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About the Book

Prelude to Power, the first volume of Alastair Campbell’s unexpurgated diaries, told the story of how Labour won a landslide election victory in 1997. Now, in Power and the People, the serious business of government begins.

With tensions between the party’s big players never far from the surface, Campbell gives the inside track on the big economic, social, political and public-service changes that Labour brought about. One of the government’s greatest triumphs, the Northern Ireland peace process, is described here, from the high of the Good Friday Agreement to the deadly low of the Omagh bombing.

But difficult and unexpected events crowd in: sex scandals – Robin Cook at home, Bill Clinton abroad; party-funding scandals; and issues of judgement such as Welsh secretary Ron Davies’ ‘moment of madness’ on Clapham Common, and the loan from Geoffrey Robinson which led to the first of Peter Mandelson’s resignations from the Cabinet. Then comes tragedy: the death of Princess Diana and the extraordinary period of worldwide mourning that followed.

Meanwhile Campbell paints intimate portraits of the foreign leaders who become central in Blair’s life – Bill Clinton, Helmut Kohl and Gerhard Schroeder, Jacques Chirac, Boris Yeltsin, Nelson Mandela, and the Chinese as they take control of Hong Kong.

Power and the People begins as Tony Blair appoints his first Cabinet, and ends as he mobilises international support against ethnic cleansing in Kosovo. And Campbell is with him every step of the way. He saw it all and here, with the forensic detail that made The Blair Years an acclaimed bestseller, he tells it all. Combining the eye of the journalist with the insight of the strategist, Campbell’s diaries are candid, funny, thoroughly absorbing, and a major contribution to the history of the Blair era.


About the Author

Alastair Campbell was born in Keighley, Yorkshire, in 1957, the son of a vet. After graduating from Cambridge University with a degree in modern languages, his first chosen career was journalism, principally with the Mirror Group. When Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party, he asked Campbell to be his press secretary. He worked for Blair – first in that capacity, then as official spokesman and director of communications and strategy – from 1994 to 2003, since when he has been mainly engaged in writing, public speaking, working for Leukaemia Research, where he is chairman of fundraising, and continuing to advise Blair, Gordon Brown and other leading Labour figures. His first novel, All In The Mind, and an accompanying award-winning TV documentary, Cracking Up, led to him being voted Mind Champion of the Year. A second novel, Maya, was published in 2010, as was the first volume of his diaries, Prelude to Power. His interests include running, cycling, playing the bagpipes and following the varying fortunes of Burnley Football Club.
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Introduction

The driving narrative in Volume 1 of my full diaries, Prelude to Power, was relatively straightforward: though with many ups and downs along the way, it was basically the story of how Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party, shaped New Labour, and led the party to a landslide victory which put him in Downing Street.

That is where Power and the People begins, the long years of opposition over, the huge challenges of government about to begin, helped not just by the scale of victory, but by the mood in the country it engendered. Most British voters, on seeing the picture on the front cover today, will know instantly where and when it was taken – Downing Street, Friday, May 2, 1997 – and perhaps remember something of what they felt at the time.

As I recorded in the closing pages of Prelude to Power, with those challenges looming, the sense of euphoria is not something in which either TB or I were sharing. Tony has since confirmed that he felt distant from the happiness of others, and real fear about what lay ahead. Outwardly, he was the ultimate modern politician, youthful and energetic, with a clear programme of major change to implement, and the favourable wind of public opinion in his sails. But inside, he knew that the euphoria would pass, that many lonely and difficult moments lay ahead, and that nothing can really prepare you for a job that so few get to do. Only five people alive at the time of writing know what it is like to be British Prime Minister – Margaret Thatcher, John Major, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and David Cameron. And only a handful of people – Tony’s wife Cherie obviously, Jonathan Powell, Anji Hunter, Sally Morgan, myself, one or two others – really know what it was like for Tony Blair to be one of those five; the pressures he had to contend with minute by minute, hour by hour, day by day, week by week, year by year; the different, often difficult characters he had to deal with at home and abroad, the myriad policy issues he had to master, or at least look and sound as if he had mastered sufficiently to deal with anyone and anything that came at him in the ‘terrifying’ forum of Prime Minister’s Questions.

Think about it. He had been a student, a lawyer, then an MP, who became leader of the Labour Party in unexpected circumstances, namely following John Smith’s sudden death from a heart attack, and the equally sudden reversal of opinion about who was John’s likelier successor, himself or Gordon Brown. He had never been a minister, let alone run a department. He had spent the previous few months careering round the country in constant campaign mode, the last day or two virtually without sleep and now, on the back of the votes of the people, he is whisked off through cheering crowds to see the Queen, becomes prime minister, is immediately required to make decisions large and small, expected and unexpected, day and night; is now responsible not just for the words that form a manifesto, but the actions that turn those words into real change for Britain and the world.

It is often said that we didn’t do enough in the first term, with that huge parliamentary majority and the hopes that had created it. Yet there were times during the editing process of Power and the People, not least when we were writing the little ‘running feet’ which give a flavour of the content of each page, when I felt a sense of genuine astonishment remembering how much happened during the two years covered by this volume. Many of the most significant and enduring parts of the Blair government’s legacy stem from this period – Bank of England independence, the minimum wage after a century of Labour campaigning for it, devolution to Scotland, Wales and London, the New Deal jobs programme, Sure Start, the beginnings of the reversal in the underinvestment in schools and hospitals, the first steps of welfare reform and the anti-government protests to match – the policy programme certainly rolls forward.

