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ABOUT THE BOOK

Just after ten o’clock on Thursday, 7 May 2015 Nick Robinson stared down the lens of camera 5 in the BBC’s Election Night Studio to explain to millions the significance of an exit poll that shocked the country and heralded an earthquake in British politics.

That moment was a personal milestone for the BBC’s Political Editor, who had been discharged from hospital just hours earlier following weeks of treatment for cancer and the loss of his voice after surgery.

In the year leading up to that night Nick kept a journal recording the events he reported on day after day to millions of viewers and listeners, and which he continued to monitor, often from his hospital bed, as he fought to get fit in time for election night. This is Nick’s behind-the-scenes account of his encounters with David Cameron, who many wrote off before the shock victory he called his ‘sweetest’; Ed Miliband, who turned abuse and ridicule into respect before leading Labour to its worst defeat in a generation; Nick Clegg, who led his party into power and then to humiliation and near oblivion; Nigel Farage, who rose so fast and then fell at the final hurdle; Alex Salmond, whose public clash with Nick led to thousands protesting outside the BBC’s Scottish HQ, and Nicola Sturgeon, whose stunning success as SNP leader has put Scottish independence back on the map.

The result is an extraordinary narrative, characterized by Nick Robinson’s trademark insight, analysis and backstage gossip, of an adrenaline-fuelled year which culminated in a captivating election that transformed Britain’s political landscape.


ELECTION
NOTEBOOK

The inside story of the battle over Britain’s
future and my personal battle to report it

Nick Robinson
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Introduction

It was a year like no other.

A year that ended in a way almost no one saw coming.

A year in which the fate of the nation hung in the balance.

The denouement came on 8 May 2015, when David Cameron stood outside the most famous front door in the world to announce that he was forming a majority Conservative government. Moments later, I was standing in the same place to report, in a scratchy voice, on what the future might bring and on the resignation in a single morning of not just one or two but three opposition leaders.

It began exactly twelve months earlier, when, in the flat above Downing Street, we filmed a prime minister who knew his time at Number 10 might soon be drawing to a close. On that day – 8 May 2014 – I started to keep a notebook, writing down what I saw, what I heard and what I thought.

I planned it as a record of the journey to an election that would decide not simply who would win power but could help determine whether our country remains a United Kingdom and a member of the European Union.

I had no idea then that it would also record another journey: one that would take me from a routine visit to the GP to the surgeon’s table to have a cancerous tumour cut out of my lung – an operation that would also rob me of my voice.

My Election Notebook begins, long before I had any idea I was unwell, with a series of days spent with each main party leader on the campaign trail in the last UK-wide test of public opinion before the big day itself: the European and local elections. Next came September’s referendum on Scottish independence, which was meant to settle the issue ‘for a generation’ but instead transformed the politics of the UK as a whole and led, almost without a pause, into the longest, most unpredictable, most surprising general election in decades.

A year earlier, David Cameron was all too aware that he’d never won an election; that prime ministers almost never gain votes between one polling day and the next and that the rise of UKIP had inflicted a wound from which his party might never recover.

Labour leader Ed Miliband knew that all too many voters did not believe he was up to the job and blamed his party for the country’s economic woes. However, he was confident the electorate shared his view that the rules of the British economy had for years been rigged against the interests of ordinary working people.

Deputy prime minister Nick Clegg could read the miserable opinion polls for both himself and the Liberal Democrats but was convinced they would eventually be rewarded for making the transition from party of protest to party of power.

UKIP’s Nigel Farage sensed an opportunity to transform himself from the joker in the political pack to potential kingmaker.

In Scotland, the nightmare back in spring 2014 for first minister Alex Salmond, and his eventual successor, Nicola Sturgeon, was the spectre of defeat in the referendum. The idea that a resurgent SNP might dominate the general election on both sides of the border was no more than a distant dream.

This was to be a year none of them could have predicted. I certainly didn’t.

My Election Notebook is their story, and mine. And yours.


Author’s Note

I have only been in a position to write this book because I am the BBC’s political editor. It’s a job that gives me privileged access to politicians in all parties. These relationships are built on mutual trust. Politicians know that they must allow me to report with confidence on what they are thinking but they also know that I will respect their confidences.

So, while my notebook pulls back the curtain to reveal more than I can in a short TV or radio report, I still take the old-fashioned view that the substance of what is said ‘off the record’ stays ‘off the record’.

What’s more, like all broadcasters, I have a duty to report on politics impartially. So while you’ll find in these pages plenty of sharp observations and instant judgements – some right, some quickly proved hopelessly wrong – you will not find my personal political opinions. I’m well used to people telling me they know what I think but tend to find that the fans of political parties are rather like football fans: whatever happens, they are inclined to view it from the perspective that ‘the ref’ must be biased against their team.

How politics is reported and what impartiality really means are huge subjects in their own right – enough, in fact, for an entire book of their own. Luckily, there is just such a book: Live from Downing Street, my first tome, examines both at length.


— MAY 2014 —

Thursday 8 May

The flat above the shop

It’s almost 6.30am. Work is just beginning. On the kitchen table a box of Weetabix promises to ‘fuel your day’. Next to it is a child’s toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste. It’s organic. The eye is drawn to the details: the immaculate graphite kitchen cabinets, the gleaming coffeemaker, the modern art on the walls. This is a home straight out of the pages of a glossy magazine. At this hour only one of the family is up and awake. And on camera.

He is reading, then signing, a pile of letters, each removed from and put back into a large, battered, red leather box which sits on the kitchen table. ‘I normally do this in my dressing gown,’ he jokes. Now, that would have made an irresistible start to my report on BBC News at 10.

The clock on the wall is a reminder of why we’ve been allowed a look through the keyhole of 10 Downing Street. It shows not just the time but the date: 8 May 2014. In exactly a year the man with whom I am to spend the day – and will be watching for much of the next 365 days – will know if he will be staying or leaving. David Cameron will be thinking about what to say to the country, to his party and to his family on the morning after the election night before. For most people in Britain what will be at issue is who will be leading the country. For the three young children who live high above the famous black door, it will be whether they need to pack their things and prepare to move out of what has become home.

That day twelve months from now is one I know I won’t ever forget, either. Just the thought of it makes me shiver a little. It will begin as the polls close at ten o’clock on 7 May, the start of a twenty-four-hour continuous shift. First I will sit alongside David Dimbleby trying to make sense of the exit polls, the early results, the signs of who might be prepared to do deals with whom. Then it will be on to the breakfast radio and TV programmes. Finally, I’ll be back at Downing Street to witness the transfer of power – one family moving in, another moving out – or Cameron’s victory speech, or, if the result is uncertain, the parade of officials, advisers, negotiators and takeaway food that marks the process of deal-making.

