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Introduction

Is it really sixteen years since John Smith died, thirteen years since Tony Blair became prime minister, and three years since he left office, giving way to Gordon Brown?

I have a fairly vivid recollection of those three momentous days, each of them a turning point in British political history. But, perhaps especially when leading the kind of frenetic, full-on existence that modern politics has become, the memory can hold only so much. It is perhaps one of the reasons I keep a diary. Even for me, the author of these diaries and centrally involved as both witness and participant in the events they record, transcribing them was something of a voyage of discovery. Scenes described in sometimes intimate detail and often emotional mood at the end of a day came back to me, often differently from how I had remembered them. Some, indeed, I had completely forgotten. The memory can and does play tricks. My diary is as close as I will get to a full and accurate, if inevitably also partial and personal, account of a life lived witnessing history in the making.

Whereas The Blair Years, edited extracts of my diaries, opened on the day TB asked me to work for him in late July 1994, Prelude to Power begins several weeks earlier, on May 12, the day John Smith, his predecessor as Labour leader, died following a heart attack. The opening forty or so pages of hitherto unpublished material record the difficult days leading up to TB becoming leader, as he and GB argued over which of them should stand, and which of them step aside. From that first, grief-laden day, relationships between the key players were tested, and continued to be so at many stages in the months and years to follow.

At Tony Blair’s top table was a disparate group of talented, driven individuals. Getting them to work together was never straightforward. Because of what happened three years later – a Labour landslide beyond all our expectations – the impression is sometimes now given of an almost effortless glide to power for a man blessed with luck. It was never easy. There were many disagreements and difficulties along the way, many moments of setback and exasperation, and fear to the end that a likely victory could still slip away. It was partly the dread fear of defeat that made TB and his team so determined to do all that was required for victory when prime minister John Major finally got round to calling a general election.

Could we have been more successful without some of the divisions and personality clashes described on these pages? Possibly. Indeed, almost certainly. But politics is a passionate business. It attracts people of strong beliefs and often large ambitions, sometimes with egos to match. At its best, it is all about principle and policy. But personalities are important, too, and perhaps a diary, much more than a memoir, in which the author is able to stand back from the day-to-day and put everything in a larger context, will reflect that. That may especially be the case when the person writing the diary, because of the co-ordinating role I was playing, was at the nexus of some of the key political and personal relationships which shaped New Labour and therefore recent British political history. But standing back from it all these years later, I believe any fair-minded person will agree that there are two inescapable political truths from the Blair era: under his leadership, one of the most successful electoral teams in British history was put together; and as a result of his three election wins, and all that flowed from them, Britain is a changed country – in my view, a country changed substantially for the better.

From the opening pages of Prelude to Power, the relations between the four people often cited as architects of New Labour – TB, GB, Peter M and myself – form a fundamental part of the narrative. Every single one of those relationships – some more than others – has endured bad times amid the good and the more productive, and these pages offer often dramatic testimony to that. Likewise we have all had our ups and downs with John Prescott, as we did at times with Robin Cook and other senior members of the Shadow Cabinet. Yet despite the tensions which were never far below the surface, and which sometimes exploded into the open, the bonds which tie us together are somehow stronger than the difficulties which sometimes drove us apart. Who would imagine, as they read some of the rows between Gordon Brown and Peter Mandelson in the early years of New Labour, that they would perhaps save the closest phase of their working relationship for the period which followed Peter’s unexpected return to government many years later? There is definitely something called the Labour family.

Fiona, my partner of thirty years, regularly reminds me of the time Gail Rebuck, Philip Gould’s wife and now my and Tony’s publisher, asked us if Philip and I had ever had a conversation in which TB and GB’s names were not mentioned. The answer, almost certainly, is no. I left Downing Street seven years ago, but for most of my adult life, aside from my immediate family, the leading figures in the Labour Party have been the central people in my life, just as they are the central people in this book. And though I now lead a different sort of life, they remain among the central people in the diaries I still keep today. As I write this, Tony Blair has just sent me an email asking to be kept informed about the arrangements for Michael Foot’s memorial service, and to discuss how he might best help GB in the forthcoming general election. Gordon Brown is on a TV monitor to my left, giving evidence to the Chilcot Inquiry into the Iraq War, several weeks after I did so myself. John Prescott’s office has called asking whether I can do a Go Fourth campaign rally with him in the near future. And I will shortly be taking a break to have a call with Peter Mandelson and Philip Gould to discuss Labour’s planning for the election of May 6, 2010, which will include my pretending to be Tory leader David Cameron in GB’s preparations for the first ever leaders’ TV debates, a concept we negotiated about for the 1997 election but which only finally happened a full thirteen years later.