Yet so often it is the unexpected which comes to dominate. The seemingly inevitable personal and political scandals that come along: our first sex scandal, when Foreign Secretary Robin Cook’s private life was exposed; TB’s role in supporting Bill Clinton through an altogether bigger and more potent sex scandal which threatened to destroy his presidency; problems over party funding brought into sharp relief by the donation from Formula One boss Bernie Ecclestone; ‘Ron Davies’ ‘moment of madness’ on Clapham Common which led to his resignation as Welsh Secretary; and the resignation of Peter Mandelson soon afterwards, when details of his misguidedly taken loan from Geoffrey Robinson became known, just as TB was dealing with a crisis concerning Iraq. Given the scale of the controversy generated by military action against Saddam Hussein in Labour’s third term, it is perhaps easy to forget that TB’s first authorisation of military action in his first term was also against Iraq, far less controversially.

The sudden death of Princess Diana was perhaps most unexpected of all, and her loss was felt throughout the world. The outpouring of mourning which followed is now part not just of political history, but cinematic folklore thanks to the hugely successful film The Queen, one of many dramatisations of the Blair era which have confirmed New Labour’s strong and in many ways continuing hold on the political culture of recent times. Then there is the Northern Ireland peace process, so often overlooked in the media commentary about TB but surely one of his greatest achievements, especially considering the relentless toing and froing with the province’s notoriously difficult politicians, and then the terrible, grave blow of the Omagh bombing as the extremists tried to tear the Good Friday Agreement apart.

But characters well beyond the UK fill these pages as TB tries to forge a more proactive and positive foreign policy, not least when taking up the presidency of the EU and the G8. Helmut Kohl and Gerhard Schroeder, Jacques Chirac, Boris Yeltsin, Nelson Mandela and above all Bill Clinton become major players in the Blair premiership. Behind all the smiles and the bonhomie there were some fairy brutal EU summits, not least over the setting up of the European Central Bank. The handover of Hong Kong to the Chinese, and King Hussein’s funeral in Jordan, were among the more extraordinary official events. Chile’s former dictator General Pinochet landed the government with an unexpected diplomatic hand grenade. We created a few of our own in trying to get Japanese and Argentine leaders to say sorry for past war activities. We see in this volume TB’s early attempts to make a difference in the Middle East, still continuing today. And the volume ends, halfway through our first term, with the Northern Ireland peace process again in trouble, and Britain at the heart of a difficult and messy war to reverse Slobodan Milosevic’s ethnic cleansing of Kosovo, in my view another of TB’s finest hours.

Not that British politicians – including those on his own side – didn’t give TB enough headaches from time to time. The so-called ‘Big Guns’ from those often ghastly meetings in opposition did not always fire in the same direction once we got into government either. Though TB respected Robin Cook’s intellect and passion, ‘diddling’ became one of his favourite descriptions for his Foreign Secretary’s activities. As in Prelude to Power, for all his chippiness and temper, John Prescott is shown once more to be fundamentally decent and loyal. That doesn’t stop him, however, from trying to slow the New Labour train, not least when TB is trying to get the Liberal Democrats on board.

The very worst of the tensions between Tony and Gordon Brown come later. But just as they existed in Prelude to Power, so they emerge from time to time in these first two years of government covered by Power and the People. There is a point where TB expresses the fear that GB is ‘deliberately destabilising’ the government. We hear of GB’s ‘catatonic rage’ that a reshuffle saw some of his supporters sacked or demoted. We endure the fiasco of our handling of policy on the single European currency, not my greatest moment, but in part driven by attempts to bring TB and GB to the same place.

I thought TB dealt with his relationship with GB pretty fairly in his own memoir, A Journey, which was published while I was preparing this volume. So much has been written and said about relations between the two of them, but it was good to get, finally, TB’s own version of events. As with all of us who were there, it is only one perspective, but his is perhaps more important than anyone else’s, with the possible exception of GB’s, for which we will have to wait some time I think.

A Journey didn’t hide the difficulties they had in reaching the decision as to which of them should stand for the leadership, nor the significance of the tensions which then developed. But it was one of TB’s strengths as a leader that he never feared – indeed he positively welcomed – there being other big players in the government beyond himself. Nor did he resent the idea that a part of GB’s mind would always be on when and how he might follow TB as prime minister. This volume shows how, more than his inner team perhaps, he was able to ignore, or at least live with, the manoeuvrings of some of the Chancellor’s most zealous supporters who seemed genuinely to believe that GB was the real strength in the government, and that he would make a better PM than TB, and the sooner the better. Tony seemed fairly relaxed about all of that. It was only later, when he sensed the personal ambition was beginning to translate into regular and unnecessary policy differences, that he felt the sometimes positive effect of ‘creative tension’ crossed a line into something more damaging.