I will begin this dramatic political year by spending a day on the road with each of the key players – filming, interviewing and chatting with the leaders who will shape our country’s future as they campaign in the last dry run before the general election itself.

Few people realize that they have a vote in the European elections in a fortnight. Few will vote and very few will care about the results. Many will vote one way in these elections and another in the local elections being held in some areas on the same day, and perhaps another when it comes to choosing their next government. So you might think everyone could happily ignore the results. Not a bit of it. Politics, like sport, is a team game. Morale and momentum count and party leaders know it. David Cameron fears the Tories could come third in the Euros, not just behind Labour but behind UKIP as well.

Platform 1, Paddington station

The prime minister and I are filmed striding purposefully towards the train, one of the sequences we need to assemble a three- or four-minute TV report on a day’s campaigning.

To get the pictures I need I try to make any politician I’m with feel relaxed without giving the impression that we’re mates. I like plenty of politicians but you can’t do this job and have them as friends. What the prime minister and I say as we walk along platform 1 will scarcely be heard on TV, though a viewer with good hearing, a pause button and the ability to lip-read might pick out a word or two. So it’s important to choose the right subject for small talk. ‘How was your holiday in Lanzarote?’ I ask. ‘Great,’ he replies, adding that his protection squad had said how much they liked the views.

I giggle, recalling that the Sun has shown him lying on a beach surrounded by three beautiful topless girls under the headline ‘PM EYES RECOVERY – THE FIGURES ARE LOOKING GOOD.’ That’s one sequence we won’t be using tonight.

The 8.30am to Chippenham

Time for a coffee and a chat. These conversations – away from the office, off camera and off the record – are a chance to test the mood, to get a sense of what’s on a leader’s mind and what he thinks about the months ahead.

It is a day after Prime Minister’s Questions and David Cameron is still smarting from Ed Miliband’s accusation that he failed to stand up for British science and British jobs by refusing to intervene in the attempt by Pfizer, the US pharmaceuticals giant, to take over UK-based AstraZeneca. Cameron is all too aware that leaders of the opposition have to seize any moment they can to put the prime minister on the wrong side of public opinion. However, he has never forgiven Miliband for his stance on Syria last year, when the Labour leader first offered support for possible military action against President Assad, then claimed credit for stopping the world taking a dangerous step. Cameron is fond of telling his aides: ‘I can stomach opportunism and I can stomach sanctimony, but not both at the same time.’

A garden centre near Stroud

Today’s trip is meant to be a charm offensive. David Cameron is trying to heal the rift between himself and his traditional supporters and to woo back those enticed by the amusing, cheeky and rather risqué Nigel Farage.

After a series of recent revelations about the private views of UKIP candidates, the PM is desperate to shout ‘I told you so.’ But today he will not repeat his scathing dismissal of UKIP as ‘fruitcakes, loonies and closet racists’. He will, instead, tell their supporters that he understands ‘the things they care about’ and shares their ‘frustration’.

Where better to do that than over tea and scones in the café of a garden centre? No Tory leader can dream of holding on to office without the backing of Gloucestershire ladies of a certain age who like to check out whether secateurs or begonias are on special offer before meeting up with their friends. With his Home Counties upbringing and Eton education, David Cameron knows exactly how to handle them. He pours the tea, offers his seat to a couple of latecomers and carefully avoids talking about politics. All very polite. All very English.

This, I hiss to my producer, Jess, won’t do at all. I march up apologetically, microphone in hand, and ask the ladies whether they’ve been tempted by that nice Mr Farage. ‘Oh no, dear,’ say the first three or four, but their leader is made of sterner stuff. ‘I’m not committing myself,’ she tells the prime minister, fixing him with a gimlet eye before regaling him with a complaint about the number of people coming into the country. That’s more like it, I tell Jess. In these elections charm may not be enough.

Stroud rugby club

In steady drizzle in an empty rugby club car park I am about to find out why. The PM has come here to launch an election poster pledging to deliver an EU referendum. Legs planted apart like a second-row forward, his gaze trained firmly on our camera lens, Cameron launches into five minutes of passionate oratory directed at the assembled throng. There is only one problem: ‘throng’ is something of an overstatement. Almost no one has turned up to hear him save a couple of local hacks and a small gaggle of invited party workers. There is not an ordinary voter in sight. I tell my cameraman to take a wide shot revealing the empty tarmac over which I can add a line of commentary: ‘The question is, will anyone be listening?’

Among the Tories here for the photo opportunity is the Olympic rowing hero James Cracknell. Not content with a fistful of gold medals, he now fancies a stab at becoming a Euro MP. What, I ask him, is the key issue he’s hearing about on the doorstep? I’m fully expecting him to parrot the party line about the referendum pledge, but he’s refreshingly new to this game. What is stirring voters here, particularly the older ones, he tells me, is gay marriage. More votes for Mr Farage.

Renishaw factory, Wotton-under-Edge

The PM is standing in the middle of a circle of workers in a factory down the road. He unveils the soundbite of the day, promising the ‘politics of answers’ in place of what he dubs the ‘politics of anger’.

I put it to him that he has long underestimated, if not dismissed, that anger and that is why, in exactly a year’s time, he may have to pack his bags. The prime minister gulps. ‘I know who’s the boss,’ he says. He means it is not him, but the British people.

While we’re editing I get a text: ‘Did you notice the date on the clock in the Camerons’ flat?’ Of course, I think, until I read the rest of the message. The year was wrong. It showed 8 May 2013 – a sign, perhaps, that for David Cameron time is passing just a little too quickly.

Monday 12 May

The 8am Euston to Crewe

Another day, another leader, another train ride. Today it’s Ed Miliband’s turn. In a year from now, he could be drawing up his first Queen’s speech.

On any other day I’d be delighted to be heading home to the northwest. This, though, is not any day. Manchester City have just won the Premier League. The streets there will be decked out in blue. I tell Ed and his entourage that although I grew up loathing City and cheering United I will do my best not to allow this to colour my mood. He responds by reading out what he says is to be the opening line of this evening’s speech, which will promise to save the NHS from competition, privatization and fragmentation. I want to talk, he says, about ‘a much-loved institution … the envy of the world for so long … which is going through troubled times’. He pauses theatrically. ‘But that’s enough about Manchester United.’ It could be a very long day.

