more poisonous as the campaign wore on. ‘The problem with Gordon during the campaign was he didn’t want to share decisions or the limelight with anyone,’ said one neutral observer.62 The froideur, desperately downplayed by both sides, was obvious for all to see. Robert Harris, the novelist, wrote: ‘The Brown body language during the campaign whenever Blair was speaking (yawning, consulting his watch, discovering hitherto unsuspected fluff on his jacket) was as obvious as semaphore.’63

Anxieties that he had crafted an overly cautious manifesto now began to strike home. ‘Blair’s big worry was that we would win big, but he would not actually have a mandate for big change,’ recalled a close confidant.64 He decided to make his personal contribution in six keynote speeches, a strategy envisaged in his confidential memo of 21 April. He wanted to use the speeches to fill in the detail absent from the manifesto. But did he succeed? The first such speech came at Trimdon Labour Club, at the heart of his own constituency of Sedgefield, in County Durham. An assault on Thatcherism was his theme. ‘More than once I took flak inside the party for saying not everything Mrs Thatcher did was wrong.’ But he attacked her now for her ‘four great failings’: economic recession, under-investment in public services, a belief in selfish individuals and a ‘destructive’ rejection of Europe. ‘I stand as New Labour,’ he told his audience, pledging to lead a ‘modern, liberal, social democrat party’, occupying the centre ground between ‘crypto-Thatcherites’ and ‘old-style Socialists’.65 It was necessary electioneering, but it did not mean much.

In Birmingham on 16 May to make his second speech he pushed for a greater role for the private and voluntary sectors in delivering public services and provoked an argument not only with Brown but also with the unions. He deliberately sought to convey the impression that the manifesto was more radical in its role for the private sector–anathema to old Labour–than in fact it was. From now on, the election was dominated by the very kind of row Brown had sought to avoid. The news headlines that night led on another story, however–Blair being accosted outside a hospital by Sharon Storer, a member of the public whose partner was undergoing treatment for cancer. As she harangued Blair for the inadequate treatment she believed her partner was receiving, Blair could only stand by, apparently lost for words.66 The incident made a mark, not only on the public: ‘It was very significant in heightening his conviction that the health service was changing too slowly,’ said Simon Stevens, who joined Number 10 after the election as Blair’s key adviser on health.67

The most significant of Blair’s speeches during the campaign came at Gravesend in Kent on 21 May, when he articulated his core themes for public services in the second and third terms: ‘high standards’ nationwide, ‘devolution of decision-making’ and ‘flexibility’. His fourth and seminal principle, ‘diversity and choice’, was added only after the General Election. Blair had relied heavily on his speechwriting team of Alastair Campbell, Peter Hyman and the Policy Unit for drafting his other speeches during the campaign. This was a speech he wrote himself. ‘He was very proud of it. It reflected the way his thinking had been developed.’68 Four days later, he spoke in Edinburgh about Europe. Brown was even more unhappy about this speech than Gravesend. ‘Gordon very concerned about TB’s speech tomorrow on Europe,’ recorded Lance Price. ‘Asked AC if he could see it but AC said it didn’t yet exist…Gordon didn’t believe it.’69 Labour’s polls showed working-class Labour voters were hostile to the Euro, and there were fears that Hague might make capital out of playing the Eurosceptic card. Blair pressed ahead regardless. He doubted Hague’s ability to inflict much damage, and he was damned if he was going to let Brown stop him.70 He spoke to aides in a macho way about how his second term would see decisive action on the EU. No one in Blair’s team knew in advance exactly what he would say on the day, nor did he, and in the end caution again won out. On the Euro he said it would be in Britain’s interest to join the single currency, without saying when or why. This was not new. The speech nonetheless was seen by some as the beginning of a two-year campaign for a referendum on joining the Euro. A Guardian leader said that the speech ‘started the process…which could lead either to Mr Blair’s own apotheosis or nemesis’.71

Despite encouraging opinion polls and confidence in Party HQ that the overall strategy was proving to be effective, Blair became progressively disheartened as the campaign wore on. As a result, he decided to change tack, ‘going into lots of community centres and making it much of a more micro-campaign while we left Gordon to go it alone running the macro-campaign from London’.72 He let slip to two interviewers that he was ‘not happy’ being Prime Minister.73 Blair’s fifth main speech, in Newport, Shropshire on 30 May, was on a subject close to his heart, law and order. He stressed the three ‘R’s’, ‘rights, responsibilities and reform’, and signalled that law and order was going to become a major theme. But everyone knew this. Blair rounded off on 5 June with his final speech in Yardley, in the West Midlands, two days before polling day. This was a plea against voter apathy, a growing worry during the campaign. Blair painted the election as an opportunity for Britain to put the ‘Saatchi’ years behind it.

On the evening before polling day, he went to his home, Myrobella, in the village of Trimdon in his constituency. His pollster and confidant Philip Gould told him that evening that the worst-case scenario was a majority of 75 and the best 200. Everything would hinge on the turnout.74 Blair held discussions on Thursday morning principally about the post-election reshuffle, with Campbell, Powell, Hunter and Morgan. During the day, he toured the constituency, going to the polling stations and voting booths, meeting voters and chatting to party workers. When he returned home in the afternoon he continued to work on the Cabinet. By early evening his mood was described as ‘anxious and concerned. He was waiting desperately to hear the results, and was forever asking us “have you heard anything, is there any news, is there any indication?”’75 ‘We were reasonably confident but really unsure about the size of the majority,’ recalled one aide.76 But he was more assured as he left for his own count at Newton Aycliffe Leisure Centre after news from Millbank that exit polls were indicating another triple-figure majority. He still refused to relax: ‘It’s not over until it’s over,’ he insisted.77 One aide described how they all felt. ‘There was a real sense of anti-climax. Above everything, we were all just incredibly tired.’ The atmosphere at his count and at the Trimdon Labour Club lacked the euphoria of 1997. He hugged Cherie several times, as he did his children Euan and Nicky and Katherine and forgetting the cameras, he held his father Leo close to him, and stroked his hair quite unselfconsciously. It was a rare personal moment.78

The party were driven to Teesside Airport where they were flown south on a jet loaned by the Chairman of British Midland. ‘Tony was very downbeat and sober. We had to wait an incredibly long time on the tarmac for the press corps to arrive. It was all very different from the private jet that flew us south in 1997.’79 During the flight Blair had ‘that far-away look in his eyes. It looks as though he’s listening to you but his mind is not there. He was thinking ahead to the reshuffle, thinking about the next steps.’80 The plane landed at Stansted, from where they were driven to Labour’s party in Millbank. He arrived shortly after 5:30 A.M., tried to be cheerful but gave the impression that he could not wait to get away.81 Observers noticed that he and Brown could barely bring themselves to shake hands, let alone exchange a sentence in public.82 The mood at the party was different from the excitement at the Royal Festival Hall in 1997. ‘We were tired and emotional,’ one aide working on the campaign recalled, ‘but it felt better than 1997.’ The historic achievement of winning a full second term with an almost unchanged majority was still sinking in.83

By the time he was driven back to Number 10, he had only time for a short rest in the flat before being driven to Buckingham Palace to meet the Queen. On his return, on the steps of Downing Street, he delivered a deliberately solemn message: ‘It is a mandate for reform and for investment in the future and it is also very clearly an instruction to deliver.’ Of his preceding four years in office, he gave a prosaic assessment. ‘I believe in the last four years we’ve laid foundations. I believe our victory in this election shows that the people understand that we’ve laid foundations, but now is the time to build upon them.’ In contrast to the windy rhetoric of 1997, he wanted to set a businesslike tone for his second and probably final term in office: ‘I’ve learned, I hope, from the mistakes, as well the good things. But above all I’ve learned of the importance of establishing the clear priorities of government. Of setting them out clearly for people, then focusing on them relentlessly whatever events may come and go.’84 He turned his back on the cameras, and, stepping in through Number 10’s black door, walked down the corridor between the lines of assembled Downing Street staff for the ‘clapping in’ ritual before settling down to business.

‘At the Peak of His Power’: Reshuffle and Remoulding

‘You are now at the peak of your power. You may never be as strong again as you are now,’ said Richard Wilson when he greeted Blair moments later.85 Wilson remembers his words chiming with Blair’s mood, and the Prime Minister giving him a look that suggested he understood. Together, they settled down to finalise his plans. The most significant decision of Blair’s reshuffle entailed no change. It was to retain Brown at the Treasury. Shortly before the election, Blair was told that in the view of several civil servants, serving and retired, he would be making a mistake to retain Brown at the Treasury for a second term.86 Several in his den argued for a change, believing Blair could not continue to function as Prime Minister properly if Brown remained in situ.87 Powell, long-time foe of Brown, saw the attraction of removing him, though he did not think it politically possible.88 Sally Morgan thought similarly, as did Mandelson, a vehement voice from the wings.89 Campbell had become thoroughly disillusioned with Brown’s antics at Millbank during the campaign when he ‘wound up Alastair very badly’. One aide said, ‘Alastair began to think that Tony would get on much better with Gordon out of the way!’90 Anji Hunter was less sure, aware of Blair’s deep inner conflicts over him. There were ‘endless discussions about moving Gordon, which went on and on and on and on’, recalled one senior source.91 Blair ‘blew hot and cold’, particularly in the previous three months when his irritation was at its highest. But he would keep on coming back to the point that ‘if we move him against his wishes, he will go on to the backbenches and it will be very difficult’.92 He worried that Brown would lead a rebellion. But according to Robert Peston, author of Brown’s Britain, ‘This was probably the last occasion when Blair could have ousted Brown and not destroyed himself in the process.’93

Brown did not hear of these discussions until some months later and was reportedly shocked when he heard the news.94 The so-called pro-Blair (and anti-Brown) ‘ultras’ in Number 10, whose numbers were to swell by the 2005 General Election, were disappointed that when it came to the crunch, Blair felt unable to act. Eighteen months later, Blair told a senior Whitehall official, ‘I really can move him. I’m not frightened of moving him.’95 But there was always something residing deep inside Blair–love, fear, compassion–that held him back. Another plan discussed in the den was to switch Brown to the Foreign Office, to be legitimised by the argument that he needed to gain foreign experience to prepare him for the premiership. Again caution won through. The prospect of Brown blocking him on foreign policy for the next four years, as he had on domestic policy in the previous four, was less of a factor than indications that Brown would not buy it. Thought switched to retaining Brown as Chancellor but moving the post of Chief Secretary within the orbit of Downing Street. This plan too, which would be raised again before 2005, was aborted.