If transcribing the diaries was a voyage of discovery, so too the process of publication has had its own twists and turns. Initially, I had assumed that I would publish nothing until all the key players were safely off the main political and diplomatic stage. When the time came for Tony Blair to step down after a decade as prime minister, however, I decided I wanted to be part of the debate about his legacy. The Blair Years and an accompanying TV series were part of my contribution to that. I am pleased that I did publish that book, and happy with the way it was received, not least in the Labour Party for which it has raised many tens of thousands of pounds in various events since publication. As I said in the introduction to The Blair Years, I intended to publish the full diaries in chronological order at a later date and I have decided to publish my full account of the opposition years now, with campaigns and elections fresh in the public mind. Further volumes will follow, though I have yet to decide when.

In the paperback version of The Blair Years, we printed a small selection of the many reviews. One of my favourites came from Conservative foreign affairs spokesman Keith Simpson MP who said the diaries ‘should be required reading’ for all Tories, adding ‘They demonstrate the focus, hard work, ruthlessness and imagination displayed by a group of men and women who wanted to win, and having won, to keep hold of power and make a difference … A lesson for us all.’ I don’t believe the Conservatives fully learned those lessons. As Peter Mandelson said in his Labour Party Conference speech last year, the Tories read the New Labour executive summary, but they did not read the whole book. In other words, they changed the presentation. But they did not fundamentally change their party. It was only because of fundamental change to the Labour Party that we were able to win as big and as often as we did, and deliver so much change to the country. These words may read oddly, if my hopes of a fourth Labour win have been dashed, as the polls continue to suggest they will be as I write this, but whatever the result, I do know that the Tories failed to transform their party with anything like the energy, conviction and courage that Tony Blair showed in leading the creation of New Labour. Cameron 2010 is not Blair 1997. George Osborne 2010 is not Gordon Brown 1997.

This volume, given the job I did as TB’s press secretary, focuses a good deal on my and our dealings with the press and the broadcasters at a time when the media age was becoming a reality. But contrary to one of the things most regularly said about me, I was not ‘obsessed’ with every headline per se. My obsession was ensuring that the British people heard from us on our terms, and not on the terms of a media that was changing more quickly than any of us fully realised – in my view, for the worse. It was always for me about reaching the public, and clearly the media was an important vehicle. But whilst my constant, often round-the-clock efforts to deal with the media are recorded here, it is the politicians and their staff who dominate these pages. People are fond of saying that politics does not produce the characters it once did. I think a brief look through the cast of characters in this book shows that view to be a triumph of nostalgia over reality. Tony Blair, John Prescott, Gordon Brown, Robin Cook (the so-called ‘Big Guns’ of the Shadow Cabinet through the period covered here) – these are four very different, in their own ways very complicated, but endlessly fascinating characters, all of them big people who left their mark on UK history. Peter Mandelson, Philip Gould, Neil and Glenys Kinnock, Derry Irvine, Charlie Falconer, Mo Mowlam, Margaret Beckett, Donald Dewar, David Blunkett, Clare Short … there are plenty more and, whether liked or not, deemed competent or not, I think my diaries will confirm there are many strong and interesting characters in the New Labour story.

Of course the two who became prime minister are the two whose contribution to history will be greatest, and the most analysed. Much of that analysis thus far has been conducted through the prism of the sometimes difficult relationship between them that in some ways can be traced back to the events of the opening pages. In the days immediately before John Smith’s death, a poll of MPs and Labour supporters on who was likely to be the next Labour leader would almost certainly have named Gordon Brown. Yet almost immediately after the news of the tragedy broke, a sense quickly developed that Tony, not Gordon, would be John’s successor. Gordon, and to some extent Peter Mandelson, who my diaries suggest started out closer to GB than TB in the wake of John Smith’s death, resented my articulating that thought in an interview that day. I did so accidentally, as it happens, though GB’s team would not immediately believe that. But I was in no doubt, as these pages record, that TB becoming leader was inevitable. He was the right man, at the right time, as GB has since stated publicly. Alongside that thought, I had the certain feeling that I would work for him, though we had never discussed it before. I am glad that I did, despite the pressures it brought to bear upon me and my family, and proud that I was able to play a role in helping to get Labour back into power, so that power could be used to bring about change in a country desperately in need of it.