Publicly Miliband is seen as dry and humourless. Privately he is much more appealing. He tells me about a man who sought him out in Doncaster, encouraging his kids to meet ‘the next prime minister’. The Labour leader glowed with pride – until the guy revealed that he wasn’t actually planning to vote for his party as he’d decided to back the BNP. Miliband’s aides exchange worried looks. He reassures me, and them, that a ten-minute chat was enough to woo the voter back to the Labour cause.

Leighton hospital, Crewe

Rather than talk about UKIP or their issues, Miliband’s strategy is to change the subject by making a series of policy announcements – like the one he’ll reveal today guaranteeing patients an appointment with a GP within forty-eight hours.

When he first became leader he told me with great firmness that he wasn’t going to ape Cameron’s obsession with photo opportunities. He singled out the Tory leader’s infamous ‘husky tour’ – the visit by dog sled to the North Pole designed to highlight his green credentials – as precisely the sort of stunt he intended to avoid. I remember pointing out at the time that TV and, indeed, newspapers depend on pictures and not just on the qualities the Labour leader values or the power of words, ideas and policies. As he tours Accident and Emergency it’s clear to me that I didn’t really convince him.

Miliband can and does engage well with the staff. He is interested in their experiences. He is knowledgeable about the challenges faced by the National Health Service. He wants to exchange ideas. All good qualifications for a prime minister. However, when he chats to patients he is, at times, painfully ill at ease, coming over as solemn and earnest when a smile or a joke is what’s needed. I’ve filmed him so often that I no longer notice this awkwardness but my cameraman – the one who gets up close and personal on these jobs – describes today’s encounters as ‘awful’.

I had tried to relax Miliband pre-filming by telling him a favourite anecdote of mine about the time the former leader of the Liberal Democrats, Charles Kennedy, visited a hospital, with TV cameras in tow, while on an election tour. Approaching a patient with a bandage on his head, Kennedy asked him whether he intended to vote at the forthcoming election.

‘Oh yes,’ came the reply from the hospital bed. ‘I’m voting Liberal Democrat.’

At this point Kennedy would have been well advised to have thanked the man, beamed appreciatively and continued on his round. Instead he asked what we call in journalism the ‘question too far’ – the one that spoils the story. ‘What’, inquired the politician, with the cameras still whirring, ‘are you in for?’

The reply was brief but deadly: ‘Brain surgery.’

Resuscitation unit

The Labour leader’s aides have chosen an interesting backdrop for my interview with him, I remark to my producer, but isn’t it tempting fate? Miliband has a similar reaction when he walks in, declaring ‘Ah, Dr Robinson will see you now.’

Besides getting him to set out the detail of his new promise on GP access I want to explore whether Labour is preparing to raise taxes to fund a big increase in NHS spending as they did when Miliband was Gordon Brown’s adviser in the Treasury in 2001. Before that year’s general election Labour had said it had no plans to raise taxes if it stayed in government but soon after polling day an increase in National Insurance to pay for the NHS was unveiled. Now expert opinion predicts a looming NHS funding crisis and some think Miliband would gain credit with the electorate for having the bravery to spell out what is needed to fund the health service properly.

Brown’s National Insurance rise was the most popular tax hike in recent British history. Predictably, though, Miliband’s answers are non-committal – ‘This is not the time to set out our tax and spending plans …’ and that sort of thing. After the cameras are switched off his team are desperate to ensure I don’t report that he is – in the formulaic phrase beloved of my colleagues in the press – ‘refusing to rule out a tax increase’. So, I ask innocently, shall I report that he is ruling one in?

No, comes the reply; we have no plans to raise taxes. ‘No plans’ is the counter-formula beloved of politicians, who are well aware, as are journalists, that whoever wins the election tends to hike taxes in the year after their victory.

Evening train, Crewe to Euston

Twitter is awash with chatter about Miliband, but not about his new NHS policy or my interview with him. Instead the talk focuses on two other interviews with the Labour leader today, both apparently ‘car crashes’. My producer, Jess, and I share a bottle of wine and a pair of earphones as we watch the online clips and wince.

On ITV’s breakfast TV sofa this morning he was quizzed about the price of his weekly shop. Visibly nervous, he hazarded a guess that it was £70 to £80 a week. Susanna Reid pounced, informing him that the average family spent well over £100 and suggesting that this only went to show how out of touch politicians were. Ouch.

Worse was to come. Speaking to Radio Swindon as part of Labour’s campaign to win control of the council there, Ed was asked what he made of Jim Grant. It was clear that he had no idea who Jim Grant was. It had to be explained to him that Jim was the Swindon Labour leader. Miliband replied that Jim was ‘doing a good job as leader of the council’. The presenter, on a roll now, pointed out that the town was not run by Labour but by the Conservatives. Double ouch.

None of this should matter, I try arguing to Jess. After all, Clement Attlee and Winston Churchill wouldn’t have had a clue what their groceries cost or who local council leaders were. She sets me straight. The problem is not so much what Ed did and didn’t know as that he pretended he knew, and that he didn’t laugh when pulled up on his mistake. Politicians are terrified of appearing human, but isn’t that precisely what the public are screaming out for them to be?

Monday 19 May

Ramsgate

‘I’m Millwall and UKIP,’ says the man who has just been greeted by Nigel Farage. The UKIP leader laughs appreciatively. He knows what Millwall’s fans chant at the Den: ‘No one likes us, we don’t care.’ It could almost be the slogan for the party that seems to be on the brink of breaking the mould of British politics.

Farage is among friends here on the south coast. Lots of friends. In over an hour walking around the harbour and the local cafés not a single person fails to greet him warmly. I’ve never seen that before. Except perhaps with Boris Johnson.

Last night hundreds crowded into the Winter Gardens, an old seaside theatre up the road in Margate, to hear their hero declare:

Now we’re small-minded little Englanders, we’re xenophobes, we’re bigots, we’re homophobes, we’re the nastiest people who exist in the country. It reminds me of the tale that Gandhi used to tell. He said, ‘First they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they attack you and then you win.’ Well, they’re attacking us now and we’re about to win.

I’ve not seen numbers like this since the creation of the SDP in the early eighties, even if many of those Farage attracts don’t seem that far off their early eighties themselves. He calls them ‘the people’s army’ and claims the establishment is terrified of them.

Today, with the sun shining brightly, the sky blue and the water sparkling, he jests: ‘It’s like the Med. If we left the EU it would be like this every day.’