So if Brown was to stay, another ‘big beast’ had to move. Blair’s sights fixed on Robin Cook, who had not been the successful or loyal Foreign Secretary he had imagined.96 Sacking him was his most brutal move: he was ever a reluctant executioner. So why did it happen? ‘Blair saw the danger of allowing him to stay in the one job for too long, acquiring more authority and more independence. He had that in spades in the Treasury, and didn’t want it in the Foreign Office in the second term as well,’ said one senior official.97 Blair had stood by Cook when he had had his first-term marital difficulties and set up home with his former secretary, Gaynor Regan. Having backed him then, he felt he could move against Cook with impunity now, knowing he never enjoyed widespread support in Cabinet or among the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP). Secrecy was key. One senior official put it brutally. ‘He went because Blair did not trust him, including not trusting him to keep quiet if he told him in advance.’98 Blair did not even tell Wilson, giving the Cabinet Secretary the impression that he had decided to move Cook only the day before.99 But as one aide said, ‘We’d planned to move him all along. Robin received a lot of assurances that he wasn’t going to move, but these did not come from us. He was not part of our plans for the Foreign Office.’100 Another said, ‘we had to move someone at the top to make room for new blood lower down.’101 It later emerged that Lord Levy, the Labour fund-raiser, had told Cook that he was not to be moved. Cook accepted this, believing that it had come from Blair himself.102 The fears were that if Cook learned of his intention, it would result in campaigning for him to stay. Cabinet and indeed most in Number 10 were thus not informed: not even Prescott knew for certain whether Cook would be moved.103

The news came as a complete surprise to Cook. ‘My first warning that something was wrong was the way that Anji Hunter treated me when I arrived at Number 10,’ Cook wrote in his diary. ‘Anji is a prime exponent of the touchy-feely school of expression, and this morning she was keeping to her own private space.’ He was shown in to see Blair. ‘Perhaps because of exhaustion he wasted no time in getting down to business. “I want you to move. I know this is not fair. You have not done anything wrong, but I need to make changes.”’104 In his diary, Cook implies that he took it all quite philosophically. In fact, he was deeply distressed. A disconsolate Cook went back to his room in the Foreign Office and was seen to be sitting with his head in his hands, a brandy by his side, repeating to himself, ‘What shall I do, what shall I do? Tony has sacked me.’ Officials learned that Blair had offered him the Leadership of the House. ‘What should I do?’ he asked them. A conversation followed with Gaynor so he could talk it over with her.105 To others in the Foreign Office he said, ‘Tony’s lost his mind, he doesn’t know what he’s doing. You’ve got to save him. He’s acting totally irrationally.’106 Later that day, a torn Cook agreed to move to his new post.

Blair settled on Jack Straw as the most suitable successor, appointing him partly faute de mieux and partly because he trusted him. ‘Although Jack and TB did not see eye to eye on many Home Office issues,’ said one Number 10 insider, ‘Jack was fundamentally loyal. They’d have their arguments in private, but then Jack would stick to the script and decisions in public, something Robin hadn’t done.’107 Straw’s inexperience in foreign policy would have an added bonus for Blair. It would take him time to get up to speed. Straw had been expecting to take over from Prescott at the Department for Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR), and had already been to the ministry to meet the staff. He was ‘flabbergasted’ when he was told the news that he was about to be appointed Foreign Secretary. Blair in fact had decided on his appointment for some time. ‘After he offered me the job, we talked about the world picture and then about Europe, and he asked me what my attitude to the Euro would be (I was known as a bit of a Eurosceptic): I said, “My mind was open, but if we entered, we must do so on the right terms.”’108 Given the priority Blair wanted to give to British entry in the second term, it was hardly a big sell.

Blair had another surprise for Wilson that Friday. ‘You’re not going to be pleased with me over this,’ he told the Cabinet Secretary, ‘but I’ve decided that John Prescott should be moved into the Cabinet Office.’109 ‘This came as a considerable shock to Wilson and civil servants because they had done a huge amount of work on the role of the Cabinet Office which Blair had signed up to in detail,’ remarked a senior official. ‘There was no “John Prescott” slot in it.’110 Worse for the mandarins, Prescott was already in the waiting room. Wilson couldn’t quite understand what Blair was doing. He thought he was exhausted certainly, and although he didn’t normally find him a rebellious man, he found him in a ‘rebellious mood’ on that day.111 Number 10 had not judged Prescott to be a success at DETR, and moving him into the Cabinet Office was designed to play to his strengths, as a chair of Cabinet committees and an enforcer of the Prime Minister’s will, without giving him further departmental responsibilities. Prescott learned only that night that his beloved DETR was to be split up: ‘Bloody mad idea,’ he said.112

Straw’s move created a vacancy at the Home Office. Blunkett’s work at Education recommended him for a bigger post. ‘The PM wanted someone who shared his instincts in relation to security, law and order, criminal justice, immigration and asylum,’ Blunkett said. ‘“Follow your instincts and I’ll back you,” he told me.’ Blair felt he had found a kindred spirit. ‘Remember there is a disjunction about how MPs feel in Parliament and how our supporters feel in the community. Don’t worry about the flak you’ll get from the liberal left: they don’t experience the things that we’re talking about.’ Blair wanted him to learn from Michael Howard’s uncompromising period as Home Secretary from 1993 to 1997. Blair respected what he had tried to do in that post, in contrast to his one-time mentor Roy Jenkins, who had told him that ‘the Home Secretary could not make any impact on reducing crime’.113

Blair knew that it was imperative to get not only Blairites but also high talents into the core ‘delivery’ departments. Education was going to be as important as they got. Blunkett had lobbied hard for Estelle Morris, his Minister of State. The expectation was that his job would be given to Blairite Stephen Byers but in the middle of the election campaign, the Sun ran a story that it would be Morris, ‘So that was who we assumed in the Department would get the job, because Alastair Campbell or one of his aides had leaked it,’ said a senior Education official wryly.114 Blair admired Morris’s skills as a communicator, her commitment when a schools minister, and her excellent relations with teachers (she had been one herself). He was always keen also to promote women to senior positions. Byers instead was given Transport–another frontline department. At Health, Alan Milburn, another arch-Blairite, was retained as Secretary of State. The reshuffle saw former ‘Kinnockites’ rewarded: Charles Clarke became Party Chairman, with a seat in Cabinet, Patricia Hewitt was promoted to Cabinet as Trade and Industry Secretary, while John Reid remained at Northern Ireland. Margaret Beckett had her wish granted for a bigger department, and became Secretary of State for the new Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), a reward for her loyalty in the first term.

Blair went to bed early on the Friday night and spent all Saturday and Sunday seeing more lowly ministers, determined to get all the junior appointments right. He was very clear in the instructions that he gave to all his new appointees: any verbal instructions were shortly followed by letters amplifying what he wanted them to do. By the end of the weekend, Blair was satisfied. He had soulmates in key positions (Milburn, Blunkett, Byers and Morris), supported by Hilary Armstrong, promoted to Cabinet as Chief Whip, along with Tessa Jowell, the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). He regretted there was no place for Mandelson, but after two resignations, there was no way back. The question now was, would his new team be strong enough to see the job through?

Blair’s brave new second-term vision also required him to put the right structures in place. ‘Is this it? Is this all I’ve inherited from John Major?’ he had said back in 1997. ‘We are the fourth largest economy in the world and a major role in Europe, and I don’t even have a proper department to serve me.’115 Not till 2000, prompted by Powell and Heywood, did he realise he needed much stronger support at the heart of Downing Street. Too much attention had gone into managing the media and communications at Number 10, and insufficient to overseeing policy, delivery and politics.

To Andrew Turnbull, who succeeded Wilson as Cabinet Secretary in 2002, it took Blair most of the first term to realise that he needed much better support. ‘He did not have a Strategy Unit, he did not have a strong personnel function, nor did he have an IT function and nor did he have a performance management capability. He realised all this needed to change if he was going to lead the government effectively.’116 The solution, Blair proposed, would be to turn the Cabinet Office effectively into a Prime Minister’s Department by incorporating Number 10 within it, supplemented by other functions raided from across Whitehall.117 This grand design did not initially go down well with the civil service. To Wilson, the Cabinet Office’s very purpose was to support collective government and the Cabinet as a whole, not just the Prime Minister. Such a move, he said, was a huge constitutional change and a very decisive step towards the Prime Minister becoming presidential, which he thought unwise politically and administratively.118 The controversial and disputed proposal included Wilson becoming the Prime Minister’s overall Permanent Secretary, running Number 10 and the Cabinet Office combined, with all key figures, including Powell, Campbell, Hunter and Heywood working for him as the supremo running the Prime Minister’s Department.119 The prospect of overwhelming power was dangled tantalisingly before Wilson. He rejected it out of hand.120

Blair changed tack. Talking with Wilson in the Number 10 flat in late April, he said, ‘My Cabinet Ministers have a Permanent Secretary, why shouldn’t I have a Permanent Secretary here in Number 10? Why shouldn’t my Principal Private Secretary become a Permanent Secretary?’ Wilson responded that to do so would be to over-grade the post, and that he wasn’t certain that there would be anybody good willing to do the job, ‘because Permanent Secretaries want to run large departments, not just a couple of hundred people in Downing Street.’121 Blair also pressed Wilson on strengthening his foreign policy support in Number 10. It had become evident to Blair and others during the Good Friday Agreement talks in 1998, and the Kosovo crisis in 1999, that he needed more of a foreign policy infrastructure in Number 10. John Sawers, then his Foreign Affairs Private Secretary, discussed with Powell the idea of blending the foreign policy elements in Number 10 and Cabinet Office and creating two high-powered figures, one covering Europe and the other all non-Europe foreign policy areas. Wilson conceded, but insisted that these figures should have a ‘dual nationality’; they should belong to both the Cabinet Office and to Number 10. Blair agreed.122 For the European job, Blair asked Stephen Wall, who had been running the European Secretariat in the Cabinet Office since 2000, but who had little appetite to return to Number 10.123 For the foreign job, David Manning, Sawers’s donnish successor at Number 10, was selected. Blair at last had the firepower on foreign and European policy that he wanted. In Wall he had the man considered to be the ‘greatest expert on the EU in Whitehall’ and in Manning, an official of very high intelligence and subtlety. The innovation proved a success.

Instead of the nuclear option of a Prime Minister’s Department, Blair settled for the halfway house of a strengthened Number 10, with a closer link to a still separate Cabinet Office. Number 10 was reshaped under three separate commands. A ‘Policy Directorate’ was formed merging together the Policy Unit and the Private Office to take charge of the Prime Minister’s day-to-day work and short-term policy advice. This was headed overall by Heywood, with Andrew Adonis as the special adviser acting as ‘Head of Policy’. The new directorate was the brain child of Heywood, who wanted to create machinery to fit in with Blair’s preferred method of working, which was to have just one ‘expert’ advising him on each subject, as well as creating a more dynamic engine capable of driving forward Blair’s agenda throughout Whitehall.124 The development aroused concern within Number 10 and across the Labour Party. Not only was the directorate to be overseen managerially by the career civil servant, Heywood, but his deputy, Adonis, was regarded (rightly) as more social democrat than Labour.

A Communications and Strategy Unit was set up under Campbell’s direction, separating it from the Press Office, to be run by two career civil servants, Godric Smith and Tom Kelly. Removing Campbell from day-to-day media handling, and reducing the perception of ‘spin’, lay behind its change. A Government Relations Division, the third of the ‘commands’, was set up to oversee relations between Number 10, the Labour Party and outside bodies including business. The changes created a different atmosphere. ‘Number 10 was much smaller and more compact in the first term,’ said Robert Hill, the new Number 10 Political Secretary. ‘We all knew each other, and had a shared political history. Access to the PM was simple. In the second term, Number 10 became very different. It was a much more formal and less personal place.’125 A more professional office, though, was exactly what Blair needed.