I hope these diaries will aid the understanding of both Tony and Gordon. Like all major historical figures, they are complex individuals, and I believe this and future volumes will show the many and varied aspects to their characters. It is true that I became much closer, personally and politically, to TB. That was perhaps inevitable given how closely we worked over so many years. I came to like him more, and respect his leadership skills more, as I watched him manage the myriad difficult issues and events that form the lot of the modern leader, even one with a keen and constant eye on his own objectives and strategy. But in some ways I went back further with GB. Though a journalist, I used to help him with his speeches, strategies and articles as far back as 1984, the year after he was elected to Parliament for the first time. He was charming, funny, hugely energetic, and clearly destined for senior positions in Labour politics. Though we fell out from time to time, usually when he and TB were not getting on or, as I recorded in The Blair Years, because of the behaviour of some of his supporters and staff, my post-2003 diaries will record that I was closely involved in the process that led to his taking over from TB, and have sought to help and support him in different ways since. This stopped short, however, of going back full-time, as at various points he asked me to, including by becoming a minister in the House of Lords as Peter Mandelson did. I took a decision, when I left Downing Street in 2003, that whilst I always hoped to be able to make a contribution to Labour politics and Labour campaigns, I did not want to go back to a 24/7 job in the middle of the Westminster bubble. I felt I owed that to my family, not least a mother who extracted a promise to that effect, and a partner who had never wanted me to do the job in the first place. I now lead a different, more varied sort of life in which politics is important, but not the only thing I do. People often ask me if I miss the never-ending cut and thrust, and the sense of being right at the centre of the major events shaping the direction of the country and the world. The answer is that I do, but not enough to want to go back and do it all over again.

It would certainly not be true that I loved every minute of it. At times, I hated it. A natural tendency to depression was not always helped by the work rate required, or my dealings with the media, or trying to resolve political and personal differences, sometimes within my own home. But I am nonetheless pleased that I ignored the advice of friends and family, and took the job when I did. I thought I knew a lot about politics before I made the jump from the media side of the fence. But I think it is only when you really are part of the political process – a good one for all its faults – that you realise not just how important it is, but how hard it is too. It is why I ended my days with TB liking and respecting him even more than I did at the beginning. This first volume tells the story of how he took a party used to losing elections and made it one that became used to winning elections. In some ways, it could be the story of any organisation wrestling with change. The big difference in top-level politics is the scale of the decisions which sometimes have to be taken, and that fact that, especially now, it is a life lived in the eye of unrelenting and often hostile 24-hour scrutiny.

So for those who want to see politics as being all about personality, ego, ambition and process, they will find plenty to interest them in Prelude to Power. But there is a lot more to it than that, and I do tend to the Keith Simpson view of my diaries – that what comes through above all is our absolute determination to do all that was required to get Labour back into power, so that instead of raging in opposition we could make changes for the country, in government. As I said in the introduction to The Blair Years, it is a diary, not a paean of praise. It records without hindsight what I saw, said, heard, thought, felt and did during many of the key moments. Along the way, there were plenty of bad days amid the good, things going wrong as well as things going right, people falling out as well as pulling together. But we never lost sight of our core objectives, and by and large we met them.

I liked, too, the review in the Financial Times by John Lloyd, a man with views on relations between politics and media that are worth listening to. He said The Blair Years had ‘inspired a thousand headlines and hundreds of columns. But their real virtue, so far largely unrecorded, is that they picture people who differ widely in ability, evenness of temper and maturity of behaviour, working under huge strain and constant observation, with immense workloads seeking to achieve large goals. The proper headline drawn from Campbell’s memoir would be “Top politicians make mistakes, have arguments, don’t do everything they say they will, might lose power: insider’s shock revelations.” Blessed is the country run by such people: and we will be wiser if we recognise that this is the real story.’ Prelude to Power tells the early years of that story in full, the 180 pages of the opposition period in The Blair Years extended to the 744 pages here.