In part as a result of various published accounts, TB’s and mine included, and perhaps even more so Peter Mandelson’s insufferably self-indulgent account, some have asked why we all played the role we did in helping GB to take over as prime minister, and indeed, in going back to work on his 2010 election campaign. In short the argument goes like this: you’ve all had some pretty terrible things to say about him, or shown him behaving in a way that aroused a lot of concern about his all-round abilities and personality, so why didn’t you do more to stop him? I think this volume of my diaries, perhaps more than any other, shows why that question is too simple in a world – the world of politics – which is often more complicated than it seems even to those living inside it. In the books written about and by us all, it is certainly possible to go to this page or that page and see GB behaving badly, or selfishly, or in a way that seems to show he is unsuited to playing as part of a team. But it is also possible to look elsewhere and see a very different side to him – brilliant, driven, committed to great causes, with a range and scale on policy and argument that justified TB’s pretty consistent view of him as the second most talented and important minister in the government; a view, incidentally, which did not offend his actual deputy, John Prescott, who would generally agree with that assessment. TB often said, when things were really bad with GB, that he was ‘brilliant but impossible’. If he were just brilliant, he would say, that would be great. Had he just been impossible, then those who urged TB to replace or remove him could have had their wishes granted. But the combination made it a more difficult decision than is sometimes understood. Even with the benefit of hindsight, it is not entirely clear that TB could or should have moved or sacked Gordon. This is not just about whether it was better to have him pissing inside the tent, as it were, rather than from outside, important though that calculation may have been. It is also the case that it was not clear, to him or many others in the party, me included, that there was anyone capable either of beating Gordon in a leadership election, or doing a better job as prime minister. There was a fear, too, that the process of finding out might have left us in a worse not better position.

In a way, all that is for future volumes, and there will be plenty of it. But in these first two years in government, GB, while sometimes difficult, and with his sidekicks often a screaming pain, was at least delivering on establishing a sense of real economic strength and credibility, and so addressing what was historically one of Labour’s biggest perceived weaknesses.

I have always believed history will judge TB and his government more kindly than the day-to-day commentary of a media whose right wing don’t much care for him because he kept the Tories out for so long, whose left wing aren’t too keen because he wasn’t left wing enough for their tastes, and many of whose broadcasters will never forgive him for Iraq. I think TB’s book, reminding people as it did of the scale of change in Britain over which he presided, and the qualities and characteristics which made him Labour’s most successful ever leader, will be an important part of a reassessment within that debate.

I hope Power and the People, with its immediate account of those heady early days of government, will also be a contribution to that historical debate. Once all my diaries are published, it will certainly be the longest, and possibly the most complete, single account of life at the heart of the Blair team. But mine too is just one perspective, that of a diarist, often exhausted at the end of another long day, recording what he saw, heard, said, thought and felt, day by day, through an extraordinary period in British political and social history.

As with Prelude to Power, the text that follows contains no benefit of hindsight and, other than in this introduction, there is no contextualisation of today. Amid all the scandals, the crises and the unexpected events sometimes knocking us off course, a lot went right in these first two years. Britain began to change for the better and many of those changes will endure. I was pleased and proud to be part of the team that helped TB to make it happen, and am glad now to be able to share my account of it all.

Alastair Campbell
London, Wednesday, September 29, 2010
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The Diaries


Friday, May 2, 1997

TB went off with [Sir] Robin Butler [Cabinet Secretary] to the Cabinet Room for a security briefing. Jonathan [Powell, chief of staff], Sally Morgan [political secretary], David Miliband [head of policy] and I went up to the dining room, where a buffet lunch had been laid on. Jonathan Haslam [John Major’s press secretary] showed me around, introduced me to a few people, and it was all a bit weird. Jonathan was being very pleasant and doing what he had to do, but I felt for him. He was being kicked out of the job, and having to guide me as to what to do next. I sensed very mixed feelings in the staff. The messengers seemed friendly and helpful. The press office people were nervous, I could tell. I guess they only had what they read and heard to go on, and they were worried about the Tim [Allan] and Hilary [Coffman] [special advisers] situation. They also sensed, rightly, that I had not been impressed by the JM press operation and would want to make changes. Jonathan had left me a note on the strengths and weaknesses of all of them. It was odd having such a big office, PAs and the like, when I had been pretty much used to operating anywhere from a mobile phone. I was introduced to Alison [Blackshaw], my new PA, who seemed a bit dizzy, told me how much she had liked Major and every time I wandered off, she said she had to know where I was and she was worried I would be too ‘independent’ for her to be able to do her job.

TB seemed to be in his element. We were in the Cabinet Room, working through the Cabinet and some of the junior jobs, and he was clear and decisive, had found new reserves of energy. Butler and Alex Allan [principal private secretary] seemed to take to him. Butler said later all the machine wanted was clear direction. I told him I had not been too impressed with the way the government media machine worked, and nor had TB. I asked if I was within my rights to get them all in and emphasise the need for change and he said no problem. That was what they expected. I was still feeling a bit flat and deflated, and the atmosphere of the place didn’t help. The children helped lift things a bit, Euan and Nicky in particular running a bit wild. Butler – or ‘Buttleshanks’ as TB had decided to christen him when talking to us – was fussing around the whole time. Once lunch was out of the way, TB started to see everyone to appoint the Cabinet. JP [John Prescott, Deputy Prime Minister] came in first and was really happy with his lot. Robin [Cook, Foreign Secretary] went straight out and did a doorstep and TB said we had to keep a very wary eye on him. ‘He is playing the old games.’ Derry [Irvine, Lord Chancellor] was happy enough. [David] Blunkett [Education and Employment Secretary] came in and I introduced him to Haslam, who was going to be his top press man. It was interesting how quickly the idea settled that they were now in government and off to do real jobs as opposed to all the Shadow stuff we had been doing for years; listening to TB set out priorities, and then talk about detail of policies which were now going to be put into practice.