Laughter is Farage’s secret weapon. It disarms people. It makes interviewers drop their guard and it makes the general public warm to him as a human being rather than listening to his political evasions.

This is my first outing with Farage since the ‘German wife’ affair – the day I asked him whether the German woman he employs as his secretary, who just happens to be his wife, was depriving a British person of work. I did so as he launched a campaign poster featuring a large, pointing finger alongside the message: ‘26 million people in Europe are looking for work. Whose job are they after?’ Nigel tried to laugh off the question, reasoning that no one other than his wife could be in his house in the early hours to get everything done.

I long ago decided that it was time the media stopped falling for the pint, fag and cheeky grin routine and started testing the UKIP leader as the serious player he aspires to be. So I accused him of always trying to make a joke of everything and asked if he was seriously suggesting that no Brit could do his secretary’s job. This briefly made me a hero of anti-UKIP types on Twitter and Facebook. But it was followed by a 4 per cent rise in UKIP’s poll ratings. Farage is a man rewriting the rules.

The harbour wall

Today’s interview, like that one, will focus on immigration. The Farage non-stick coating seemed to wear a little thin last week when he tried to defend his suggestion that people were right to be worried if Romanians moved in next door.

Last night Farage said his choice of words had been wrong and blamed tiredness. This morning the party was sufficiently worried to take out a full-page advert in the Telegraph explaining what he had meant. The Sun, meanwhile, has done what Messrs Cameron, Miliband and Clegg have studiously tried to avoid. They’ve branded his comments racist.

Again and again I give him the opportunity to apologize. Every time he insists he was right to point out that the UK’s borders are open, right to say that nothing can stop even known criminals coming here and right to say that there is a particular problem with organized Romanian gangs.

It is only when I ask him if he would tell people they were right to be worried if Nigerians or Jamaicans or Irish people moved in next door that his position starts to shift. Prospective landladies, I reminded him, had once put up signs reading ‘No blacks, no Irish’. Was he saying ‘No Romanians’?

‘No,’ he tells me. ‘If I gave the impression in that interview that I was discriminating against Romanians, then I apologize, certainly for that.’

An apology for giving an impression. Mmm.

Farage has more to concern him than his own choice of words. Yet whatever his party has thrown at him in the past few weeks – the candidate who thinks Lenny Henry should be sent to Africa; the star of an election broadcast whose anti-Semitism led him to conclude that Ed Miliband isn’t really British; the former British Asian youth leader who left claiming that UKIP is now peddling ‘a form of racist populism’ – seems to have bounced off the ever-smiling personification of ‘none of the above’.

Hotel bedroom/temporary edit suite, Ramsgate

It may look like the Côte d’Azur today, with the yachts bobbing around on a sunlit sea, but Ramsgate has been in long, slow, painful decline for years. The port where the ‘little ships’ began their voyage to Dunkirk in 1940 once boasted over 250 fishing boats. Now there are just twenty-five. And even these might soon be gone, according to the fishermen, thanks to new EU regulations banning drift nets, designed, they say, to save Mediterranean turtles. ‘We haven’t seen a turtle here for thirty years,’ one told me.

The ferry to Calais closed a while back and the town’s airport shut last week. Hotels that were once the preserve of the wealthy are now filled with residents claiming benefits, many of them new arrivals from eastern Europe. As I recall the mixture of pride and anger in the voices of the locals, I am reminded of a focus group of UKIP supporters who, after itemizing a seemingly endless list of grievances about the state the country was in, were asked by the young market researcher logging their responses: ‘Is there anything you like about Britain?’ After a pause the answer came from first one and then all the assembled group: ‘Its past.’

Evening train, Ramsgate to St Pancras

A friend texts to ask me if Nigel stormed off after our interview. Not a bit of it. We chatted amiably as he lit up yet another fag. My encounters with him during this election campaign may have garnered lots of praise from those who dislike him but it’s clear they haven’t ruffled him one bit. On the contrary, he explained that he wanted a row at the start in order to dominate the news when people are filling in postal votes. The row about Romanians gave him a platform to highlight the scale of the crime perpetrated by the country’s organized gangs. You know what? This one-man party leader/campaign strategist/spin doctor might well prove to have a better idea of what people want to hear than either his political enemies or his media interrogators.

Tuesday 20 May

Clegg family home, Putney

What’s good enough for David is clearly good enough for Nick. My day’s filming with Nick Clegg begins in his kitchen.

‘I’ve got my own homework to check now,’ he says on camera as he stops packing schoolbooks into one of his children’s backpacks and turns to his red box, embossed in gold with the words ‘Deputy Prime Minister’.

The greatest crime a politician can be found guilty of in the court of public opinion is being ‘out of touch’. Clegg’s unspoken message is: I have kids, I start the day with the school run, they eat Weetabix (there’s a box on the table), just like yours.

His problem is that the British electorate has made itself resistant to his undoubted charm. The public fell for him once and is absolutely determined not to do it again. So much so that people simply won’t listen to what he’s saying even when they agree with it.

He and his party have become victims of a phenomenon demonstrated by a fascinating piece of market research. Voters were shown a photograph of the Downing Street cat. Some were told that it was Margaret Thatcher’s and others that it belonged to Tony Blair. Tory supporters who thought it was Maggie’s cat liked it a lot more than those who believed it belonged to Blair. Labour voters, too, preferred the moggie – which I have no reason to suppose was anything other than unaffiliated and entirely impartial – when they were under the impression it was owned by their leader and not by ‘that bloody woman’.

The conventional wisdom is that Cleggophobia stems from that broken promise on tuition fees. My hunch is that the problem is much more fundamental. For years the Lib Dems wooed those people who felt they were to the liberal left of Labour: anti-war, pro-tax rises to pay for better public services, less hard-line on law and order and immigration. But then they got into bed with the Tories, and these supporters were left feeling not just conned but humiliated. They will never, ever forgive Clegg, in part because they can’t forgive themselves for believing in him.

He has paid a heavy price. He is now more of a public hate figure than any Tory. Here at his family home people have pushed dog shit through the letterbox. No one deserves that.

Methodist church hall, Oxford

Clegg is trying to rebrand himself as the leader of the ‘party of In’ – the man brave enough to take the fight over Europe to his rival Nigel Farage, whose party has replaced his as Britain’s favourite protest party.

Today, in front of the altar and a stained-glass window, he tries to answer those who accuse him of blind faith in Europe. He attacks the isolationists and narrow nationalists who, he says, are stuck in the past and don’t live in the real world.