Government relations was to be run by Anji Hunter, who had initially decided that she was going to be leaving after the election, and told Blair as much in early 2001.126 Blair was unhappy. Gazing ahead at a second term without her by his side, he resolved to make her change her mind. ‘Tony likes Anji because he likes people who have made it work for him in the past,’ said a close aide. ‘She made him feel secure.’127 Blair enticed her on the road during the campaign with the prospect of this bigger job and salary. They agreed, in utter confidence, that she would accept this new post, but also to keep the news strictly to themselves. One senior Number 10 official, who thought he knew everything about the reshuffle, was stunned to be told by an exhausted Blair on the Friday that she was staying.128 Blair told Cherie about it in the den that Friday afternoon. Her relations with Hunter had never been good, but soured considerably after May 1997. One insider, sympathetic to both parties, put it, ‘You have to describe Cherie’s and Anji’s relationship as a total disaster.’129 Cherie, as a highly qualified person in her own right, had wanted to play a role in Number 10, akin to that of her friend Hillary Clinton in the United States. Such a role, however, did not materialise and Cherie resented seeing Hunter, who she could never forget had known her husband longer than she had, spending so much more time with him. ‘Most women would have found it very hard to have their husband so close to somebody else,’ said one insider. ‘Wherever he was, Anji was always turning up. She took that as saying Anji was more important to him than she was.’130 When Cherie was told by her husband that Anji was staying on, she emerged from the den with a face described as ‘frozen’.131 His meeting with Cherie in the den in the afternoon lasted up to an hour and a half. It was clear to all around that she was furious. One official said, ‘What was so bizarre was that we had six major government changes to process that afternoon, but our time was taken, not on the new people and briefings, but on sorting out the rumpus that followed his announcement that Anji was staying on.’132

None of the three commands proved an enduring success. Campbell left Number 10 in the summer of 2003, though it had become clear long before that he was unable to play the more strategic and detached role he and Blair wanted. Hunter quickly regretted her decision to stay and left in the autumn. Sally Morgan, who had not welcomed the increase in power to Hunter and who officially left Number 10 at the election, came back to an enhanced role in November–although she was never entirely cut off, and continued to attend the Monday morning meetings even after she left, and talked regularly on the phone to Blair. The Policy Directorate never worked fully as intended. It worked well as long as Heywood was there, but it needed someone of his intellectual and personal authority to hold it together. Blair, nevertheless, had substantially sculpted the Number 10 team he wanted. In Heywood, Manning and Wall he had three of the most high-powered brains and operators in Whitehall. He remained very close to Campbell and Hunter even after they left, while on a day-to-day basis Morgan rapidly came to fulfil the ‘female’ role that Blair needed. ‘Tony Blair likes women,’ said one observer: ‘He’s more likely to open to them about his feelings and also to admit when he’s down. Alastair is the one man who he’ll be confessional to when he is really down. He’s a kind of “honorary girl” in that sense.’133 Powell was never quite on the same personal friendship terms with Blair, although he became more central to Blair as the second term wore on, and other figures fell away. Mandelson remained a constant figure who Blair consulted by telephone, particularly on his weekend ‘round of chats’. Adonis rapidly proved himself indispensable. As he himself declared, ‘I know almost telepathically what he will think on any big issue. We are both Christian Democrats as much as social democrats, with a keen sense of the futility of the old left–right British party system to reflect modern progressive society and politics, and I was always willing him on to be himself.’134 Blair would say of Adonis, ‘He thinks fundamentally the same as me. He reaches the same conclusion before I do. He’s brilliant.’135

If the second term was not to be like the first, Blair needed a new organisational weapon. The Delivery Unit, set up after the election in the Cabinet Office, was to be that weapon operating across Whitehall. Impressed by Michael Barber’s record working with Blunkett at Education since 1997, Blair decided to import his unit and its methodology wholesale into his own empire, concentrating not only on education but also on a core list of delivery priorities–health, crime, drugs, asylum and road congestion. Much of its effectiveness derived from the knowledge within Whitehall that it carried the Prime Minister’s imprimatur. Barber worked from early June to the end of July deciding on the Delivery Unit’s agenda, and then until October getting departments to work out the plans on how they would achieve their objectives. A letter was sent to permanent secretaries across Whitehall asking them to submit final ‘delivery plans’ by the end of October while he bombarded them with a string of sayings, irritating to some, such as, ‘if everything is under control, you’re not going fast enough’.136 The finite time in the second term was forensically carved up to ensure none was wasted. Barber correctly understood how much of the first term had been squandered as he recalled in his book, Instruction to Deliver: ‘At one of my first meetings with him in my new role, he agreed he wanted reform to be “more radical, more urgent and more comprehensive”.’137 Another catch-phrase deployed was ‘A week is a long time in politics, but four years is a very short time’.138 The unit organised ‘stock-takes’ that took place in Number 10 usually on Tuesday mornings, so the four key second-term departments–Home Office, Education, Health, Transport–would come in every two to three months. It asked penetrating questions of both the Secretary of State and the senior officials, and in this way, priorities were identified and progress very closely monitored.

The Treasury did not like the sound of Blair increasing Number 10’s firepower one bit. Would the Treasury’s sway in Whitehall be reduced? Ed Balls argued the Delivery Unit cut across the Treasury’s own ‘Public Service Agreement’ (PSA) targets, and worried that it would lobby for prime ministerial priorities against the Treasury.139 An immediate wedge between Number 10 and the Treasury after the election was only averted by tough negotiations with Treasury officials bringing into line the Unit’s priorities with PSA targets.140 Not all Number 10–Treasury disagreements in the second term were to be so readily dispatched.

While Blair’s focus was chiefly on creating the Number 10 he needed, Wilson’s was to produce the most radical restructuring of Whitehall for twenty years.141 At the heart of the plan had been dismembering the DETR and setting up the new Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DeFRA), as well as creating the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) and the Department for Education and Skills (DfES), while the Home Office, which Wilson thought overloaded (he had previously been its Permanent Secretary), lost several of its functions to allow more focus on crime and justice. It was not to be the last stab at perfecting the Home Office. Wilson, concerned by Blair’s tendency to centralise, did not have a high regard for his management skills. ‘Your problem is that neither you nor anyone in Number 10 has ever managed anything,’ he told a shocked Blair. ‘I’ve managed the Labour Party,’ he replied, indignantly. ‘You never managed them, you led them. There’s a big difference,’ the Cabinet Secretary retorted.142 Wilson explained that overseeing the delivery of a complex public service was very different from barking out instructions to party officials, or standing up at party conference and announcing a major change of policy. ‘Blair wasn’t the least interested in management,’ said one of his Cabinet ministers, who had ceased to serve beyond the first term. He had the ‘Blair garden look’, where his eyes glazed over and he looked out at the Number 10 garden whenever the word ‘management’ was used.143 ‘His experience as a barrister didn’t prepare him for managing people, or institutions,’ said a former Treasury mandarin. ‘Worse for him and the government,’ he continued, ‘Gordon Brown had no more idea. Gordon hadn’t the faintest clue how to get himself out of a paper bag.’144

Blair was deadly serious about ensuring that his second-term ran to plan. The changes in Downing Street amounted to the biggest upgrading of the Prime Minister’s resources in the history of the office. Even Number 12 Downing Street was commandeered from the Whip’s Office to house some of the newly appointed units. But were the people and the new structure–utterly different from what he had available to him during 1997–2001–finally going to be sufficient to allow him to make the mark on Britain he wanted for his premiership?

Finding His Stride: June to September

‘If we back off from this, we might as well pack our bags and walk out of this building now.’145 Blair was talking about introducing the private sector into public services at Number 10’s Monday morning meeting on 25 June, two weeks after the General Election. Blair saw winning the argument as ‘another Clause IV battle’. The meeting concluded with Blair commissioning Heywood and Adonis to work out concrete plans.146 Peter Hyman recollects Blair telling his close advisers at this time, reflecting back on the first term, ‘We did the symbolic and easy things, like the minimum wage. Now we are on to the really hard stuff.’147 Said one of Blair’s aides in 2007, ‘It was only at the beginning of the second term that he really identified what it was he wanted to do.’148 Blair himself would say, ‘There’s an irony that everyone said we hit the ground running in 1997, but we’d been slow in 2001.’149 In Blair’s mind the exact reverse was the case. ‘We did the eye-catching stuff in 1997 based on pre-worked out plans, but in terms of actually doing the real work, that’s only beginning now.’150

The Queen’s Speech delivered on 20 June should have been a grand unveiling of an exciting, vibrant programme. Instead it revealed the paucity of thinking before the election and in the manifesto. In the debate that followed, Blair promised ‘the most fundamental reform of public services for many years’.151 Odd then that only two of the twenty bills announced in the speech–on education and welfare–visualised extending the role of the private sector in public services. Beneath the bold rhetoric, caution remained. One exception was law and order, where a raft of proposals to reform the criminal justice system, including jury trial, was included. But there could be no disguising it: it was a tepid Queen’s Speech. ‘The country stands at Blair’s feet,’ Hugo Young wrote. ‘There is no rival power. We’re about to witness a regime that stands alone, unencumbered by any obstacle–but also unable to avail itself of the alibis or absolutions that might excuse its failure.’152 He had just won an enormous and unprecedented second term majority, the Opposition was weak, the economy strong, his command of the party unquestioned. He knew he could do much better.

Blair was determined to step up the drive before the summer. Much of the hard work he knew would be done out in the Whitehall departments, in particular by his four ‘big hitters’ in the key departments: Blunkett, Milburn, Byers and Morris. So in July he invited all four to dinner in the flat at Number 10 where he told them, ‘You guys are going to stay in these departments for the rest of this Parliament. You’ve got that assurance because I want you to be there. No, you’re not going to get reshuffled, because you’ve got to focus on what you’re going to achieve at the end of the four years.’153 Another recalled, ‘I think Tony at that point certainly saw us all doing the full term.’154 They all seemed to share the same outlook. Blair admired Blunkett the most personally, not the least for achieving so much despite his blindness. He was close to both Milburn and Byers politically and personally. ‘He felt comfortable talking to us both, whether about football or whatever, or just blowing off steam,’ said Byers.155 Morris was never close, personally or politically, but he admired the way that she had moved from teaching to becoming a senior minister. Together, these four were his stars, and on their prowess and capabilities would rest not only the success of his domestic policy in the second term, but more widely his whole premiership.

Blair sounded the battle cry at the Royal Free Hospital in north London on 15 July, in his most important speech between the election and the conference season. In a deliberate challenge to his critics in the unions and on the left of the party, he said he would not back down from his ‘crusade’ to reform public services, including an expanded role for the private sector, regardless of the opposition. He labelled it a ‘great progressive cause. It is reform or bust.’ To plan ahead for the autumn, Blair wanted to bring his team together before they all went away. An ‘away day’ at Chequers was thus convened on 25 July. The meeting was far from conclusive. Campbell opened the presentations, pointing to ‘ten policy and communications questions’ which needed urgent attention.156 Adonis followed on the direction of policy, warning presciently that ‘a lot of the big questions were still being ducked’ and that only the foundations had been laid.157 Heywood highlighted the major spending issues ahead, while Barber explained how the Delivery Unit would operate. In the discussion that followed, there was a growing sense that, as Campbell recorded, there was ‘not a strong enough forward narrative’ on investment and reform.158 ‘No decisions on precise measures, but reiteration of the need for proper “audit” of public services and policies to match, including more choice, use of private/voluntary sectors, etc.,’ was the less than euphoric record of one present.159 Robert Hill recalls Blair saying that ‘he had started off believing in 1997 that “standards not structures” were important (particularly in education), but he had begun to believe that in fact the very opposite was the case’.160 Blair was in bullish form, dismissing anyone who urged caution on reform: ‘When someone suggested “preference” might be an easier sell to the unions and the party, he replied simply: “Choice is choice.”’161 At one point in the discussions Blair added: ‘It’s going to be hell for a large part of the time we’re doing this…I don’t see any point in being Prime Minister unless we take risks.’162

Contemporary records reveal Blair’s evolving thinking after the election. In mid-June, he had written to Number 10’s new health specialist Simon Stevens to say ‘I need a note now’ on how to increase the role of the private sector in health. On 3 July, he took part in a no-holds-barred talk about using incentives to kick-start the modernisation of the NHS, and said he was attracted to the use of incentives to increase the quality of health care and to see the customer driving progress throughout the NHS.163 He had come to realise that it had been a mistake after 1997 to dismantle some of the Conservatives’ reforms which devolved power away from government, notably GP fund-holders and ‘grant-maintained’ schools. But Blair was still a long way from deciding how he wanted to move ahead.