Margaret [Beckett, Trade and Industry Secretary] and Jack S [Straw, Home Secretary] in particular made the point they just couldn’t wait to get started. I did a briefing on the Cabinet, and some background on the mood etc., and again it was odd how quickly it came to seem and feel normal that I was there, doing it. I went down to the briefing room with my new team, walked in to a few ‘Hear, hears’ and then just got going. Tony Bevins [Independent] asked if I was going to scrap the lobby and I said no. I got home reasonably early and watched the news, which was all about mood and euphoria and the rest, and I still didn’t feel it, felt flat and anticlimactic. There was also a real problem looming because CB [Cherie Blair] was clearly dead set against Anji [Hunter, head of TB’s office] being there. I thought it was unfair to Anji if she was now kicked aside, but also that she would be very good at watching his back.

Saturday, May 3

TB was pretty knackered but he had to keep going on appointments. We started at 9 and he was keen for a very New Labour element to the reshuffle. He called Frank Field and offered him Number 2 to Harriet [Harman] at Social Security. We were in the Cabinet Room, TB, Jonathan and I on one side, Butler and Alex Allan on the other. Those two seemed absolutely fine about me and Jonathan, no problem at all. I got the feeling that Alex had found the last stages of the JM government really draining. He has a very quiet, unassuming manner, but there is a sharpness and energy there and I sense he really wants to help. RB is very smiley and friendly, but more old-fashioned, more naturally Establishment. The one I was keeping a close eye on was Mark Adams [private secretary with responsibility for Prime Minister’s Questions], who I sensed trying to get barriers up early on. I took a pretty instant dislike. He was cocky without having the obvious talent to justify it and when he was giving it large about how we should prepare for PMQs, I couldn’t help pointing out that Major’s PMQs was one of his biggest weaknesses. We got through the appointments quicker than any of us thought possible. Mo [Mowlam] and I had a very friendly chat before she headed straight for Northern Ireland. TB had been slightly dreading telling Derek Foster, Tom Clarke and Michael Meacher [Shadow Cabinet Labour MPs] that they would not be in the Cabinet, but they all took it as well as they could be expected to. I had a meeting with Tim and Hilary, plus Allan Percival [AC’s Civil Service deputy] and the rest of the press office. Allan was very quiet and ponderous, and clearly saw himself as the guardian of propriety. The press officers were a mixed bunch, but gave off the sense of being terrified. I tried to assure them I would listen to any of their concerns as the new government bedded in. I said it should be an exciting time for them because the PM values communications. But I did say I intended to change the way things were done.

I did a briefing for the broadcasters on the appointments, and then for the Sundays. I gave them the story about TB and family living in Number 11 not 10, which had them going on for ages. Also, re the official residences – RC Chevening, GB [Gordon Brown, Chancellor] Dorneywood, JP access to both plus Admiralty House. Jack S wanted to stay at home so Mo was using South Eaton Place. Flat for Margaret B. Derry came over for a chat re his own press and profile. I said he had huge strengths, particularly the intellectual support he gave to TB, as he had during the campaign. I thought he should do all the things he had to do, but not generate profile. He should establish himself as a big figure in the government without shouting about it. Derry is a lovely guy but part of his strength is his old-fashionedness and it doesn’t lend itself to dealing with the media too closely. He said he was worried about CB; he feared she would find it hard to balance everything. GB came round to see me and we talked about how he would put up interest rates and simultaneously announce an independent Bank of England. He would work on the script today and have everything in place. Secrecy was paramount.

We talked about Charlie [Whelan] who had come to see me earlier to say he was alarmed that TB didn’t want him, that he would work as my deputy if that was what I really wanted. I said TB was wrong to suggest that because I had to have a civil servant as a deputy. GB asked me to agree that Charlie stayed at the Treasury, but kept in regular communication with me. Charlie looked very low, though Ed Balls [special adviser to GB] was looking even more smug than usual. TB left at 6 for a meeting of the Privy Council. I had a session with Alison Blackshaw who said she was really anxious. ‘The trouble is you are so independent,’ she said, yet again, and I laughed and said ‘Is that code for wanting me in my box?’ The press office were baulking at the idea of Tim and HC briefing for the government as well as the party. I raised it with Butler and Alex, who said it was fine; they could brief for the government, and be political, but not party political. They seemed to be fine about pretty much anything I was putting forward, and I got them to come round to the press office to tell everyone there was no problem Tim and HC speaking for HMG. I could tell they were all a bit jumpy.

The Anji problem was still running on and I was worried it would get out there before it was sorted. I was still not totally convinced I wanted to do the job. I told Fiona [Millar, AC’s partner] I thought I was more cut out for campaigning than government. I’d raised it with TB, who was having none of it. I wrote a letter to the heads of information in departments, making clear we would be wanting a lot of change. I wanted all bids co-ordinated through the Number 10 press office, and we wanted a log of all contacts with the media. I know the second part of that won’t be observed, but they need a pretty firm message from the word go.

Sunday, May 4

TB was at home working on more appointments. Peter M [Mandelson, Minister without Portfolio] did a photocall at the Cabinet Office without clearing it with us, which pissed me off, particularly as he was simultaneously saying that people should not be doing things without clearance through Number 10. We had to establish quickly, even with Peter, that things had to be routed through Number 10. It was going to be more important in government than in opposition, because there are so many different places that can make news. The message was getting through pretty quickly though. JP called to let me know he was doing an interview with the Guardian, Frank Dobson [Health Secretary] with the Mirror. These are Cabinet ministers and they can easily get coverage without resort to me. We must have proper systems.