I remember when I first heard this idea. It sounded a good one: convince pro-European voters who backed other parties to lend their support to the Lib Dems to keep UKIP out, while at the same time motivating party activists by leading them into a fight they could really feel good about.

The trouble is that there’s not the slightest sign of it working. Clegg’s two TV debates with Farage resulted in Mr Anti-Europe being proclaimed the surprise victor, with even those who didn’t agree with him thinking that he had made the better arguments.

University of Oxford science park

Why, I ask Clegg, do you insult those who disagree with you? He looks surprised at the question. For him, belief in Europe is not just common sense. It runs through him like the letters in a stick of rock. A man with a Dutch mother and a Spanish wife, who has worked and studied in Brussels and Bruges and speaks a handful of European languages, he struggles to comprehend those who regard Europe as a threat rather than a blessing.

Late evening train, Oxford to London Paddington

I have long believed – as has Nick Clegg – that the Lib Dems will eventually bounce back, at least a little, as voters reward them for their staying power and for proving that they are a party of government. But for the first time I’m beginning to have my doubts.

Wednesday 21 May

Home, the garden

Every year I swear I won’t do this. I promise myself that I won’t leave everything to the last minute. By tomorrow night – the night the votes are counted in the local elections – I need to know the significance of such exciting phenomena as Three Rivers council changing hands. Come to think of it, I have to know where Three Rivers is. I tell Pippa, my wife, that I am anxious. She is unsympathetic. She recalls that ever since she first met me at Oxford I have lived from one ‘essay crisis’ to the next. I turn for solace to Sam. My dog always thinks I’m right. Sam and I sit in the sun surrounded by a sheaf of papers on vote shares, swings and council compositions. The truth is that I will scarcely remember a single one of these facts but appearing on TV is 10 per cent knowledge and 90 per cent confidence.

Tomorrow the country goes to the polls. Everyone has a vote for their Euro MP and many people in England will be electing local councillors. If UKIP top the European poll it will be the first time in a hundred years any party other than Labour or the Conservatives has won a national election. If they also do well in the locals it will send tremors through both big parties as well as compounding the Lib Dems’ misery.

The results are a chance for the BBC to give our general election team, computers and on-air look a run-out – on not just one night but two. The local results come in tomorrow night; the Euros not until Sunday, once all the countries in the EU have voted.

Election rehearsal, Elstree studios

My car takes me through the gates, past the waiting autograph-hunters towards the election studio. A high fence bars those tempted to pry. Signs upon it warn that this is a ‘Total Exclusion Zone’ protected by ‘Forces Personnel’. Can all this be for David Dimbleby, Emily Maitlis and Jeremy Vine? The producer who greets me has a stern warning: ‘Don’t even think of taking a photo. And anyone who walks on to the EastEnders set will have their BBC pass removed.’ Election night might feel like the Oscars of my world but as I stride past the signs for Holby City hospital I am reminded that millions will sleep their way through our programme.

Yet as I walk into studio 4 I feel the hairs on the back of my neck twitch. A slight chill runs up my spine as memories of general election night 2010 flood back.

The set is the same as it was then. I am to sit, as I did then, next to the man who has held the nation’s hand through every election since 1979. I am reliving the moment when David Dimbleby and I were handed the results of the exit poll – the first indication of whether Gordon Brown or David Cameron would occupy Number 10 for the next few years. They showed an election too close to call and the Lib Dems losing seats despite a campaign in which Nick Clegg had been the undoubted star.

‘This can’t possibly be right,’ I muttered. Our credibility was on the line. David and I agreed to treat the exit poll with a degree of scepticism – an approach that, I’m told, led to us giving a good impression of two men holding their noses with one hand and a piece of rotting fish in the other. The poll, as it turned out, was a near-perfect forecast of the final result. That night brought it home to me that the real luminaries of election broadcasting are the scores of number-crunchers, data-processors and analysts the viewers never see, as well as the one they do: the king of psephologists, John Curtice. It is the people who provide the data on our screens, and the team of producers who whisper in our ears, that make the presenters look clever. I should know – one of my first jobs in television was being the voice in David’s ear.

On set the master of election ceremonies is entertaining himself with a list of mystery councils whose names give no clue as to where they actually are. He decides to turn this into a quiz for me. I fail miserably with the first two. Aiming for a hat-trick, he presses on. ‘What about Three Rivers?’

‘Ha!’ I exclaim jubilantly. ‘I know that. It’s in Hertfordshire.’ Sam would have been very proud.

Since the last time we presented results together I have turned fifty. As if that weren’t enough to make a man feel old, I have also been forced to acquire a pair of varifocals. I confess this to my colleague and mentor, twenty-five years older, hoping, perhaps, for a reassuring word or two. He thinks for a moment, grins and then advises, ‘It’s time you retired.’

Car home from Elstree studios

Back in the car I catch up with the extraordinary speech home secretary Theresa May has just made to the Police Federation. No minister has ever talked to them like this. No one has dared. Today May spoke as the shop steward for the trade union of home secretaries taking on what is, in effect, the bobbies’ trade union. It’s something ministers, whether Tory or Labour, have dreamed of doing for years as each has taken their turn to face humiliation at the Fed’s conference.

Some have been heckled, some slow-handclapped, others heard in orchestrated silence. All have been told they have betrayed police officers who have died or been injured in the line of duty. Two years ago Theresa May was forced to stand in front of a conference slogan which called her policies ‘criminal’.

Today was payback time. She stunned delegates by criticizing some officers for showing ‘contempt for the public’ in their handling of sensitive cases, citing the Hillsborough disaster, corruption in the investigation of the murder of black teenager Stephen Lawrence and the death of newspaper vendor Ian Tomlinson after becoming caught up in a demonstration and struck by police. She pointed out that deep cuts to police budgets and numbers have not led to the surge in lawlessness they predicted. She highlighted how the Plebgate affair – the row that cost Tory Andrew Mitchell his Cabinet job for allegedly calling Downing Street police ‘plebs’ – had revealed to the public gaze the misconduct politicians had suspected for years.

And you know what? They simply had to suck it up.

For months Theresa’s allies have been lining her up as David Cameron’s successor. This is the day many in the Tory party will finally start to take that idea seriously and be thinking, ‘I wonder. I wonder.’

Thursday 22 May

Home, the kitchen

Polling day. I pack my election-night survival kit after taking advice on how to sustain myself through the all-nighter to come. Manchester United have Jaffa Cakes at half-time so perhaps I should do the same.