On the morning after the 1992 election, as John Major returned to Downing Street to run the country, and Neil Kinnock returned to his house in West London to rest and reflect, I was on College Green outside Parliament, being interviewed about the result by the BBC with Peter Jenkins, the veteran commentator who has since died. Peter said something which immediately ate into my soul: he said that if Labour could not win in the circumstances of the election they had just lost, the likelihood was that they would never get power again, that they were finished as a political force.

This book tells the story that proved him wrong just five years later. It is the story of how Tony Blair became leader, how New Labour was created, how a formidable election team was forged, an incredible landslide won, which put the Tories out of power for so long. It is a story of great tensions, and clashes, but also of great achievements, and advance. It is an everyday story of politics, and political change. I am proud of where that story leads in this volume: to a happy ending, the great victory recorded on the final pages; proud of so much of what we went on to do; and privileged to have been a part of it, able now to share my account with others, and with history.

 

Alastair Campbell
London, Friday March 5, 2010
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The Diaries



 

 

 

Thursday, May 12, 1994

Up at 4.15 and off to the BBC to review the papers. I was getting driven to the office in Wapping by one of the regular drivers, Louie, when I got a call from Hilary Coffman [press officer in John Smith’s office] that John Smith1 was in hospital. ‘How bad is it?’ I asked. ‘Bad,’ she said. He had had a heart attack at his flat in the Barbican and was rushed to hospital, but I sensed from the tone of her voice that they already knew he was dead, or at least sensed it was going to happen. It was one of those moments that you knew mattered. We had just come off the Westway and were going down the slip road towards Paddington. I told the driver to head to the Commons instead. I called Richard [Stott, editor of Today] and warned him what was happening. The rumour mill was in full swing already. The news desk were calling saying he was in hospital and it looked like it was really serious. I’d seen John yesterday, and he was his usual affable self. And last night, we’d been out with Derry [Irvine, Shadow Lord Chancellor], Neil and Glenys [Kinnock] and Hugh Hudson [filmmaker] and been talking about John, probably around the same time he was keeling over. The phone was going crazy now. The first person I bumped into at the Commons, just down the corridor from the entrance to John’s office, was Jack Cunningham [Shadow Foreign Secretary]. He had tears welling up in his eyes. ‘He’s dead,’ he said. ‘What, confirmed, dead?’ ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s impossible to take in, isn’t it?’

Everywhere you went, there was a gloom now descending on the place. There were little knots of people both spreading and taking in the news, and a genuine sadness that was palpable not just with the Labour politicians, but all of them, and not just with the politicians but the people who worked there too. I was getting bids to do loads of media. I went over to Millbank and was due to do ITN down the line first. It hadn’t been confirmed he was dead yet, and as I waited to do the interview, I heard Dermot Murnaghan [broadcaster] in the studio saying ‘God, Campbell looks really miserable, does he know something we don’t?’ The news was confirmed not long afterwards. I called TB [Tony Blair, then Shadow Home Secretary] who was up in Aberdeen, and said the speculation is going to start straight away. He sounded pretty cut up. He said anyone who was seen to be campaigning, or even thinking about the leadership, would get punished. I said I know, but he needs to understand that once the shock is absorbed, the speculation will begin. He said he had the media around him today, and would find a way of making a tribute, and then probably try to head back to London. It really was hard to take in. Even though John had had health problems before, he had been looking pretty fit and in good form and it just had not been an issue of late. All the tributes were stressing his decency, his Commons oratory, and his intellect. Most of the interviewers avoided the succession issue or if they didn’t, I avoided answering. But the mood was definitely for TB. I saw Neil who had been talking to Charles Clarke [head of Kinnock’s office, 1983–92] and Patricia Hewitt [Kinnock’s former press secretary], and he said it was all moving for Blair. Brian Wilson [Scottish Labour MP] said it was a myth that all the Scots would go for GB [Gordon Brown, Shadow Chancellor]. The feeling was TB was the man for the moment. Gerald Kaufman [Labour MP, minister under former prime ministers Harold Wilson and James Callaghan] said there was a mood and a momentum and no amount of campaigning was going to change that.