TB went off later to play tennis. He was anxious about Anji. I called her, and she said she was determined to stay. Sally M was anxious that we had not yet briefed on the job she would be doing, and was not going to be messed around. She was clearly worried if Anji did come back in, she would not be so influential. Both Cherie and Fiona were opposed to Anji coming in, but TB was insistent. In the morning, they were filmed at church, all very casual. TB called later, worried we could easily lose the initiative quickly if we were not careful, and said we had to have a steady flow of new Labour initiatives. We were planning union rights at GCHQ [Government Communication Headquarters], and of course the Bank of England.

I spoke to Doug Henderson [minister for Europe] who was due to go to Brussels tomorrow, and said he needed the Foreign Office to get briefing on a new approach in Europe. TB asked Michael Levy [Labour peer, businessman, Labour Party fund-raiser] to try to sort out the Cherie/Anji situation. Eventually it was agreed Anji would come in, work on presentation [‘Special Assistant for Presentation and Planning’], and share an office with Fiona and Roz [Preston, assistant to CB]. Fiona said she got the sense Tony needed Anji as much as Cherie needed Carole [Caplin, friend and adviser to CB]. TB called again, and said we all needed some rest. I said I had not been fantastically impressed by what I had seen so far from the government machine. Alan Clark [Conservative politician, diarist and friend of AC] called. ‘Fan-bloody-tastic,’ he said. Nick Soames [Conservative MP, grandson of Churchill] called, said we deserved it, we had run a great campaign, but they would be back straight away.

Monday, May 5

It was a bank holiday, but a normal working day. I went round to TB’s, who was livid at RC who had briefed hard on the Social Chapter. ‘I could cheerfully kill the little bugger,’ he said. He called him in the car on the way in and said he was now involved in running the country and representing Britain, not winning a few rounds of applause at a conference. These things have to be done according to an overall plan, not just spilled out when people feel like it. As he came off the phone, he said ‘Unbelievable,’ and laughed. ‘He said “You are going to need me as much as I need you.”’ There was a bit of light relief on appointments when he was appointing Bernard Donoughue [Labour peer, former adviser in Wilson and Callaghan governments] to a job [at the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food] and the switchboard got Brian Donohue [Labour MP] instead. TB said he was already well on the way to appointing him when he realised he had got the wrong Donohue. My letter to heads of information was already causing a bit of a stir in Whitehall. Whelan told me it was being called ‘the fascist letter’ in the Treasury. It was clear some departments weren’t happy with it, but with others I felt we were getting there slowly.

At Richmond Crescent [the Blairs’ Islington home], I chatted to CB re Anji. She had reconciled herself to the fact that he wanted her there. TB asked me what I thought of my Civil Service team. It was mixed. I wrote a briefing note on Sally’s position for the heavies and Bevins came back straight away and said they were splashing on TB using political appointments like me and her to strengthen the centre. We got a few more appointments out for the lunchtimes but were holding back on Tony Banks [Labour MP] until Tom Pendry [former Shadow sports minister] was told he wouldn’t be getting sport. When he was told, apparently he was weeping.

I had a meeting with GB, Ed B, Charlie W, Jill Rutter [Treasury head of press] and HMT officials to go over tomorrow’s plan on the Bank. It was going to be big and bold and I said to GB he really had to capture the sense of history, set it in the bigger context of making Britain strong and competitive for the long term, building long-term prosperity. He was scribbling madly and I could see some of the Treasury officials realising they had never worked with anyone like this before. I had another session with CB to work on the letter I was sending to editors re the kids not being fair game as they came and went. They were due to move in today, and Nicky [Blair, younger son] said he was looking forward to it because they were getting goalposts in the garden. TB called a political meeting at 5.30 – AC, Jonathan, Bruce [Grocott MP, parliamentary private secretary], SM, DM, Kate Garvey [TB’s diary secretary] and Anji on her first day, largely to work out issues of how to manage his time. He had decided to work mainly in the little room off the bit outside the Cabinet Room, which was pretty small but he said it was the best of what was on offer. He was pressing for something to move forward re us and the Liberals. I said I was worried he would get swallowed by the machine and he had to maintain visibility in the country as well as here. GB came over again to go over interest rates and the Bank. TB had been pressing on the Bank for a while and I was keen for him to be involved in some way, but now he was doing it, it was clear GB was going to present it as very much his thing. TB said he didn’t mind as long as we were doing it. We put together a plan for telling the Cabinet one by one tomorrow. GB didn’t believe it would hold if too many people were told today. It was big, bold, genuinely historic and would give us a real sense of momentum.

Tuesday, May 6

There were loads of CB moving-in pictures. Charlie was tipping off people from 7.55 that the Governor of the Bank was seeing GB at 8. The BBC were pretty slow off the mark. The assumption was interest-rate rise full stop. I listened to the news in the office. John Holmes [private secretary, foreign affairs] came in to say he was worried the news was overblowing TB’s Irish visit. It was unlikely to produce much at this stage. He wanted me to play it down. Allan Percival came to see me and said he was worried people would no longer think this was a good place to work. He felt the last few days had not been handled well. I said I had been trying to give people reassurance whilst at the same time making clear we would be making change. He had to understand that seen from opposition, the government media machine had seemed hopeless. The media thought it was hopeless and we had to change the way it worked. I wanted people to work with me but they had to understand change had to happen. Peter M chaired a meeting, me, Jonathan, Allan P, Alex, HC, David Hill [chief spokesman, Labour Party], CW, largely about handling of the Bank. He said he wanted to chair morning meetings, which was fine.