By the end of July, Blair was described as ‘exhausted, absolutely knackered. As July went on, we just had to wait for him to get to the holiday.’164 Before going away he wrote to key figures in the Policy Directorate asking for holiday reading, including literature on how to increase consumer choice across all of health care.165 That August he spent much time at Chequers, and was away from 3 August with the family in Mexico and later in Cornwall. His staff at Number 10 anxiously watched the weather reports, praying for good weather. ‘You realised that the weather must be good if he didn’t phone,’ said Morgan.166 He liked to read political biography: the bookshelves at Chequers are lined with biographies which he has read, mostly on holiday. He did not enjoy novels. In the latter part of the holiday, he worked on his hand-written notes, which focused on the reform agenda, with a recurring theme tying increases in spending to reform and modernisation.167

By late August, it became clear that insufficient progress on his policy agenda was being made. Heywood, Barber and Adonis realised separately that unless the reform agenda for the second term was constructed imminently, ‘we could wave goodbye to the second term as a reform period’.168 One aide told Blair: ‘You’ve only got two years of really serious legislative and political authority in a cycle before you have to start planning for the following General Election.’169 Blair was not the only one to feel that the three months since the election had not been best used. ‘We realised that we risked losing the second term. It was a colossal task to do it all in the limited time we had.’170 Blair himself was fretting that the politics were not working out. The case for reform, he worried, was not being well enough made to the party, and the agenda could be derailed in the autumn before it had even fully coalesced. One solution he seized upon was asking Morgan to come back full-time into Number 10 to manage the ‘politics’.171

With so much still up in the air, and the conference season fast approaching, Blair was impatient to settle on the way ahead. Another ‘away day’ was convened at Chequers on Thursday 6 September, with the same cast as for 25 July but with Charles Clarke in his new capacity as Party Chairman. The focus was on Blair’s own paper written in August on ‘The Second Term Mission’. He defined the mission as ‘harnessing US economic dynamism and enterprise with European solidarity, while avoiding the inequity of the American system and the sclerosis of the present European social model’. The day started with discussion of a paper written by Mulgan on ‘choice’: by this time, ‘choice and diversity’ was emerging as the fourth key principle–alongside decentralisation, flexibility and uniform high standards which he had first outlined in his Gravesend speech. Adonis then set out a catalogue of specific policies to take forward this new agenda: he also stressed to Blair that time was short, and he had to decide many practical reform issues by Christmas ‘if the second term is really to be about reform’.172

By early September the planning had moved on, but not by enough. ‘Implicitly and explicitly in those Chequers meetings in July and September, we were thinking about where the Prime Minister was going in the conference season and beyond,’ said Barber.173 The chapter headings had been identified, but still not the detail nor the timetable. Blair nevertheless was in fighting mood as he contemplated his major speech to the TUC’s annual conference in Brighton on 11 September. Union leaders had been planning their response. John Edmonds, leader of the GMB, had already pledged to cut £1,000,000 from future Labour contributions. Hewitt, the Trade and Industry Secretary, had been greeted with a stony silence when she had spoken to the conference. Edmonds had told the BBC on the morning of Blair’s speech that it was his last chance to ‘step back from the brink’ of conflict with the unions over any increased private involvement in the public sector. Dave Prentice of UNISON was threatening strikes throughout the NHS. The talk was of a new generation of union leader taking over from those who had fallen in so readily with Blair from 1994 to 2001. To deflect the storm, the media that morning had been briefed that Blair was going to make a strong pro-Euro message, reiterating his enthusiasm to join the single currency if ‘the economic conditions were met’. This was feeble: no hard thinking had yet taken place in Number 10 on the Euro in the second term. It was playing at policy.

Blair arrived in Brighton by train that morning, and was driven by police escort to the Grand Hotel to put the finishing touches to his speech. He took the lift to the Fitzherbert Suite on the seventh floor and laid out his papers in the bedroom area up the short flight of stairs. He pondered on his defiant if still inchoate message. As he mused on his words, thinking to himself they should have been much further forward on policy than this now that the conference season had begun, he tugged nervously at his cuffs.
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Riding Two Horses

September 2001–May 2002




September 11th changed everything. In the immediate term, it delayed Blair’s battle with the unions over public service reform. It altered the way that he saw the world, and led directly to the war in Afghanistan and, eventually, to the war in Iraq. Both wars took Blair’s attention away from what he had identified as his crucial task, shaping and entrenching his domestic agenda in the vital first two years of the new government. ‘Just getting meetings into his diary for domestic policy was a great struggle after 9/11,’ one Number 10 aide recalled. ‘He was very distracted by the international scene.’1 This period from September 2001 to May 2002 saw Blair riding two horses: forging a radical agenda at home and making some of the most serious decisions over war taken by any Prime Minister since 1945. He had already taken Britain into wars and worked on domestic reform, but never on this scale. He was walking into virgin territory.

Bonding With Bush: 12 September–20 September 2001

Shortly after Blair awoke on 12 September, he was briefed on the night’s events. No further terrorist activity in the US. No retaliation by the Bush administration. London not attacked. While Britain slept, Bush had spoken again to the American people, at 8:30 P.M. on Tuesday evening, EST, 1:30 A.M. Wednesday UK time. Back in the Oval Office, the President was surer of himself. One line from his speech stood out: ‘We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbour them.’ Blair realised at once that Bush was broadening out American military ambitions.

Blair’s relationship with the American President was less than seven months old. The two had first met at Camp David on 23 February, 2001 just over a month after Bush’s inauguration. Given Blair’s very close relationship with the previous incumbent, Bill Clinton, how would the Bush camp react to the British Prime Minister? Well before Bush’s election, British Ambassador Sir Christopher Meyer had worked diligently to cultivate his closest advisers. ‘Our most significant bilateral relationship has always been with Britain,’ he was told by the new National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice. ‘We must ensure it gets off to a good start.’2 ‘The President was mildly amused by the suggestion that Blair’s relationship with Clinton might come into play,’ recalled Karl Rove, ‘that people would see him as that small-minded. Both men came at the relationship with a clear understanding of the special relationship and both approached it with no pre-conditions.’3 At their shared press conference at the conclusion of their first Camp David meeting Bush seemed unable to name anything concrete they had in common except Colgate toothpaste, but behind the scenes a bond had been forged. Blair slipped easily into the informal atmosphere that Bush likes. They showed ‘great honesty and straightforwardness with each other’, recalled Rice; neither was ‘overly cautious about how one was perceiving the other’.4 The British verdict on the visit was positive: ‘TB clearly felt yesterday went well,’ Campbell noted in his diary. Bush and Blair ‘had a couple of fairly long conversations alone and [Blair] said he found him clear and straightforward’.5 In July Bush stayed the night at Chequers en route to the Genoa G8 and, through his public reference to the ‘special relationship’, signalled his growing closeness to Blair. The two stayed in regular touch over the summer. ‘On the eve of 9/11,’ recalled one senior British diplomat, ‘the relationship between the President and Prime Minister was warmer than anyone would have imagined from before the 2000 presidential election.’6

No one had anticipated how quickly the new relationship would be tested. In the aftermath of 9/11, it yielded dividends. On September 12, Blair’s day began with an 8 A.M. COBRA meeting. The latest domestic security measures were discussed, but Blair’s principal concern was still ‘the Americans, and how we should handle them’.7 He remained fearful that Bush would lash out at Iraq, without establishing any real link to the recent attacks. He believed that the US needed time to reflect over who was responsible and target any response accordingly.8 Speaking with Bush remained paramount to Blair, but he knew that to score maximum credit, and offer something Bush’s advisors might not, he needed to be in command of his ground. Blair understood that, to influence world events, he had to impress his views upon the President. Hence his frustration that others might establish themselves in Bush’s mind before he got to him. The British secret state had not been idle since the attacks. Lights had burned long into the night at the headquarters of MI6 at Vauxhall Cross and in the JIC offices housed in a secure area on the second floor of the Cabinet Office in Whitehall. Blair now pored over the fruit of these labours: detailed intelligence briefings on al-Qaeda, the Taliban and Afghanistan. For all their tough work ‘he still didn’t feel it inside himself, he just wasn’t sure of his ground’, recalled Wilson.9 A briefing, planned for forty-five minutes but in the end lasting two hours, was thus convened mid-morning in the Cabinet Room. Whitehall’s best brains from the intelligence services, the FCO and Ministry of Defence (MoD), drilled the Prime Minister. He was shown satellite and aerial photographs of Afghanistan. ‘He listened and then fired sharp questions at those briefing him. He locked away the information as soon as he was sure of it. He was terrific.’10 Blair’s mind was clear. ‘We’ll just have to do something about Afghanistan, won’t we?’ he said at the end.11 ‘I felt that nobody else saw it politically as quickly as Tony Blair,’ said one intelligence chief. ‘The fact that here we had a basket-case of a regime, supporting a terrorist conspiracy, started with Tony Blair. He was the one who saw it.’12 Campbell noted in his diary, ‘TB was sure we would need to do a lot more than just take out OBL [Osama bin Laden].’13

The meeting over, Blair was now ready for his all-important phone call with the President, which came through at 12.30 P.M., 7.30 A.M. Washington time. Blair was relieved: he was the first foreign leader Bush called. The official listening in on the conversation recalls that ‘Blair had woven everything that he had picked up that morning into his advice to Bush and the way to handle him. Indeed, he had mastered it to the point that he could spiel out information on al-Qaeda as if he was one of the world’s great experts.’14 All traces of his previous day’s frustration and irritation at Bush’s ‘disappearance’ had evaporated. He began by expressing outrage at what had happened and relief that the President was safe, and moved on to the US response. Declaring (despite himself) that he had ‘no concerns’ that the US might act precipitously or disproportionately, he still made the perils of such a course abundantly clear. Bush was calm: ‘I know what I’ve got to do,’ he told Blair. ‘I’m not a good mourner. I’m a weeper. I’ll weep with the country but then act, but I don’t just want to hit cruise missiles into the sand.’15 They agreed to move swiftly to build support in NATO and the UN, capitalising on the outpouring of sympathy across the globe. Blair was strongly multilateralist, and sounded him out on holding a special G8 to forge a united front against terrorism; Bush, tellingly, did not seem keen. Blair raised the importance of distinguishing between ‘rapid’ (i.e., knee-jerk) and ‘effective’ action, the latter requiring proper preparation and planning. Bush reminded Blair that he had pledged to make no distinction between the terrorists and those who harboured them, and stressed it would be a long haul, a ‘mission for a presidency’.16 With these words, Bush heralded the war on terrorism.