I bumped into Charlie Whelan [GB’s press officer] and Sarah Macaulay [PR consultant, later GB’s wife] at Rodin’s cafe in the basement at 4 Millbank. We had a sandwich together. Charlie said there was no way Blair would get unions behind him. I said the question for me was: who do the Tories fear most? I had done a TV thing with Norman Tebbit [former Conservative Cabinet minister] earlier, and he was in no doubt TB was the one the Tories did not want because he had an appeal that went beyond traditional Labour leaders, including JS. I did a pre-record with Mark Mardell [BBC journalist] for Newsnight and right at the end, he asked who was going to be the next leader and I just said it: ‘Tony Blair.’ I bumped into TB later as he was leaving the Commons to go home. ‘This is all very difficult,’ he said. ‘What do you mean?’ ‘Relationships.’ He and GB had had a couple of conversations, he said, and it was clear both were coming under pressure to stand, but both agreed it would not be good to stand against each other. He said to call him at home later. I did, and he said he was being inundated with calls and messages saying he had to stand. He was pissed off that JP [John Prescott, Shadow Employment spokesman] and RC [Robin Cook, Shadow Trade and Industry spokesman] were already making noises that suggested the campaign had begun. He didn’t know what GB was up to, but he did feel they had to come to some kind of agreement about which one of them should do it. I said for what it’s worth, virtually every single person I have spoken to, apart from committed GB people, are saying you have to go for it. I said the Tories are hoping we go for GB. I told him what Whelan said re the unions, to which he said ‘That is rubbish. Some won’t, some will.’ We agreed his strength was the appeal he was thought to have to the broader public, and that would become more apparent in the coming days. Both he and GB were worried that Labour had not really been pushing on hard enough recently. Whichever one of them went for it, it had to be on a platform of faster change and modernisation. Again, that said TB rather than GB. As well as the stuff for the paper I was doing telly and radio all day, right up to midnight and was knackered heading home. Tessa [Jowell, Labour MP] paged me to call her. She said I must watch out not to get too tired. She said ‘Your role in the next few weeks will be crucial, and you must stay fit and strong.’ She then added ‘… for Tony.’ She said he is going to need looking after, but he has to go for it. We agreed to have lunch tomorrow. The papers really did John Smith proud, fantastic tributes and many of them capturing the mood that seemed genuinely to have fallen upon the country.

Friday, May 13

TB called after he had left the house, angry that he was doorstepped on the way out. I said there will be more of that until it becomes clearer what is happening. He said GB had worked for this moment all his life, and he was not going to step aside easily. He said ‘I only want to do what is right.’ I said if we are talking about doing what is right, then you have to ask who would be better placed to take Labour from where we are to where we need to be: winning. I could tell he felt that was him, but it was a big psychological step to reverse the general position as perceived, namely that GB was the main man. He said he was surprised at some of the names who had been urging him to go for it, including Scots and people thought to be more leftist than he was. I said what John’s death has done has focused people on the key question – who is more likely to win – and that was driving a lot of this. Up till now, people had not really had to think about it, because John had been there and we fully expected him to be there at an election. But his death means people have to face a different future and a question, when it becomes real, can throw up different answers to when it is a hypothesis. Even reading the papers, and listening to the broadcasters, you could see and hear the different tone for TB – the sense that GB would be what people might expect to happen, but TB was the one that people felt could win. ‘I really don’t want to fight Gordon,’ he said in a later conversation. ‘I don’t think that would do anyone any good, not us and certainly not the Party.’ We spoke several times during the day and he kept saying how difficult it all was. And it is. But the important thing was he had not just rolled over and said ‘over to you Gordon’. They were going to have to tough it out between themselves, and at least TB sounded like he was beginning to marshal a few arguments.

I called Jo Moore [Labour press officer] to get briefed on the rules of a contest, and she said there was a real feeling in the press office it was moving to TB. TB was not sure what Peter [Mandelson, Labour MP] was up to, and nor was I. He did not return my calls today, which was really unusual, and I was hearing he was pissed off at my Newsnight interview, as doubtless GB would have been. TB said ‘I think he is genuinely torn. This is going to be quite grim, because friendships are going to get mangled in all this.’ I said he was going to have to show a bit of steel and strength. He said he had been talking to Elizabeth [Smith, John’s widow] which had been really upsetting. He said it must be bad enough dealing with the death, and trying to grieve, but to do it when everything was so public, and surrounded by all the speculation about the future, cannot be nice. I asked him if he had any skeletons in his cupboard – women, drugs, that kind of thing – and he said no.