I went over to GB’s office for a pre-meeting on the Bank independence. There was a real buzz in there, and GB was tense and fidgety, firing off questions and then answering them himself. It was genuinely exciting, a really big moment. The Treasury officials looked a little bit shell-shocked. I sensed GB was taking far less care at keeping them sweet than TB. He was making very clear, in word and deed, who was in charge. The room was packed, GB had a real authority there, and dealt well with questions. GB was much more relaxed than he had been in the latter stages of the campaign. He was clearly taking to the Treasury like a duck to water.

TB was seeing Cabinet committees, e.g. on the Constitution. Equally annoyingly, the decisions reached were out in the press within half an hour. We had to get a grip of this. Referendum [on devolution] by September. It was TB’s birthday and there was a little do for him in the Cabinet Room, to which lots of the Garden Room Girls [Prime Minister’s secretarial staff] and other staff came. It could have been a really good scene for him, but he didn’t really rise to it, which was a pity. All felt a bit flat. I did the lobby in the afternoon and I sensed that they sensed we had quickly established control and were setting the agenda as promised. David Rose [Welsh journalist] asked if it was a deliberate snub that there were no Welsh speakers in the Welsh team and I said yes. They were asking a lot about so-called presidential style. Mark Adams chaired a meeting on PMQs. He set out how they did it with JM and I said that had not exactly been a great success. These were the same people who had been responsible for one of the weakest parts of his whole operation. I said we should use it to make more announcements and set a new tone.

I had to square Derek Foster re his words about resigning from the Minister of State job he’d been given – quickest resignation yet – to go for Deputy Speaker.1 I worked on notes for a speech to my first meeting to heads of information, who we invited over to a drink in the White Room at Number 10. Peter M came too and we both emphasised the importance TB attached to information and communication, and we wanted a more proactive approach. I said TB barely read the papers but he was a believer in strategic communications and they needed to be involved in that. I sensed that some of them didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. But some did, and were clearly happy with their new bosses.

Wednesday, May 7

The main event for today was TB at the PLP [Parliamentary Labour Party], with a big New Labour message, and the re-election of the Speaker. GB got a terrific press re Bank of England independence, deservedly, though there was too much ‘it was Ed Balls’ idea’ around. Derek Scott [TB’s special adviser on economics] told me that at the meeting with Eddie George [Governor of the Bank of England], Ed rather than Alistair Darling [chief secretary to the Treasury] had sat next to GB. Peter M said well done to the HMT [Her Majesty’s Treasury] team on the handling of the Bank announcement. TB was worrying about Ireland, wanting quickly to take an initiative but worrying whether he could do it without upsetting too many parts of the equation. MB called to bend my ear on the need to get a trade union rights bill. Jack Cunningham [Agriculture Secretary] called to bend my ear about the need to go early for a Food Standards Agency. He was scathing about MAFF [Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food], said the place was a total shambles.

The PLP meeting was at Church House and there was a terrific atmosphere, a real sense of excitement. There was a lot of yearning and ambition in there. TB got a great reception and it was a good speech, translating some of the messages of the campaign into a language for government, warning of the additional responsibility of a large majority. ‘There were a lot of illusions floating around in there,’ he said on the way back.

The Civil Service had done a not bad job writing the Queen’s Speech based on the advice we had given in advance re early priorities, but I rewrote it to make it a bit less frumpy and to get in a bit of message. The Palace were fine about most of the changes but one or two they pushed back on. TB met the Northern Ireland Office people for a briefing, and then [Sir] David English [chairman, Associated Newspapers] with [Lord] Rothermere [chairman, Daily Mail and General Trust]. English popped round for a chat and said what a brilliant campaign it had been. He said he would try to keep [Paul] Dacre [editor, Daily Mail] in line, and would be helped if they felt they knew what was going on. Jonathan told me that Butler had said he did not think I should attend Cabinet. I did a little note to TB saying if we were to get clarity of briefing out of Cabinet I had to be there. He said in writing there was no question of me not attending Cabinet meetings. I was unimpressed that Butler had tried to get it done through Jonathan, rather than come to me or raise it with TB. He said nothing more about it. We were getting lots of calls about whether Cherie liked the Downing Street cat [‘Humphrey’]. I got home and caught the news. Fantastic pictures of TB with all the women MPs. We got a flurry of late calls after Clare Short [International Development Secretary] on Channel 5 talking about the age of consent and saying she wasn’t happy we didn’t have a women’s ministry.

Thursday, May 8

I sensed we were really beginning to motor. In less than a week, we had established momentum and a sense of competence and we were getting broadly positive reactions to most things we were doing. The picture of TB and the women MPs was pretty mega everywhere and again was adding to the sense of a breath of fresh air. The only raggedness was that there were too many stories around about the Queen’s Speech. It was partly my fault in that I had probably talked too much in the margins of the briefing, but also people were chattering around the place the whole time. The Indy went big on Freedom of Information being delayed, and the Guardian on the idea it was because Peter M and I were basically against. Peter was terribly miffed about it, whereas I was not terribly fussed. He went off and did a round of interviews saying he was in favour.