No, says the guy at the gym. They only need to keep going for ninety minutes; you have to stay alert and awake for at least eleven hours. We agree a shopping list: fruit (healthy), nuts (protein), chocolate (emergency sugar rush), plus porridge (slow-release energy) for after the results programme ends at 5am and before the Today programme and breakfast update begin.

Pippa and our younger son Harry, thirteen, agree to do the shopping. On their return he tells me: ‘I got you some Freddos.’ Great – nothing can go wrong. Unless I get caught on camera eating a chocolate frog.

Dressing room, Elstree studios

My dressing room feels like a prison. The heating’s on so high that I start to sweat. The windows won’t open. The TV won’t work. The blue, plastic inflatable bed is a reminder that I am not going to get any proper sleep for a very long time. My head is racing. Why didn’t you rest? Why didn’t you swot up more? Why is it so bloody hot in here?

The balcony above the BBC election studio

I am about to go live on BBC News at 10. There’s only one problem. I have no idea what I’m going to say. None at all. My mind is so full of election facts and clever analytical observations that I’ve forgotten the basics. Why the hell do these elections matter? It’s too late: I am on air and launching into the opening thought I had planned. I have rehearsed a flourish in the middle, in which I gesture towards our impressive studio set, but no conclusions. I do what I always do when lost for words: over-emphasize in a broadly non-specific way. The elections will change everything, I say, or something like it. What do I mean? Who on earth knows? Only another twenty-four hours to go before this shift ends.

At my desk in the studio

Ten, nine, eight … the countdown is in my ear. The live results programme for the local elections is about to begin. ‘Good luck, everyone,’ says a voice trying to sound reassuring. Luckily, by the time David Dimbleby asks me a minute or two later why these elections matter, I have remembered. His introduction has given me the inspiration I needed. David spoke of the dreams of each of the main party leaders a year before the general election. I say that these elections might confirm their nightmares. David Cameron’s centre on the fracture in the Conservative family that might make victory unattainable, Ed Miliband’s on the danger that the anger of the electorate has bypassed the official opposition and found another outlet. Nick Clegg, meanwhile, is facing up to the likelihood that a large number of voters will never forgive him for forming a coalition with the Tories.

The first results come in

At every election there is one consistent winner – of the race to declare the first result, that is. I have no idea whether the good burghers of Sunderland beam with pride at the idea that theirs is the town that can open a ballot box and count its contents faster than anyone else, but I for one am grateful to them. They always give us something to talk about early on and, of course, to extrapolate wildly from. Tonight the first few wards in the first council to declare indicate that UKIP are on the up – not only in their share of the vote but in geographical terms, too. They take ten seats from Labour in Rotherham and deny Ed Miliband’s party victory in key target seats in Swindon and Tamworth.

Next Mrs Thatcher’s old favourite, Essex man, shows signs of transforming himself into UKIP man. As the night wears on and the UKIP gains mount, the guests from the main parties wrestle with what has been happening. Labour’s John Healey, speaking from Rotherham, comments that voters told him they wanted to give politicians a kicking. The Tory Bernard Jenkin praises Nigel Farage for being ‘refreshingly authentic’. It is, though, the Lib Dems’ Lynne Featherstone who sums it up best: they ‘speak human’.

Friday 23 May

Still at my desk in the election studio

At 1.30am the guests on the panel change. Slightly better-known politicians are replaced by ‘I’d-really-like-to-be-better-known’ ones. Results are coming in painfully slowly. On Twitter a series of messages announce, ‘I’m off to bed.’ I’m tempted to reply: ‘It’s all right for you,’ but reach instead for a Freddo bar. In this age of austerity many councils save on their staff overtime bill by counting in normal office hours rather than overnight. I wish they’d all agree to do the same thing so that we could cover the results in one exciting, fast-moving show, either in the traditional overnight slot or in a new daytime format. Perhaps if we offered a cash prize to the returning officer who counted quickest we could have the whole country behaving like Sunderland.

Car from Elstree to Westminster

It’s 4am. Sleepily, I ponder how to sum up the events of the night for the morning news bulletins. Every bump in the road knocks my iPad off my keyboard. ‘Nigel Farage predicted an earthquake,’ I write, with some difficulty. ‘From the very first result the tremors could be felt.’

BBC Westminster

After two-and-a-half hours’ sleep and a quick shower I re-engage with the results, which are only now coming in from London. It is clear that the capital really isn’t in love with UKIP. What’s more, Labour are having their best performance here in decades, winning councils they haven’t controlled for years. The country, though, is reacting to the story to which it woke up: Nigel Farage is celebrating victory by pulling a pint in a pub in Essex. David Cameron and Nick Clegg are conceding their losses. Even Ed Miliband is talking of the need to win back people lost to UKIP. His shadow Cabinet are making coded criticisms of a campaign that failed to communicate Labour’s message on immigration or Europe.

Labour has not learned the lessons of Ken Baker, the Tory party chairman who brilliantly spun the local election results for Margaret Thatcher in 1990. Baker, knowing that the Tories faced electoral meltdown in London, except in two Tory flagships, Wandsworth and Westminster, arranged for their counts to be completed as early as possible. The Sun was given a sneak preview of the result and splashed their first edition with news of the Tories’ triumph. Baker invited the cameras to film him walking into Conservative headquarters carrying the paper with the headline visible. He set the narrative before anyone else could. It worked, but not for long. Six months later, Thatcher was ousted from office.

Car home

As my shift clocks up its twenty-fifth hour I am texted by an ally of Ed Miliband’s. Would you, he asks reasonably, have reported things in the same way if you’d known at the start of the day that Labour would make so many gains and the UKIP success would peter out? I answer, equally reasonably – or so I hope – that I can only report what is happening at the time and neither I nor he could have known what would unfold. Perhaps I should have told him the story about Ken Baker.

It’s the use of the word ‘earthquake’ that has upset people. Some complain it’s hyperbole, others that it’s a description of a phenomenon we in the media have created.

I beg to differ. From the very first result it was clear that tectonic plates were shifting. UKIP were emerging as a fourth national political force capable of disrupting the hopes and plans of each of the big three parties. Or, as Farage himself puts it rather more memorably, the UKIP ‘fox’ is now in the ‘Westminster hen house’.

That said, once every vote is counted UKIP will not run a single council. They will still have far fewer councillors than their rivals and they will not have an MP. But, in the words of one Labour council leader, they will have caused mayhem.

And that’s before the first vote has been counted in the European elections.