I had lunch with Tessa at Rodin’s. She was adamant that it had to be TB and I had to be part of the team that persuaded him to stand. I said I don’t think he will need much persuading, but he will want to do it with minimum damage to the party and maximum protection of key relationships. She too was confused about what Peter was up to. We both felt instinctively Peter would know it had to be TB, yet he was if anything looking inclined towards Gordon, and it was odd he was not returning calls. It was clear my Newsnight interview had gone down badly with GB’s people, one or two of whom were staring daggers as I left the restaurant. Robin Cook looked like he was trying to set himself up as potential kingmaker rather than stand himself. I did a stack of interviews during the day and was working on a piece for the Sunday Telegraph as well as doing more for Today. Alan Clark [maverick Conservative politician, diarist and friend of AC] phoned. ‘Blair is the John Moore [former Tory Cabinet minister, tipped for prime minister but who faded] of the Labour Party.’ I said you don’t believe it. He said, I know, but that is the best line we can go on. He was clear the Tories would want to stop TB getting the job if they could.

Saturday, May 14

I called Peter and asked why he didn’t return my calls yesterday. ‘You know why.’ ‘No, I don’t.’ He said he was incandescent at my Newsnight interview. ‘Why?’ ‘It was like a John Edmonds [general secretary of the GMB union]-style endorsement of the new leader, muscle-flexing.’ I said that was ludicrous. I had not planned on saying it, but when the direct question came it was the obvious direct answer. He said, you are not just a pundit in all this and you know it; he said the TB media bandwagon will work against him if he is not careful. I asked if he was going to support GB and he said I had been wrong to be so unequivocal, and it had been deeply unhelpful. Everything he was saying suggested he was backing GB yet he didn’t answer directly. ‘Do not imagine GB will just walk away from this. He is a formidable politician and he cannot be ruled out lightly in the way you did.’ I said all I did was answer the direct question: who did I think would be the next leader? He said the media wave for TB at the moment was ‘froth’ and would quickly be blown away. When I went through what I had said in a Sunday Telegraph piece, he said ‘Sounds like a Blair briefing to me.’ Fiona [Millar, AC’s partner] said ‘Is Tony aware how devious Peter can be?’ I remembered John Smith’s description, during some shenanigan or other, when he said Peter was so devious there was a danger that one day he would disappear up his own backside. TB was equally confused as to what Peter was up to, and even thought he [Mandelson], as well as Charlie Whelan, might be briefing against him. He was if anything even more torn than yesterday. He said if a clear mood developed in the party he would have to respond to it. ‘I am only going to do this thing if I am sure it is the right thing.’ He said he was sure the mood was moving his way, and said ‘If I was Gordon, I would like to think I would know what to do. He can’t win and deep down he must know that.’ He felt that if it came to a contest, and he was desperate for it not to, he would win the MPs and the members and he was not sure GB would have quite the union support he imagines.

The problem was GB was so long seen as the number one out of the two of them and was having to adjust quickly to a changing reality. TB said he was worried about the effect on the children if he went for it, and got it. He knew how big a transformation this would be. I called Kim Howells [Labour MP] who said he was still gutted about John’s death. But for the future, he said, it had to be Tony, no contest. I felt that whoever stood, of TB and GB, would win, so the question became who would be best against the Tories. Peter Kilfoyle [Labour MP and whip] felt that TB’s ‘new era’ stuff might backfire, that it would just play to the idea he was not very experienced.

TB was calling fairly regularly, both to go over the stuff I was writing and broadcasting, and also just to run the same thoughts over and over again. He said, I’m talking to you all the time because I’m not sure who else to talk to. He said it was weird not to be able to have the constant dialogue with GB he normally had, and he knew that neither of them was being totally open with the other. Equally, he was suspicious of Peter M at the moment. He had the poll figures from The Sunday Times and Sunday Telegraph which showed the momentum with him. ‘I cannot step down in the face of that,’ he said. ‘Even I would call myself a flake if I did that.’ He said ‘What I cannot understand is how GB cannot see how straightforward it all is, when most other serious people see it clearly. If there is to be only one contender, then it has to be me.’ He said JP had called him and he was unsure of his intentions. I said I suspected JP would go for both jobs and hope he ended up with deputy, using the leadership election for profile as much as anything.