TB was seeing [Paddy] Ashdown [Lib Dem leader] who, helpfully, volunteered the view that there should be reform of PMQs. This was great news because TB was intending to announce change tomorrow, and it was good that Paddy raised it rather than being pushed into backing it. Elsewhere, however, TB was unimpressed, because Paddy was not keen on merger talks and was instead asking for stuff like a privy councillorship for Bob Maclennan [Lib Dem MP and party president], more peers. We agreed he should be there next week and accept a couple of Cabinet committee places, and we should go public on it next week. Today was unbelievably busy, with relentless interest in every detail of the Cabinet, Queen’s Speech, plus the John Bruton [Irish Prime Minister] meeting.

The Cabinet started arriving fairly early and there was a good mood around the place. They gathered outside and were drinking tea and chatting. I agreed with JP that he would do clips in the street afterwards, but nobody else. We had to stop the notion Robin had tried to start that people just wander over and talk to whoever is out there. We did the official photo, and it was only after they were all there that I realised there was only one woman in the front row, which didn’t look great. GB looked very tense and bunched up. There was something about team photos that made people nervous and a bit silly. Alex Allan told me TB had said he would dispense with all the titles in Cabinet and just use Christian names. TB told me later it had been AA who first suggested it. I briefed the Standard on the [London] mayor and the Assembly commitment. The Cabinet Office had done a seating plan and they took ages to settle down. TB had made absolutely clear to Butler I would be attending and I sat at the back with Alex and John Holmes and the other private secretaries. Jonathan sat directly behind Butler and TB. Bruce was sitting in the other chair to the side of the fireplace. The Civil Service were getting the message that TB would not allow his political team to be undermined, let alone broken up.

TB said the last government had been a shambles and we had to learn from that. He said we will sink or swim together. There was too much chattering to the media going on. It was a bit like first day at school. TB was on great form but he looked tired. He said ‘Good morning everyone,’ sat down and then said he had been thinking what they should call each other at these meetings; that they had been together so long that it would be odd suddenly to start using titles, so we should carry on calling each other by our Christian names. Hear, hears. He was serious about proper co-ordination through the centre, on policy and on press. Clare asked if every interview had to be cleared through me and he said yes. He said there was too much chattering going on, and pointed to the Scotsman account of the constitutional committee meeting. He said he expected ministers to have a grip of their special advisers who again should only be speaking to the media in a co-ordinated, disciplined way.

GB raised the pay review bodies and said he thought it was difficult for the Cabinet to take their full salary rises when they were urging restraint on others. TB and JP (less enthusiastically) weighed in with support. Donald [Dewar, Secretary of State for Scotland] raised the issue of how pension entitlements were affected and TB said it made no difference. Later Clare was asking for rail renationalisation, more trade union rights. JP gave her one of his withering looks. TB basically ignored her. They went through the bills for the Queen’s Speech, TB explaining why some which might seem a bit odd had to be in there. Ministers were still pressing for their own projects but largely as a way of letting their own people know they were having their say in Cabinet. That’s how it felt at any rate. Donald said he needed more Scottish bills. TB said ‘You’ll have to drop the referendum bill to get them,’ and DD laughed and that was that. TB saw the education team after Cabinet, then part of the day was taken dealing with BSE [bovine spongiform encephalopathy]. GB had said it was a disaster that could cost us billions. There was a MAFF/Health turf war over who should lead on the Food Standards Agency. TB had indicated Jack C should get it, but that would go down badly with consumer groups. Jack and now Jeff Rooker [junior agriculture minister] were both complaining that MAFF was a total shambles. Jeff said they were useless from the permanent secretary down. I asked whether anyone had thought about sacking the people at the top. I did a note for the four o’clock [lobby briefing], and was fairly downbeat, covered Cabinet, twenty-two bills, pay, meeting with Bruton. On most of the bulletins, we had the first three stories. The Bruton meeting was fine, and TB was clearly up for a big push on it. He didn’t want to do media and so we left it all to Bruton and Mo.

Friday, May 9

We got good coverage out of Cabinet – ‘Call me Tony’ – and on Ireland. The Telegraph had a leak of sorts on TB’s plan to move PMQs. TB spoke to Paddy about it again and he was fine. Then he spoke to [John] Major who was clearly minded to attack it. TB went over some of the arguments, saying he felt fifteen minutes wasn’t long enough; that neither of them ever came out of it well. In the end, he said, you’ll have to decide whether to attack it or not, but he believed one longer session per week was better than two shorter ones. I had prepared a written briefing on PMQs, which I revised. We had Wim Kok [Dutch Prime Minister] coming in for lunch, and I was also organising a picture of Cherie and Humphrey the cat because of the stuff about her hating cats. Peter M was getting more and more pompous at the morning meetings, and I feared we were heading for a spat fairly soon. Charlie Whelan was as usual totally vague about GB’s plans; said he had a couple of interviews coming up but hadn’t decided what he would be saying yet. PMQs reform was the main issue at the eleven o’clock, and though some thought there should have been more consultation, it went fine.