Blair promised to send Bush a follow-up note collating his thoughts.17 Blair sat down with his fountain pen and drafted some closely argued paragraphs. When typed, his words became a five-side memorandum, sent to the White House via secure fax for Bush’s personal perusal. The style was typical Blair: bullet points and staccato sentences, as opposed to the polished, fluent (if anodyne) prose preferred by officials. Blair’s memos were ‘depressingly well written,’ recalled Dan Fried, the NSC’s European Director: ‘You’d look at them and say “Goddammit! How does he do it?”’ ‘His memo is a lot better than yours,’ Bush would tease his staff, ‘that’s why I listen to him.’18

But did Bush listen? Blair’s core argument was that Bush should prepare for a measured response, bolstered by international support, focusing expressly on hitting al-Qaeda. They had ‘to prove to the bar of public opinion who is responsible’, Blair insisted; and argued even then that a ‘dossier’ of information should be released, proving beyond doubt Bin Laden’s complicity.19 Blair argued that the Taliban regime in Afghanistan sheltering al-Qaeda be given an ultimatum: hand over Bin Laden and his senior associates, shut down terrorist training camps and let in international inspectors, or face attack. ‘Blair saw it as a two-step process,’ said one aide, ‘and if the Taliban refused to hand over Bin Laden, Blair was ready to deal with them militarily.’20 To prepare for that eventuality, improved relations with Afghanistan’s neighbours–particularly Pakistan and Iran–would be essential; Blair’s military advisers had told him that without their support, an attack on the land-locked Afghanistan would be impossible. Critically, Blair argued that restarting the Middle East peace process (MEPP) should be a priority, to build Arab support for the war on terrorism. Finally, Blair’s note stressed that the cancer was not confined to Afghanistan, nor indeed al-Qaeda. They would have to act against all who financed, supported or sponsored terrorism, wherever they were in the world.21

Blair’s mood that afternoon lifted now that he had said his piece.22 Bush’s advisers began to detect evidence of a ‘deeper emotional bond’ between the two men: ‘Blair understood quicker than anybody else how profound this was and how serious,’ said Fried.23 Bush relayed to his staff that he told Blair ‘that above all he wanted military action that would hurt the terrorists, not just make Americans feel better. He understood the need for planning and preparation but his patience had limits. “I want to get moving,” he said.’24 Within scarcely twenty-four hours of the attacks, Blair had sketched out his positions: pursue the terrorists to Afghanistan and beyond; conduct a wide-ranging campaign against terrorism; build an international coalition to advance this end; give unequivocal backing and support to the United States as the best way of exerting British influence on the world stage; and ensure material progress was made in the MEPP. These themes would come to dominate the last six and a half years of his premiership.

Blair spent the rest of 12 September taking stock and phoning other world leaders. The heads of MI5, MI6 and GCHQ, he decided, should be flown over to the US by the RAF to meet their counterparts the very next day. They returned overnight on 13/14 September, bringing with them a sorely missed David Manning as well as the stranded John Major.25 The media was full of lurid stores about the atrocities that the new style of terrorist could inflict on Britain. Blair arranged with Robin Cook, in his new capacity as Leader of the Commons, for an emergency recall of Parliament that Friday, 14 September, and he worked on his opening statement with Campbell. He did not intend to pull his punches. ‘Both Hilary Armstrong [Chief Whip] and Robert Hill [Political Secretary] warned him that the PLP may be a bit dodgy on this,’ Campbell recorded. ‘TB said, “Are they mad? Do we just let these people get away with killing thousands of people?”’26 During the recall debate Blair told a rapt House of Commons that actions over the coming months might change the present world order. Nations harbouring or assisting terrorists would have to choose between them or the West. The risk of nuclear, biological or chemical (NBC) attacks from terrorist groups, he said, justified extending war to the ‘rogue states’ who protected them. Mindful of the concerns among some MPs and in the country at large, he praised US restraint to date. ‘They did not lash out. They did not strike first and think afterwards.’ The need for concerted international action on extradition was emphasised, and the proscription of terrorist groups and their funding. Foreign Secretary Straw turned up the rhetorical temperature: ‘To turn the other cheek,’ he said, ‘would not appease the terrorists, but would lead to a still greater danger.’ He drew comparisons with the disastrous attempts to appease Europe’s rising dictators during the 1930s. Bar a few discordant voices, the Commons was united behind the Prime Minister.27

A second phone call to Bush was made that Friday. Blair’s enduring worry, noted Campbell, ‘was that GWB would turn inwards’.28 The President thanked Blair for his memo, which ‘mirrored’ his own views. Blair pressed the need to win over world opinion by presenting clear evidence linking the 9/11 attacks to al-Qaeda, whose complicity was clearly confirmed by the intelligence. The immediate focus should be on al-Qaeda bases in Afghanistan, though he believed they would have to pursue the terrorists far beyond the shores of that country. Bush again agreed, and spoke of an analogy of a series of circles emanating from a pebble dropped into water: ‘We focus on the first circle,’ Bush said, ‘then expand to the next circle.’ Iraq was not explicitly mentioned as the ‘second circle’.29 Bush’s cool attitude towards building global support disturbed Blair, noted Campbell. ‘TB was quite troubled afterwards, said we had to think of a way of getting him to the US for a face-to-face meeting. He said he needed to see him in a room, and look in his eyes.’30 Blair instructed Manning to keep on Rice’s tail to ensure the Americans ‘did nothing too rash’.31

The weekend of 15/16 September gave Blair time to take stock. He continued to worry about unilateral, ill-considered US retaliation. After Chirac, who did not impress Washington, Blair was the longest-serving leader of all the West’s major powers. His standing on the world stage had been further bolstered by his words during the week, which had come over, in contrast to Bush, as assured and statesmanlike. He wanted to use his leverage to persuade Bush to focus on Bin Laden and Afghanistan, rather than Iraq.

The possibility of going after Iraq first was in fact being discussed by the administration, unknown to him, that very weekend. Donald Rumsfeld, Secretary of Defense, suggested here was ‘an opportunity’ to attack Iraq, a view advocated vociferously by his deputy, Paul Wolfowitz. Most of Bush’s advisers begged to differ. After exhaustive debate at Camp David that Saturday, Bush’s inner circle were united against an attack on Iraq, with the exception of Rumsfeld, who abstained.32 A thousand miles to the south Air Chief Marshal Jock Stirrup, the senior British military adviser seconded to CENTCOM, the US military HQ in Tampa, Florida, made it clear to General Tommy Franks, who would become the US Commander for the war in Afghanistan, that ‘we are completely alongside you for al-Qaeda and Afghanistan, but we have no appetite for Iraq’. ‘Iraq is completely off our radar screen,’ he was told.33

How much influence did Blair have in shaping American thinking? ‘There was not much of a role for Blair in helping to shape the American response to the attacks of 9/11, to be honest,’ said a senior Bush administration official. ‘By the end of that first weekend at Camp David, we knew what we were going to do.’34 Where Blair’s advice mattered was on the margins: Bush phoned Putin early on at Blair’s suggestion, and he also phoned Ariel Sharon in Israel, again following Blair’s prompting, about restarting the MEPP. But to the administration this was left-field. British intelligence helped out: ‘With Britain’s colonial heritage, it had huge insights into Pakistan and India that were very helpful to us with the Taliban. It made a big difference,’ said Richard Armitage, Colin Powell’s deputy at the State Department.35 Where Blair’s advocacy may have counted was in pushing the administration towards an international coalition. Rumsfeld and Cheney questioned the need for a wide military coalition, which they feared would tie their hands.36 ‘For a few days after 9/11 it wasn’t clear that Washington was going to admit of any close friendships or co-operative efforts, even that of our closest partner,’ said a State Department official.37 But Colin Powell saw the opportunity to use Blair’s support to broaden the military alliance. ‘Blair was saying to us, don’t rush. Make it a global coalition. It helped Powell win the argument,’ said Armitage.38 Bush observed carefully Blair’s unfailing public support. Like his father, he valued loyalty, and Blair had been unquestionably loyal. Perhaps he could be useful.

Over the weekend of 15/16 September, the White House passed on an invitation from Bush for Blair to visit Washington that coming Thursday. The President was to deliver an address to a joint session of Congress and wanted Blair to attend as honoured guest.39 Here was Blair’s opportunity to meet with Bush ‘face-to-face’. Not everyone in Number 10 was thrilled at this prospect. Campbell worried that the trip ‘would play into the whole poodle thing’ and felt that they should only accept if Blair also could speak.40 But the suggestion that Bush would share the limelight in front of his own Congress just a few days after his country had been attacked was never a realistic, or indeed reasonable, proposition. Campbell called Meyer. ‘Chris, does he have to do it? Couldn’t he slip away before the speech?’ ‘It won’t go down at all well if he says no,’ Meyer warned, ‘it’s a moment in history.’41 The ‘poodle problem’ continued to weigh on Campbell’s mind, but Blair agreed to make the trip.

Before he left London, Blair took the temperature of fellow world leaders. On Sunday 16 September he had lunch with Italy’s Silvio Berlusconi. ‘He was reasonably supportive on the idea of military action “provided not too many people die”,’ Campbell recorded in his diary. ‘TB said there was no such thing as a painless war.’42 With Bush sounding increasingly like a trigger-happy cowboy (the US wanted Bin Laden ‘dead or alive’ he proclaimed on 17 September), the need for Blair to act as Bush’s explainer was all too obvious. Much of the Monday and Tuesday, he spent on the phone, including a call to President Jiang Zemin of China, as well as discussing preparations for the British contribution to military action. On Wednesday, 19 September, Blair flew with Manning to Berlin, where he had dinner with Schröder in the new Chancellery building. The German Chancellor told them he was sympathetic to action in Afghanistan, but with limited military forces at his disposal, and the anti-war Green party in his ruling coalition, he had to restrict his contribution to political, not military, support (though German troops did later serve as peacekeepers). Later that Wednesday evening, Blair flew to Paris and spent the night at the British Embassy, bought from Napoleon’s sister in 1814 by the Duke of Wellington.

Thursday 20 September was to be one of the longest and most emotional days in Blair’s premiership. It began with breakfast at the Elysée with Chirac who had just flown back from meeting Bush in Washington. Blair was ‘struck by Chirac’s determination to stick with Bush’ he told one official, ‘provided–and Blair himself believed this essential–that the response is tough but targeted and moderate Arabs are kept on side’.43 At 10:30 A.M. Blair’s flight left Charles de Gaulle airport, en route to New York. Half an hour into the flight, Blair placed a call to President Mohamed Khatami of Iran whose support would be very helpful for a war in Afghanistan. This was the first time a British Prime Minister had spoken to the leader of Iran since the Shah’s overthrow in 1979. Past differences were laid aside in their new common interest: Iran too disliked the Taliban regime because it had flooded its borders with refugees. In their fifteen-minute conversation, Blair thanked him for his support and stressed his emerging theme–that this was not a struggle between Islam and the West, but between civilisation and terror. Blair was proud of his breakthrough and later surprised Bush with this news.44 After the call, four military and MI6 personnel, all authorities on al-Qaeda, were called up to join Blair in the screened-off first-class cabin at the front of the plane, and briefed him on their current knowledge of Bin Laden’s likely whereabouts and strategies for his capture.45 Blair was keen to court the US militarily as well as diplomatically: this was one of several lengthy sessions he held with British military planners to ensure he was fully inside the latest thinking in this area.46