Sunday 25 May

BBC election studio, Elstree

I walk into the studio as David Dimbleby is rehearsing his opening to our second results programme in four days. His script includes an introduction to me. Without pausing or blinking, he ad-libs ‘… the man who stole my research file, leaving me without notes, having lost his mobile phone leaving anyone to find the prime minister’s numbers.’fn1 I had accidentally picked up David’s election file at 4am after the locals. I’m now on standby for the killer on-air question that might well be my punishment.

We are briefed that the exit polls show the right-wing Front National has won in France. Marine Le Pen has achieved something her father Jean-Marie, the party’s first leader, never dreamed of. She has turned his creation – for so long shunned as beyond the mainstream – into a challenger for power. Syriza, on the radical left, are performing well in Greece with comedian Beppe Grillo’s anti-establishment Movimento 5 stelle (Five Star Movement) coming second in Italy. Even Germany has elected anti-EU candidates; what’s more, there’s a possibility of a German neo-fascist making it to Strasbourg. The peoples of Europe – or, to be more precise, around a quarter of them in many countries – have blown a bloody great raspberry in the direction of their ruling classes and Brussels.

Frustratingly, we are prevented by law – British law, as it happens – from announcing the results of exit polls while anyone in the EU is still voting. The law, however, does not trouble Twitter.

David Dimbleby has one last rehearsal of his introduction, which includes the explanation that if he gives out results before the last EU citizen votes he will have to pay a £5,000 fine and go to prison.

‘Enough UK people have been to prison already,’ he observes. He is not amused.

Neither am I. It is absurd that people can read news on their phones which they can’t pick up on the telly.

10.12pm

The first region to count its votes is the north-east. Labour surge, UKIP come a remarkably strong second, the Lib Dems are wiped out and the Tories lose their only MEP. When David introduces Martin Callanan – the leader of the Tories’ group in the European Parliament – as ‘a senior figure’, he interrupts to say, ‘Not any more, I’m not.’

This short exchange brilliantly captures the precariousness of the position of a politician facing the electorate. There are not many jobs in which every few years you face being publicly sacked and humiliated by people who barely know who you are. It’s what gives election nights their human drama.

12.40am

Jeremy Vine’s magic studio floor, which projects the results on to a map of Britain, is now flashing UKIP purple.

This is the moment Nigel Farage has been preparing for. The moment he has dreamed of. The moment UKIP stops being a fringe pressure group and becomes a player in national politics. He’s already boasting of the consequences of tonight’s results. He says that Clegg will fall before the general election, Miliband will do a U-turn and back an EU referendum and Cameron will come under pressure to harden up his policies on the EU and immigration.fn2

Bank holiday Monday, 26 May

BBC election studio

Every election our producers line up the plotters, the whingers and the attention-seekers in the party that looks set to lose. At 1am it is the Lib Dems who help to fill the small hours with recriminations. A spokesman for their MEPs is sanguine, blaming the tide of history and what he calls ‘the strongest anti-European feeling since the Napoleonic wars’. But a party hack (of whom I confess I’d never heard before he popped up on screen) sums up the message he says voters have sent out that they are ‘no longer prepared to listen to our leader’. He is shown on a split screen with a grim-faced Danny Alexander. ‘You can’t lose all bar one of your MEPs and pretend nothing’s happened,’ the guy tells the chief secretary to the Treasury. He might have added ‘… and come fifth behind the Greens.’

The Lib Dem leadership are not pretending nothing’s happening. Rather they simply can’t believe it and don’t know what to do about it. No one will be feeling the losses more than Nick Clegg. These are his old friends and colleagues in the European Parliament. Europe is the issue he is most passionate about. It was a gamble to rebrand his party the ‘party of In’ and to challenge Nigel Farage to debate publicly. Clegg’s hope – his belief, damn it – was that he’d be rewarded for his courage and supporters of other parties would lend him their votes. It didn’t happen. Failure doesn’t come much more complete than this.

Car home

Heading home at 4am for an hour or two’s kip, I tap out my WDIAM for this morning’s news. WDIAM is the lovely acronym the radio newsroom gives to the analysis pieces they ask those of us with ‘editor’ in our job titles to write from time to time. It stands for ‘What Does It All Mean?’

… It’s a hundred years since a national election has been won by a party other than the Conservatives or Labour. What’s more, the UK Independence party did it by winning seats not just in every region of England but in Wales, where they almost topped the poll, and in Scotland, too.

That UKIP gain in Scotland and their 10 per cent vote share will undermine Alex Salmond’s argument that the values and politics of his country are fundamentally different from those of the rest of the UK. During the night I watched the camera feed and saw how Salmond switched from off-air grimace to on-air grin. Although the SNP have topped the poll he knows that their vote is not strong enough to suggest they’re heading for success in the independence referendum in September.

Number 4 bus

‘You haven’t had much sleep recently,’ remarks a cheery woman on the bus. The morning after my marathon on-air shift, I’m on my way to work. My favourite restorative – a long soak in a hot bath, radio on one side, pile of papers on the other – was my first chance to pause and digest the full horror of the election results from the rest of Europe.

Twenty-five per cent for Marine Le Pen’s Front National is the low-light. There is also a new Polish MEP who is anti-women (‘women are dumber than men and should not be allowed to vote’), anti-democracy (‘the stupidest form of government ever conceived’) and anti-EU (‘a communist project’) persuading more than a quarter of young people to vote for him. I find myself getting angry with the young for ignoring the lessons of history – the lessons I learned from my grandfather, a German Jew who fled the Nazis. My seventeen-year-old son Will, the only person on hand first thing this morning, had to suffer a brief lecture on the perils of a repeat of European extremism.

My Twitter feed reveals that the Guardian’s acerbic and scatological cartoonist Martin Rowson has me in his sights today. Amid a grey wasteland I am portrayed saying: ‘And another frankly CALAMITOUSLY disappointing night for ED MILIBAND as LABOUR WIN NO VOTES WHATSOEVER’ and below, in tiny print, ‘in the Ukrainian election’. My caricature continues blithely: ‘… while UKIP SURGE AHEAD TO ANOTHER LANDSLIDE after winning no votes whatsoever in the Ukrainian election.’ I text Labour headquarters a copy of the cartoon for their amusement.