At 11.45 we had a strategy meeting – TB, GB, Peter M, AC, Jonathan, CW. It meandered really though GB was in better form than of late, and a bit more engaged. I relayed the call I had from Nick Brown [chief whip] re BSE, who said ‘Don’t let TB take charge of it because it is insoluble.’ GB said he was more worried about the public finances. Also, that he feared there was too much ill discipline among MPs. And he was worried, as ever, about JP. ‘Why on earth did you give him the regions as well?’ ‘That was your idea,’ said TB. ‘No it wasn’t.’ GB said RC was fucking up on Europe. I’d had words with RC about the TV shots of him kissing Oskar Lafontaine [chairman, Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD)]. TB said our objectives for the IGC2 were to protect borders, relax the veto where we said we would, not allow an inner core of countries to go ahead at different pace, reweighting of votes, flexible labour markets, CAP [Common Agricultural Policy] reform. I did the Sunday lobby at 1.20. I said I did not intend to have a fixed slot for them every week, and it would depend on whether there was anything to say. They were by and large not a serious bunch and it was largely a waste of time. The serious ones would demand more time outside the briefing anyway. It went on a bit and I was late for the Kok lunch. TB was saying we intended to be constructive but there were certain things we could not cede. The Dutch [EU] presidency were publishing a new draft treaty in the next few days. The current game appeared to be that we would get it into the new treaty that we kept border controls, something the last government failed to get. TB emphasised no weakening of the veto on foreign and defence policy. He said the whole third pillar3 (justice and home affairs) could not become intergovernmental. It was like learning a new language and TB took to it easily, better than I did. Variable geometry? IGC, multi-speed, third pillar. He said it was important we stamped our mark on the IGC. Kok and TB had a private session then Kok came out to do a doorstep. We left our media to RC, who was so puffed up it was comic.

TB was heading off to Chequers [Prime Minister’s official country residence]. We had a chat before he left and he said I had to try to get some rest. He said we had had a good first week and we had to keep on establishing grip and competence. I was missing PG’s [Philip Gould, pollster, strategist and adviser to TB] notes but he sent one through today saying the mood was overwhelmingly positive and the first week had been great. He had played an absolute blinder during the campaign. There had been times when it felt like he and I had held the thing together. He had a lot of the qualities needed for a long campaign like that – work ethic, perseverance, enthusiasm and not getting too fussed when things went a bit wrong. It annoyed me that he was virtually written out of the post-election script, partly because he was not in the government, but also because Peter was so busy taking credit.

Saturday, May 10

The first quiet day in ages. Godric [Smith, press officer] called about an Indy on Sunday story, Friends of the Earth saying Jack C should be moved because of his outside interests. I gave a robust statement defending Jack and saying it was a preposterous attempt to gain publicity, and would not be taken seriously.

Sunday, May 11

The papers were basically fine, though there was far too much chatter about the Budget. I went for a swim and then a lunch at Fredericks for TB’s birthday organised by Maggie Rae [partner of Alan Haworth, PLP secretary] and Katie Kay [former neighbour of the Blairs, later an aide]. Lots of his family were there and it was an OK event. I was sitting next to a relative of Cherie’s who runs a B&Q store. TB arrived in a rather poncy four-buttoned suit. He said he felt rested. He liked Chequers. He was worried about changing PMQs, felt it would come back and hit us at some time. We were only getting away with it because of the honeymoon effect. He felt once that ended, we would have to raise the game another gear.

Monday, May 12

The Tory leadership was fairly dominant. Our main focus was GB in Brussels insisting we could cut VAT on fuel, and RC doing his ‘mission statement’ for a new foreign policy. Things had settled down fairly quickly and I was missing the intensity of the campaign. I had a lot of challenges and problems but many of them were dull, administrative kind of things, making change that should have been made yonks ago. TB was seeing Ian Paisley [Democratic Unionist leader], John Hume [nationalist SDLP leader] and David Trimble [Ulster Unionist leader] and it was interesting to watch them put their own spin not just on the meetings, but the bigger picture. TB said he reckoned he could see a way of sorting the Northern Ireland problem. I loved the way he said it, like nobody had thought of it before. I said what makes you think you can do it when nobody else could? I had a long session with him and John Holmes, who looked after Ireland as well as Europe and all the big foreign policy stuff. He was not your typical Foreign Office man. He was from Preston, had a very dry sense of humour and had been totally grown up about the main changes. He worked fantastically hard and quickly established a rapport with Tony, and an ability to speak his mind without bullshit. I could tell he was a bit quizzical about TB’s optimism, but willing to give it a good go. TB was thinking of going to NI at the end of the week, making a basically pro-Union speech but at the same time saying that officials could talk to Sinn Fein. John said it was not guaranteed to produce a ceasefire but it was probably the best way to try. I could see TB getting really seized of it. Every time I saw him today, whatever the issue, he would say something about Ireland. ‘I can see a way on this.’

We were briefing on the small business payments bill, carved up between me, Siobhan [Kenny, Number 10 press officer] and Jean Caines [DTI press officer]. DTI were being incredibly slow about it and when I chased it up Jean said she hadn’t got ‘presidential approval’. Presidential! As in president of the Board of Trade. I called Margaret Beckett and said could she tell her press people that she didn’t need to authorise every briefing that went out, provided it was based on policy. I told Jean MB and I had a very good relationship because she was one of the real grown-ups. There were one or two little problems that led to the private office getting pissed off with me. Peter Hain [junior minister, Welsh office] had wanted to announce the abolition of nursery vouchers in Wales [Labour scrapped the previous government’s nursery provision scheme] and checked with me from a media point of view and I said no problem. But he hadn’t cleared it on the policy front, and when Blunkett went mad about it later, Peter used the line that I had cleared it on TB’s behalf. Also Jack Straw came through me on an immigration appeal case that was going to get a bit of play. These were just teething problems really.

I had a look round the Number 11 flat with Fiona and Roz. It was a bit musty and not terribly homely. The main living room felt more like an overpriced hotel than a home. The pictures were pretty dire. The kitchen was awful. I felt a bit sorry for them, having to move in, but the kids seemed fine enough with it. I was beginning to work on the planning
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