The plane touched down at New York’s JFK airport in the early afternoon, local time. The roads into the city were gridlocked, as they had often been since the attacks. The service at Manhattan’s St Thomas’s Church in memory of the British victims, the prime purpose of the New York stopover, had to be delayed. During the service Blair read a passage from Thornton Wilder’s The Bridge of San Luis Rey, which described love as ‘the only survival, the only meaning’. Meyer relayed a message from the Queen, ending with the line, ‘Grief is the price we pay for love’, words that are now carved into the stonework of the church.47 Blair also spoke some of his own words: ‘Nine days on, there is still shock and disbelief. There is anger, there is fear, but there is also, throughout the world, a profound sense of solidarity, there is courage, there is a surging of the human spirit.’48 In the congregation were the families of the British dead, as well as Kofi Annan and Bill Clinton. Blair was very visibly moved–he usually masters his emotion in public–but the harrowing meetings he had with relatives were almost too much for him. Already behind schedule, he lingered–offering crumbs of comfort to those who were grieving.49

Further delays back to JFK meant Blair’s party touched down badly behind schedule at Andrews Air Force base at 4:45 P.M. A convoy of black Lincoln limousines carried them on the short journey to Washington. Arriving at the White House too late for their planned meeting, Blair and his aides were ushered straight into the Blue Room for drinks.50 Bush took Blair to one side, and they spoke by the window, looking out onto the South Lawn in the evening light. Blair looked into his eyes: but it was far from the face-to-face meeting he envisaged. Bush reassured Blair that ‘the job in hand is al-Qaeda and the Taliban. Iraq we keep for another day.’51 Blair did not take this to mean Iraq would necessarily be invaded ‘another day’, but merely that the administration’s initial focus was firmly on Afghanistan. Blair stressed the need for a measured response.52 It was ‘funny’, Jonathan Powell noted later, that ‘Thatcher had gone to see Bush Senior to say, “This is no time to wobble” while TB was visiting Bush junior–“This is a time to wobble”’, referring to when she went with his brother Charles, her foreign policy private secretary, to gird Bush’s father to be resolute after Saddam invaded Kuwait in 1990.53 Bush shared with Blair what he would tell the Joint Session of Congress later that evening, including the ringing phrase: ‘Either you are with us or you are with the terrorists.’ Blair was pleased to be given the preview. Not that he was being asked for comments: the American press corps had already been told what the President would say.54

An early dinner followed. Over scallops, veal and salad the Americans filled in the details of their joint CIA–military attack plans, information-giving rather than an invitation to debate strategy and tactics. Bush dilated on the ‘full force of the US military with bombers coming from all directions’.55 After the ultimatum he would go for the Taliban: ‘The country was run by a bunch of nuts and we had to get a new government in there.’56 The British party were struck by the sang-froid Bush displayed throughout, just hours away from delivering the most important speech of his life. Meyer felt himself getting nervous on the President’s behalf.57 Bush was determined to make Blair feel special and honoured, so he invited him up to the private White House residence after dinner. In the lift on the way up, Blair asked him directly if he felt apprehensive about the speech. Bush’s reply was: ‘Well, actually I’m not that nervous about it because I know what I want to say, and I know what I am saying is right.’58 Blair travelled in the President’s car–another special honour–down Pennsylvania Avenue to Capitol Hill. As guest of honour for Bush’s speech, Blair took his seat in the ‘heroes’ gallery next to the First Lady, Laura Bush. Traditionally, during presidential addresses to Congress, these seats are occupied by ‘all-American heroes’: those who ‘inspire others to greatness and embody the American dream’. Today, the British Prime Minister assumed the mantle. In a speech punctuated by thirty-one standing ovations, Bush singled out Blair: ‘I’m so honoured the British Prime Minister has crossed the ocean to show his unity with America.’ And then, in his Texan drawl, ‘Thank you for comin’, friend.’ The Congressmen and Senators sprang to their feet as Blair, clearly moved and a little uncomfortable, acknowledged their applause.

Why had Blair been invited to Washington? It was clearly not to be briefed by him, or to seek his approval. But the symbolism was important. ‘The symbol of the Prime Minister of Great Britain coming here for a matter of hours in order to be at the speech was huge,’ recalled Karl Rove, Bush’s long-time confidant and chief strategist. ‘I’m not sure that the ordinary Brit understands how absolutely powerful that was for the American people.’59 The Bush administration also wanted to bind Blair into their project. They believed that they would have Blair’s support wherever the war on terrorism would lead. In the months that followed he gave them little reason for doubting it.

Preparing the World for War: September–October

Blair was a man possessed. While the US worked rapidly to finalise its attack plans on Afghanistan, the extent of international support had still to be finalised. This Blair saw as his role: ‘He believed that every country would have to take a stand,’ recalled Manning.60 In the eight weeks after 9/11, he undertook thirty-one flights covering 40,000 miles and held fifty-four meetings with foreign leaders.61 ‘He found extraordinary long-distance energy for a man who normally had the stamina of a sprinter,’ said one official.62 In this marathon he was helped by the wide network of contacts he had built up since taking office: ‘He was incredibly good at getting to know foreign leaders and making a positive impression on them.’63 At a time when many were dazed and cautious, Blair ‘developed a new certainty about his own role, which was really quite remarkable’, recalled Wilson. ‘He gave out a sense of having truly found himself.’64 Sally Morgan was struck by the change that came over him: ‘It was as if a rod had been inserted into his spine.’65 What exactly was Blair so sure about? That terrorism, backed up by the threat of WMD, was the major threat the West faced; that a tough military response was the way to deal with it; that he himself possessed unique persuasive powers to bringing the international community behind US plans and that he was engaged in a clear-cut moral struggle in which the forces of good were pitted against evil.

His very certainty disinclined him from consulting beyond a circle of trusted aides and colleagues–principally Powell, Manning, Campbell, Morgan, Straw and Wilson, and the intelligence chiefs Scarlett, Richards, Lander and Dearlove. They met regularly. ‘I must have been to Number 10 every day for the first three weeks after 9/11,’ recalled Lander.66 Blair asked Anji Hunter, due to leave imminently for a post at BP, to stay on and help him with his meetings with world leaders. Above all it was her emotional support he wanted on his epic journey. ‘It was an incredible time to be at Number 10,’ Hunter felt. ‘There was a real sense of history about what we were doing.’67 Cabinet met rarely: on 13 September and then again on 26 September. It was clear, as Campbell noted in his diary following the first session, that ‘TB was very much in charge’.68

Just three weeks after 9/11, Blair was back in Brighton speaking on the second day of the Labour party conference. This time, nothing intervened to prevent the speech, though he delivered a very different text from the one he had been planning over the summer. More than any other conference speech except his last, it was the fruit of his own words and thinking: ‘We often had differences over what the key conference theme was going to be,’ said Morgan. ‘Not this time. This speech will write itself. I know what I have to say,’ he announced.69 Lawrence Freedman, who contributed to Blair’s defence speeches, felt it was ‘pure milk of Blair. He articulated the basis for the war on terror, which Bush wasn’t very good at. Blair articulated the vision. It was old-fashioned Labour internationalism with attitude.’70 Blair himself rated it as one of the speeches of which he was most proud.71

The speech presented Blair’s personal credo, a vision of a better, more moral world. It was a call to arms. ‘We were with you at the first,’ he reminded the American people. ‘We will stay with you to the last.’ Al-Qaeda, not Islam, he stressed, was the enemy: ‘There is no compromise possible with such people, no meeting of minds…Just a choice: defeat it or be defeated by it…I say to the Taliban: surrender the terrorists or surrender power.’ This section of the speech caused some consternation in Washington when briefed in advance to the White House. Blair left no doubt that military action would follow should the ultimatum be ignored: ‘They felt it was too forward, too clear re: what we intended to hit, with reference to camps and military installations.’72 But at the centre of the speech stood Blair’s ethical concerns. Nations had a ‘moral duty’ not to stand aside in global conflicts. Intervention would have stopped the slaughter, he said, in Rwanda, where one million had been killed in 1994, and told delegates he was glad that he had acted to limit ethnic cleansing in Kosovo in 1999. Afghanistan had over four million refugees, ousted by the Taliban, needing food and shelter, and action was a moral imperative. Here was an attempt to develop the central theme of Blair’s Chicago speech of April 1999–the doctrine of the international community–providing a justification for enlightened intervention in the affairs of other sovereign nation states. ‘He liked to think that the Chicago speech had been important in anticipating the catastrophe of 9/11. He would say that it was prescient,’ said one aide.73 Blair widened out his vision to those subjects closest to him. He made particular play of wanting to help Africa: ‘The state of Africa is a scar on the conscience of the world. But if the world as a community focused on it, we could heal it. And if we don’t, it will become deeper and angrier.’ The need for progress in the MEPP was also targeted. He pledged to tackle the ‘slums of Gaza’, by easing the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. ‘The starving, the wretched, the dispossessed, the ignorant, they are our causes too,’ he said with deep feeling. Global warming was a further wrong to be addressed. Blair was talking from his heart. His conclusion referred directly to an idea Jonathan Powell had advanced, that the post-Cold War, post-9/11 world would offer new dangers, but also new opportunities: ‘This is a moment to seize. The kaleidoscope had been shaken. The pieces are in flux. Soon they will settle again. Before they do, let us re-order the world around us.’74

Blair’s speech earned him much praise: ‘shows bulldog spirit’, roared the New York Post75; ‘the most statesmanlike and mature he has delivered in seven years’, beamed the Independent.76 But soon the cynics surfaced, with the word ‘hubris’ on their lips: ‘Missionary Tony will cleanse the planet of disease, poverty and conflict. The sun will never set on a Holy British Empire. The tough and tender third way will rule from Kinshasa to Kabul,’ wrote Andrew Rawnsley in the Observer.77 Blair had no ear for such criticism. He was confident of what he was saying, and glad he had a chance to articulate the three themes–Africa, peace in the Middle East and climate change–which were to be a leitmotif of his remaining years in power.

When the applause, and sneers, died away, Blair returned to immediate military and diplomatic concerns. ‘From that period on, he just started to work ferociously,’ Morgan recalled.78 British planning for Afghanistan had begun shortly after his return from his visit to Washington in September: ‘When he returned, we geared up for the offensive,’ said the then Chief of Defence Staff, Michael Boyce. ‘The submarine effort (with Tomahawk missiles) was our contribution in the initial stage. I had to switch some of our subs from the Atlantic to south of Pakistan. We moved pretty quickly–within two or three weeks.’ Blair received briefings on military options and accepted the military’s recommendations, and he was ‘bullish’ about what needed to be done. Air base rights close to Afghanistan as a launch pad for troops and planes had to be obtained. ‘We were able to persuade Pakistan to allow us to base some of our support planes there, and the US persuaded Uzbekistan.’79 Blair turned his attention also to the public case against al-Qaeda and the Taliban. On 4 October, he published–as he had advocated to Bush on 12 September–a document entitled ‘Responsibility for the Terrorist Atrocities in the United States’. Prepared by Scarlett and the JIC, it laid out evidence that al-Qaeda had carried out the 9/11 attacks, that they were helped by the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, and that British targets were under threat from terrorists.80 Blair never succeeded in generating American enthusiasm for the dossier, but he remained convinced that the public deserved to have the facts brought before them. Blair sought to build support also for tough domestic anti-terrorist measures that were being frantically drafted in Whitehall. Fears of nuclear or chemical attacks by al-Qaeda on mainland Britain were high. ‘Previously we had made all our precautions against an attack from the Provisional IRA. Now we had to switch to thinking about what al-Qaeda might do,’ said a senior official.