It seems that the BBC is, once again, being attacked in two contradictory ways. First we are alleged to have exaggerated UKIP’s success and secondly to have created that success by giving them too much airtime. They can’t both be true. Nevertheless, the criticism worries me. I e-mail colleagues to see if they think we overdid UKIP’s results and under-did Labour’s. A consistent view comes back. All respected psephologists have reached the same conclusion over the past few days: UKIP have made a significant breakthrough to emerge as the fourth party of the UK while Labour have made gains, but not on a big enough scale to inspire confidence anywhere that they will win the next election. They still can.

The leaders of the other parties emerge to say they’ve listened to the voters and then simply repeat whatever it was they thought before the votes were cast.

Intercontinental hotel, Westminster

A dozen TV cameras and even more snappers are waiting for the arrival of the leader of the self-proclaimed ‘people’s army’. UKIP’s commander-in-chief has lined up his ‘infantry’ – twenty-four newly elected MEPs – to parade before the world’s media. Nigel Farage boasts that they are no longer a party of retired generals who want to birch people (though UKIP certainly has more than its fair share of those). He claims that they now represent all social classes and all parts of the UK.

The poster boy for the non-posh, non-southern, non-Tory-in-all-but-name section of UKIP is its Scouse skinhead deputy leader, Paul Nuttall, who asserts that ‘this is probably the most exciting moment in politics since the birth of the Labour party’. Keir Hardie must be turning in his grave.

Farage likens the three main party leaders to ‘goldfish that have been tipped out of their bowl on to the floor and are gasping for air’, adding, rather confusingly, that they are ‘clinging on to the comfort blanket that this was a protest vote’. A goldfish with a blanket? Well, it has been a long night.

His closing flourish is to promise to unveil new policies at his party conference in … wait for it … wait for it … Doncaster. Ed Miliband’s constituency.

Farage insists he’ll be stepping out of the limelight a little from now on but without his personality, his bonhomie and his phrase-making the UKIP balloon could rapidly deflate. For all the talk of the people’s army marching into Westminster they face formidable obstacles. The first-past-the-post voting system will require them to build a far bigger coalition than they have so far. Parties that spread a lot of votes thinly win very few seats.

They will also face searching questions about those policies that remain undeveloped and on which their members disagree. Nuttall has championed the privatization of NHS services while Farage says he disagrees with the idea.

Farage knows that to break through they have to tackle the fear factor – the belief that they’re too extreme. In a snatched interview in a mêlée of cameras and balloons I suggest to him that armies, even so-called ‘people’s armies’, tend to scare people. He replies: ‘I don’t think anyone should be scared of UKIP.’

They are, Nigel. They are.

Wednesday 28 May

I have a bad case of what apparently we must now call ‘social jet-lag’. To you and me that’s ‘not enough sleep’. The problem with having done two twenty-five-hour shifts on two election nights in four days is that my brain has got used to being awake and able to calculate differential vote shares in the middle of the night. At 4am I woke from a dream about the council results in Thurrock. Sad. Very sad. Time for a day off.

fn1 A few weeks earlier I caused a security panic when I lost my mobile, complete with the numbers of most leading politicians.

fn2 He will be proved right only on the last point.
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Monday 2 June

Outside the Lords

I bump into a mate of John Prescott’s, who tells me about a phone call the former deputy PM had with Ed Miliband. Prescott says he told Miliband not to worry about how the party would react to the election results. ‘They won’t get rid of you with only a year to go.’ Apparently, Miliband didn’t so much as crack a smile. Even after being told it was a joke.

Prescott’s serious point was that the party has to stop acting as if it is scared of an EU referendum and as if defeat is inevitable. It is time to admit that Europe must change and to challenge the rules on freedom of movement of labour. Will Ed listen?

Quirinale restaurant, Westminster

How will the Tories deliver their oft-repeated, crowd-pleasing, headline-generating promise to ‘stop foreign judges telling Britain what to do’? That’s what I try to discover over lunch with a minister who is closely involved with the discussions.

My guest says there is, to use Tony Blair’s favourite phrase, no ‘third way’ between being in or being out. The PM’s idea of scrapping the Human Rights Act and replacing it with a new British bill of rights that will assert Parliament’s sovereignty is a ‘recipe for a car crash with an in-built time delay’. Sooner or later there will be a clash and Britain will face an uncomfortable choice: try to persuade Strasbourg to change its judgement (often tried and, so far, never achieved) or withdraw altogether. This, he continues, will attract international opprobrium, undermine Britain’s ability to criticize any other country’s human-rights record and invite the judges on another European court (the EU’s European Court of Justice) to attempt to fill the vacuum.

Foreign secretary William Hague describes Europe as an ‘unexploded bomb’ that Tory party leaders have to carry around. He, Cameron and Osborne have spent years trying to avoid setting it off by mistake. If they listen to my lunch guest and admit there’s little they can do, the bomb will go off. If, on the other hand, they choose confrontation with Strasbourg, it may go off just the same.

Everyone finds it very easy to agree what they’re against: the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg ordering the government to give prisoners the vote or risk having to make hefty compensation pay-outs to those serving time. The difficulty comes when anyone tries to decide what to do about it.

London Business School

He’s back and, I confess, I’ve missed him. Tony Blair is, despite everything, simply the best there is at leading a political debate. You don’t have to agree with him to relish the well-practised precision with which he makes an argument. It’s like watching David Beckham judge the perfect cross.

Blair very rarely gives public speeches in his home country but today he is talking about the EU to the CBI. He’s timed it well. According to German press reports, David Cameron has warned Angela Merkel that Britain would drift closer to the EU exit if the wrong candidate is chosen to replace José Manuel Barroso as the top Eurocrat. The leading candidate is Jean-Claude Juncker, the ultimate Brussels insider – loathed by Eurosceptics, seen as insensitive to British politics even by Euro-enthusiasts and – as was confirmed to me recently by a big player in Brussels – a notoriously heavy boozer.

This morning’s FT reports that Blair met Germany’s chancellor last week and told her he wanted a role in Europe. Could he be an alternative to Juncker? I speak to his office and they deny it. Taking questions after his speech, he insists that he’s not angling for any job, but I can’t resist. The possibility of President Blair in Europe is a perfect hook into a story that otherwise risks being impenetrable to most viewers.

I start my piece for the ten o’clock news with pictures of a chauffeured limo pulling to a stop and the line: ‘Wanted – a big hitter, someone who can speak for Europe but who needs to understand Britain.’ As the former prime minister is seen getting out I add: ‘Oh, look! Here’s Tony Blair, who just happens to be giving a speech about – guess what? The EU.’

For good measure I remind viewers that the memories are long in Westminster of the last time Blair was talked of for a top job in Europe, back in 2007, after he’d
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