A major upgrade of security took place at Number 10. Shortly after 9/11 Blair’s staff had been gripped by an anthrax scare. Wilson recalled: ‘I was told that the people who opened the mail for the Cabinet Office had encountered a package with white powder in it. They were understandably distressed, so I went to see them. “I am so sorry about all this, it’s going to be all right,” I said. “I’m sure it’s not anthrax.” But of course by doing this I’d exposed myself to the powder. I was admonished by the security people and told never, ever to do that again.’81 One senior aide recalled: ‘We were all given briefings about what to do and were told about the secret “alternative” Number 10.’82 ‘It took a long time before we could hear a plane and not ask “is that coming at us?”’ recalled another Downing Street aide.83

Blair became intensely frustrated by his inability to do more to protect British citizens at large: ‘We told him that there was a list of about ninety terrorism suspects who could be dangerous,’ recalled one intelligence officer, ‘and a list of twelve to twenty who could pose a serious threat. We debated whether we could bring them in but there were no legal grounds. The Prime Minister was totally paranoid that he had this list but legally could do nothing about it. He found it intolerable. And so we decided that we had to rush through legislation to take them into custody.’84 The resulting Anti-Terrorism Bill, unveiled by Blunkett on 15 October, met with outcry from civil liberties groups. It was Blair’s first taste of how responding to the post-9/11 world would drive him headlong into conflict with the liberal left.

Blair was itching to win support beyond the shores of the British Isles. He already agreed with Bush that he should go to see Putin ‘to try and secure bases and then to Pakistan to try and get a proper fix on Musharraf’.85 A visit to India was added after a personal intervention from Prime Minister Vajpayee, who insisted that Blair could not visit Pakistan without coming to India.86 In the evening of Thursday, 4 October, Blair arrived in Russia and met with Putin. The two leaders had enjoyed a strong relationship ever since the Russian leader hosted Blair and Cherie in St Petersburg in March 2000, before he was formally elected President. Blair had already encouraged the Bush administration to treat the Russians as serious partners.87 ‘Blair was the first world leader to seize on Putin as a senior figure,’ said one Number 10 aide, ‘and the first to realise later he was no good.’88

Blair was driven straight to the Kremlin for talks. Putin asked him and Manning to have supper with him in his dacha, a thirty-minute drive from Red Square by high-speed motorcade. Halfway through the meal they broke off for a three-way telephone conversation with Bush. To Blair’s surprise, Putin then took him for a midnight walk in the woods, part of the quaint Russian ritual, according to British Ambassador, Roderick Lyne.89 An exhausted Blair arrived back at the ambassador’s residence at about 2 A.M., where Powell and Campbell were waiting up, eager to hear what had happened. They heard that an effusive Putin had pledged not only to support the action in Afghanistan but to share his intelligence, and to offer former Soviet bases in Central Asia.90 With Putin, however, there were always ulterior motives, but they could not have hoped for more.

The next leg of Blair’s journey was physically the most dangerous: Islamabad, the Pakistani capital, to see President Pervez Musharraf. Blair had ignored advice from his security staff to avoid the visit, enraging a normally phlegmatic Cherie. ‘Do you want to be a martyr or what?’ she exploded at Campbell.91 Blair spent part of the plane journey deep in thought. One aide recalled that Hunter and Blair would often sit in the cockpit, right up with the pilot. ‘He seemed to like it there. I remember them looking down at the “Stans” [Uzbekistan, Kurdistan] as we crossed over. It seemed to be interminable as we came south from Russia down to Pakistan. “Look at it,” Hunter said to him. “Isn’t it extraordinary, inhospitable, rugged.”’92 A great spirit of closeness was forged between Blair’s team–Powell, Manning, Hunter, Scarlett and Dearlove–during the trip. Dearlove emerged as the key newcomer with whom Blair bonded: one present described him as ‘a fantastically comforting presence for the Prime Minister and the rest of us’.93

The old RAF VC-10, then on one of its last outings, made a very steep dive into the capital to avert the risk of missile attack. Blair became maudlin and, unusually for one normally so philosophical about personal danger, began to talk about death.94 Safely on the ground, on 5 October, he met with Musharraf. Blair had prepared for the meeting with the help of Charles Guthrie, recently retired as Chief of the Defence Staff, who had known the Pakistani general since his time as a student at London’s Royal College of Defence studies. At Blair’s request Guthrie had flown out to visit Musharraf shortly after 9/11, to ‘talk through with him the advantages and disadvantages of the courses of action he could follow’.95 Blair now followed up where Guthrie had left off. ‘We had everyone out of the room and just talked, the two of us,’ Blair explained.96 He was both surprised and delighted when the Pakistani leader agreed to abandon support for the Taliban, and to work actively to round up al-Qaeda members in his country. A triumph for Blair’s diplomacy? Not entirely. Just two days after 9/11, Colin Powell had sent Musharraf a list of similar demands, requiring the Pakistani leader to re-orientate his pro-Taliban policy fundamentally. After Powell followed up with a tough phone call that same day, Musharraf agreed to comply.97 Blair’s visit, over two weeks later, served more to flesh out the details and pull the Pakistani leader further into the pro-US camp. After the stop-off in Delhi, Blair headed home, drained but pleased by his reception in the three capitals.98 Over the past month Blair had helped the UK forge a genuinely broad international coalition in support of action against Afghanistan, which would come to number some 68 nations. At lunchtime the next day, Sunday, 7 October, he received a call in his car from Bush. The first air attacks in Afghanistan, he was told, would begin that evening. A moment of ‘the utmost gravity’ had been reached, a sombre and tense Blair told the press. ‘None of the leaders involved in the action wants war. None of our nations want it. We are peaceful people. But we know that sometimes to safeguard peace, we have to fight.’99

The Afghanistan Campaign: October–November

Just before 5:20 P.M. BST, the Afghanistan war opened with a barrage of cruise missiles, including some launched from the Royal Navy’s nuclear submarines Triumph and Trafalgar, and repeated bombing runs from US Stealth bombers and B-52s.100 The first ground incursion was made by American Special Forces, with a limited number of British Special Forces in support.101 As Defence Secretary Hoon put it, ‘We always accepted that this was the Americans’ show.’102 Blair chaired a small War Cabinet of seven throughout the war. ‘We had daily meetings for a month. We’d be up half the night getting papers and information ready for it and he’d come down straight from the flat in shirt-sleeves. He was very impressive. Very clear. Very determined,’103 recalled one attender. Blair was content to delegate operational military responsibility to Hoon and Boyce, working with his American counterpart, General Richard Myers.104 His paramount concerns were trying to ensure the war was conducted speedily with minimal British loss of life, while maintaining domestic support and keeping the international coalition together.

None of these concerns could be taken as given. During October, media images of innocent Afghan victims, of refugees and anti-war riots in Pakistan supplanted the pictures of the collapsing Twin Towers. The simple moral verities of the early days after the attacks had clouded. Concerns were growing too about the government’s anti-terrorism legislation. Was it too restrictive? On 30 October, polls showed a twelve-point drop in support for the war from 74 per cent to 62 per cent. Blair responded with a highly charged speech to the Welsh Assembly in Cardiff that same day: ‘It is important that we never forget why we are doing this,’ he declared. ‘Never forget how we felt watching the planes fly into the Trade [Center] towers; never forget those answerphone messages; never forget how we felt imagining how mothers told children they were about to die…September 11 is no less appalling today than it was on September 11.’105

Reservations were also beginning to emerge in Whitehall about American war aims. Blair himself had spoken in public about widening the war on terrorism, but crucially only on the basis of evidence of terrorist complicity in 9/11. On 8 October, however, just one day into the conflict, Bush issued a statement saying the war in Afghanistan was merely the ‘first phase’ of a general war against terrorists. The ‘sense being communicated by the US’, Campbell wrote later, was ‘that they were constantly trying to link Iraq into the equation. TB was keen to pull it back.’106 The influence of Cheney and Rumsfeld and the ‘neocons’, such as Wolfowitz and the former Reagan aide, Richard Perle, began to be raised in London. These hawks were unilateralists who were as passionate about rooting out terrorism, as those of a similar mind had been in rooting out communism in an earlier generation. ‘People like Wolfowitz and Perle were talking this incredible crap in the latter part of 2001,’ said a senior FCO mandarin. ‘They were already pushing for going straight on and doing Iraq.’107 John Kerr, Permanent Secretary at the FCO, asserted that the legality of the Afghanistan war lay squarely in the undisputed right of self-defence. The carefully drafted British war aims had specified that the British quarrel was with al-Qaeda and its Taliban protectors, not with the Afghan people.108 Disquiet began to grow in the FCO and elsewhere at how far British support for unbridled American power would extend.

Blair wanted to reassure Muslim opinion that the struggle was not with Islam but only with terrorists. On 10 October, armed with a copy of the Koran, which he was said to have studied in depth, he began a two-day visit to Oman and Egypt. His aim was to discuss with moderate Arab leaders how, in his own words, to ‘capture some of the ground from the extremists who said they were talking on behalf of Islam, when no sensible Islamic scholar or cleric could possibly support such an interpretation of Islam permitting something such as the attack in New York’.109 The tour began with a brief stopover in Geneva, to see the veteran President of the United Arab Emirates, Sheikh Zayed. ‘They were completely on our side: they realised it was bad for them and they were keen to clearly disassociate themselves from what had happened,’ recalled one present.110 In Oman, Blair delivered a blunt message for consumption worldwide: ‘No country will be attacked unless there is evidence’; aides emphasised that there was no evidence linking Iraq to the 9/11 attacks.111 Blair became increasingly aware that an invasion of Iraq would shatter moderate Arab opinion. While dining with the Sultan of Oman, Blair received a call from Palestinian leader, Yasser Arafat, about kick-starting the MEPP.112 The next day he headed to Cairo to see President Mubarak, who then spoke of ‘our intensified international effort to combat terrorism following the despicable terrorist attacks against the United States’, before he returned to London late on 12 October.113 Blair’s brief tour was punctuated by frequent interviews on Arab television stations, and was accompanied by a ‘blizzard’ of articles penned in Downing Street for Middle Eastern newspapers.114 The importance of the tour, said Manning, was ‘the cumulative effect of the Prime Minister meeting a number of Arab leaders. We were not looking for any particular change in policy. What we wanted to do was to make sure that the Arabs were ready to condemn the acts of terror, and they all did.’115

Blair had foreseen progress on the MEPP, leading to Israel living peacefully alongside a democratic, sovereign, Palestinian state, as a moral necessity, and the key to combating militant Islam. ‘It was always core to him, even in opposition,’ recalled a long serving aide. ‘It was religious and moral. He has always been a friend of Israel, but equally he felt that the Palestinian situation was unfair.’116 According to Sawers, ‘He saw Israel/Palestine through the prism of Northern Ireland. He had a belief in his own powers of persuasion and bringing people together to establish a common end.’117 He did not believe that the Israeli–Palestinian conflict ‘was the cause of what al-Qaeda were doing, but it was an injustice that was making things worse’.118 The post-9/11 world gave him a chance for real progress. What he had not anticipated was the uncompromising attitude of the Bush administration. Even before Bush was elected, Rice warned Meyer that he ‘had no intention of becoming the Arab–Israeli “desk officer” like Clinton’.119 Once in power, the administration seemed content to ‘let it fester for a while, let the Israelis have their head’, admitted Lawrence Wilkerson, later Colin Powell’s Chief of Staff.120 By distancing himself, some British diplomats believed that Bush failed to appreciate how close Clinton had come in his last few months to resolving the problem.121 ‘The Arab–Israeli issue was the most difficult, protracted issue between us and the Americans over the whole ten-year period of Blair’s premiership,’ said a senior FCO official.122 Ken Adelman, who served on Rumsfeld’s Defense Policy Board, encapsulated the thinking of his fellow travellers: ‘I always thought that Blair’s pleas for progress on the Middle East were a lot of “BS”. It was nice listening to Blair talking about it. It was the kind of stuff you’d expect from a European leader. So you kept on saying, “Yeah, OK, OK, we have all the intention in the world,” but the fact is the players weren’t there, the timing wasn’t there, the substance wasn’t there. Tony Blair would respond, “Yes, but you have to create all those.” It just wasn’t going to happen.’123

Blair set off on 30 October for another foray into the Middle East on one of the least happy trips of his premiership. He began in Damascus, where a promising meeting with the youthful new Syrian leader Bashar al-Assad gave way to a disastrous joint press conference. Assad embarrassed Blair by defending terrorism against Israel and attacking the war in Afghanistan. ‘It could have been worse,’ Blair later joked with Campbell. ‘He could have taken out a gun and shot me.’124 Things did not improve in Riyadh or in Amman: neither Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia nor King Abdullah of Jordan were prepared in public to endorse the bombing of Afghanistan. On the morning of 1 November Blair, in search of better luck, flew to Israel to see Ariel Sharon, elected Prime Minister earlier that year. Blair hoped for a sympathetic response on the peace process, but instead Israel adamantly declined to withdraw its troops from disputed territories to help restart peace talks. According to Campbell ‘they really just wanted to whack the Palestinians the whole time.’125 A helicopter journey to Gaza to meet Arafat proved no more encouraging.126 ‘By all accounts,’ declared Simon Jenkins, ‘his voyage to the Middle East was brave, miserable and fruitless.’127 The visit to Gaza, though, made a deep impression on him: ‘It brought home to him the scale of the deprivation and squalor the Palestinians lived in,’ said Sawers, ‘and the huge political task of trying to turn that around in the territories.’128

Criticism of Blair for his self-appointed role as peace-broker and America’s fixer now began to be heard in the capitals of the EU. With the support of Chirac and Schröder, Blair had secured EU backing for the action in Afghanistan. But now he blundered. The French President was due to meet Bush on 6 November, the day before Blair was due to visit Washington himself, so he proposed that he and Chirac meet on 4 November to co-ordinate their message over dinner at Number 10. As Schröder had just returned from important talks with Putin in Moscow, Blair wanted him added to the party.129 He had long seen the benefits of trilateralism, working in league with France and Germany. And if it couldn’t work at a time of crisis like this, when could it? But he did not cater for intra-EU jealousies. First, Berlusconi found out about the meeting and invited himself.130 Complaints from others forced Blair to widen his cosy guest-list to eight. To recover lost ground Blair proposed a European-wide response to terrorism and to explore ways to reinvigorate the peace process. But concerns over American military intentions dominated their conversation. Chirac delivered a Jeremiah-like warning of civilian casualties–‘a mosque will be bombed during Ramadan’–and the risk of a humanitarian catastrophe, which heightened the tension and foreboding.131 Blair suggested he would represent their concerns when he saw Bush three days later. This proposal did not slide down as easily as the fine Number 10 wine. His very role as ‘envoy’ of the EU to America was in question. Blair did not hold the EU presidency and nor was Britain the temporary chair of the UN Security Council. None was angrier at his presumption than Romano Prodi, the EU Commission President, a man for whom Blair’s disdain was obvious.132

By early November Blair was growing anxious over the course of the Afghanistan campaign. Fought largely by Afghan resistance groups, under the umbrella of the Northern Alliance, it was essentially a surrogate war, ‘all about Special Forces, intelligence and suitcases of money’.133 ‘There was some impatience from across the road [i.e., Number 10],’ recalled Boyce. ‘He asked us why we were not delivering faster and where Bin Laden was.’134 In early November Blair’s frustration boiled over in a ‘testy’ note to Hoon: ‘Shouldn’t it have been sorted out by now?’135 While seasoned hands worried that too swift an advance on Kabul could lead to a bloodbath, Blair had no such qualms: ‘His judgement was that we were in a war, and the task in a war is to take the capital.’136

On 7 November, against a backdrop of falling public support for the war, Blair headed to Washington. This fleeting six-hour visit was his most difficult trip to the US to date. Bob Woodward captured the essence of their meeting: ‘Bush wanted to unburden, talk things through with a peer, another head of state. He wanted some eyeball time with his chief ally. He and Blair were in this together…The situation was not as happy as they had portrayed it publicly. Afghanistan was bogged down.’137 Blair briefed Bush about the concerns of EU leaders, and the need to maintain the international coalition. The President was less convinced. But it was when Blair insisted that a settlement of the Arab–Israeli conflict was the lynchpin of winning Muslim hearts and minds that Bush began to realise that he and Blair had real differences. Colin Powell had already been pressing the President for permission to deliver a keynote speech on the MEPP, but to no avail.138 Bush was not to be moved by his persuasive and charming ‘friend’ who had ‘crossed the ocean’ a second time to see him. Al-Qaeda would be defeated ‘peace or no peace in the Middle East’, Bush declared at their joint press conference.139 Blair was worried: the war was not going well, and he and Bush were in different places.

To the surprise of many, progress then came swiftly in Afghanistan. Two days after Blair’s return from the US, the strategic town of Mazari-Sharif fell, followed on 13 November by Kabul itself, bringing the Taliban’s rule to an end. The relief in Downing Street was palpable. Almost immediately, fresh problems emerged in the American relationship. London and Washington disagreed fundamentally over how to handle Afghanistan now that the Taliban had been deposed. ‘CENTCOM was absolutely focused on getting Bin Laden and destroying al-Qaeda. They saw almost anything else as a distraction,’ recalls Stirrup.140 ‘They pounded Tora Bora, and hunted for al-Qaeda high and low. It wasn’t a safe place to be if you were a tall man with a beard,’ recalled one intelligence figure.141 Osama bin Laden and many senior al-Qaeda fighters escaped. Blair believed strongly that the coalition must now provide troops for peacekeeping and reconstruction: ‘He felt it was very important to send a signal of continued involvement after Kabul had fallen,’ recalled Manning.142 Washington took a very different view. ‘Our desire was to do whatever minimal amount was necessary to avoid being seen as an occupying power,’ explained one senior Pentagon official, ‘and avoid contributing to a dependency by doing everything for them.’143 ‘US forces will not stay,’ Bush told an NSC meeting on November 13. ‘We don’t do police work.’144 The Americans were ‘immensely allergic to the notion of either “nation-building” or “peacekeeping”’, Meyer recalled. ‘We had to come up with another phrase so we weren’t mentioning those hideous terms.’145 The solution lay in a new force, the NATO International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), set up at the behest of the UK with Washington’s grudging acquiescence.146 Although seventeen nations contributed, Britain’s 1,800 troops made up the lion’s share. The US did not offer any troops, but faced intense pressure to agree to rescue ISAF, should the NATO force get into difficulties. Rumsfeld resented this extra US commitment, which he considered hopelessly unrealistic, and blocked the deal. ‘That led to difficult discussions between the President and the Prime Minister,’ recalled Hoon, ‘in which the Prime Minister prevailed, eventually.’147 But only after the Americans succeeded in limiting their proposed role. In the end, noted Rumsfeld, ‘we did not have a written commitment to drop everything else we may have been doing anywhere in the world to solve an ISAF problem. I wanted to make sure that whatever the US agreed to do, we would be ready and able to do. It took some time and I’m sure people would have preferred that we signed a blank cheque, but we didn’t. I wouldn’t and I was right not to.’148 ISAF could now begin its work, but tensions between the NATO force and the US military would continue for years to come.

Blair signalled his commitment to nation-building in Afghanistan by flying with Cherie to Bagram just before midnight on 7 January 2002 in a secret and risky mission. Fears of a missile attack from Taliban units still at large meant that they travelled in an RAF Hercules plane specially equipped to counter ground-to-air missiles.149 Once on the ground, Blair met Hamid Karzai, the interim leader, and pledged his support: ‘Britain would stay with them for the long term.’150 But to many in Washington, Afghanistan was now history. The victory, according to the British Embassy in Washington, strengthened those in the administration who believed in the essential benevolence and omnipotence of American power.151 While their attention now swung eastwards, to Iraq, Blair’s shifted back to the domestic front.

Health First: September 2001–April 2002

‘[The year] 2002 could well be your watershed–akin to 1946 for Attlee, 1969 for Wilson and 1984 for Thatcher–determining whether the government’s early successes turn into historic achievements, or a slow process of disintegration,’ wrote Adonis to Blair on 7 January 2002. ‘Your seminal issues are international security, Europe and the public services.’152 Blair’s Christmas and New Year notes reflect a similar priority, and his frustration that more work had not yet been done to shape his agenda on public services.153 The bones of Blair’s second-term agenda had emerged piecemeal in the six months following the General Election, and focused on health, law and order, schools, university finance, House of Lords reform and the Euro.154 ‘Security’ was an extra priority bequeathed by 9/11. Powell, Heywood, Adonis and Barber repeatedly drummed into Blair that he had two years to make his mark before planning would have to start for the next election. He realised that if his policies did not achieve real traction, and soon, his second term would go the way of the first. ‘The next six months until the summer of 2002 will be crucial,’ wrote Hyman, the Blairite speechwriter in Number 10, adding to the urgency. By July 2002 ‘it will be clear whether the second term will be more radical than the first’.155 He offered Blair clear objectives over the following months: a ‘successful exit from the war’ and using his ‘enhanced reputation abroad’ to press forward with his goals on the ‘Middle East, Africa and environment’; ‘real momentum on public services and convince people that radical reform is on its way’, ‘win the tax-and-spend argument’ by ‘greater public willingness to pay’ and, finally, ‘crank up the temperature on Europe’ as a precursor to preparing the case for entry to the single currency.

Health saw the first evidence of second-term reformism. Eventually Blair would announce the most thorough reforms to the NHS since its inception in 1948: any Labour Prime Minister would be bound to run up against huge resistance in attempting such a task. Before 2001, Blair had paid little attention to it, until his dramatic announcement on BBC Television’s Breakfast With Frost on 16 January 2000 that he would bring expenditure on Britain’s seriously underfunded NHS up to the EU average of 8 per cent of GDP. Blair believed that a very significant increase in government spending, from just 5.7 per cent of GDP, was a precondition for solving the NHS’s problems.156 By the autumn of 2001, however, he realised money alone was no panacea. ‘Tony was irritated that waiting times weren’t falling quickly enough, and we still hadn’t cracked the problem of how to modernise the NHS or introduce more choice and responsiveness. He wanted the NHS to be like the private sector where patients could choose, and he couldn’t understand why that couldn’t happen,’ said a minister.157 Radical reform, he concluded, was vital if the health service was to function properly. The traditional top-down NHS model, in his eyes, was totally flawed. Blair wanted to make it much more patient-and less producer-driven. He decided to use his party conference speech in Brighton to take up the cudgels against the unions and those in the PLP resisting reform, reproducing almost verbatim the text he would have delivered to the TUC on 11 September. ‘Without reform, more money and pay won’t succeed,’ he stated unequivocally, before attacking head-on those who were resisting change. ‘There are too many old demarcations, especially between nurses, doctors and consultants; too little use of the potential of new technology; too much bureaucracy; too many out-dated practices…It’s not reform that is the enemy of public services. It is the status quo.’ Then he stated: ‘Part of any reform package had to be ‘partnership with the private or voluntary sector’.158 He had travelled a very long way in a year.
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