Peter called again, more emollient than earlier. I told him what I was planning to do for my Today column on Monday. ‘Sounds like another Blair briefing,’ he said. I said people would think it very odd if he ended up not backing TB, who was so clearly the leading moderniser. He told me again not to underestimate GB. I called JP in Hull but just missed him, as he was heading down to London to do Breakfast with Frost tomorrow. He returned the call later, and I told him I would definitely be backing him for deputy, but so far as the leadership was concerned, it had to be TB. I said we would be fair to him in the coverage but when it came to it, we were backing Blair. He said he liked TB, he was decent and fair and felt he could trust him in a way he couldn’t trust [Robin] Cook. He thought Robin had made a fool of himself in saying he was standing and then pulling out. I relayed the [leadership] poll figures to him and he said ‘Oh how my heart goes out at this moment to Peter and Harriet [Harman, Shadow chief secretary to the Treasury, GB’s deputy]. How those poor souls must be suffering.’ And he laughed. He did not buy the line that GB would get all the unions behind him. He said OMOV2 had taken him to a different level. Equally, TB had a lot of respect among the union leaders for the way he stood up to them over the closed shop and other difficult policy stuff. He said if GB listened to the polls, he would pull out for him, but he will find it hard to do that. He has felt for too long this was like his right. I asked him if he thought he could win the leadership. He said no, ‘But you never know, I guess, strange things happen.’ Peter called again to discuss the papers as he was due to be doing them on Frost. I said did he realise JP would be there too? He hadn’t till then.

Sunday, May 15

I was up early to do my Today and Tribune [left-wing political weekly] columns to get them out of the way so I could head off to Burnley for the first leg of the play-off semi-final against Plymouth. TB called at 7.30, wanting me to take him through the papers. He was worried there was already a bit of a backlash, much as Peter had predicted, but actually he was in pretty good shape media-wise. I got the 8.30 to Leeds and for once both Mum and Dad wanted to come to the match, which was exciting, albeit 0-0, so all down to the second leg. I finished my Tribune column on the train, and again was pushing lines most useful to TB I guess, without actually dumping on GB. Peter called after Frost to say JP had basically just snubbed him, cut him dead really. TB called later and said it was a nightmare and getting worse. He was worried about the kids who even now were picking up on the extra profile and the extra pressure. He also felt GB and some of his people were starting to fight back, and hoping that TB might cave in and let GB go for it. I had spoken again to JP who was moving towards the deputy leadership, using the leadership campaign as a vehicle. He was even thinking Margaret Beckett [deputy leader, acting leader] might stand down. I told TB re that and also re JP being vile about Cook – ‘Untrustworthy bastard’ – and even more vile about GB. JP seemed to have worked out that Margaret could be challenged and he would use the argument that one contest was better than two. What he really wanted was the deputy leadership. He thought there could be a simultaneous contest and the pressure to challenge Margaret would be strong. I said if she did well as stand-in, it could get tricky. He felt sure there would be the two contests alongside each other and he would do fine. He knew he could get the nominations and once a contest started properly, all these questions would be forgotten. That, said TB, is very interesting. They arranged to meet each other at the House.

I had a slight worry JP might be talking to others in the same vein. I explained to TB that there have been times with Neil when I had got to a position where I knew things but was being told them on the assumption of not writing about them. It felt a bit like that with this. Was Prescott talking to others in the same way? TB felt Margaret might have to be talked to. She was in something of a different league. It was in some of the papers that he had spoken to Cook. ‘Well it certainly didn’t come from me.’ He said it was a nightmare and a real problem that the two people he would normally talk to about the politics of all this – Gordon and Peter – he couldn’t talk to. He was due to speak to GB later. I said he had to be firm and explain to him that he [TB] would be a laughing stock if he stood down when there was such momentum for him. I had a chat with Cherie [Blair] who felt the kids were fine with what was going on. She said the phone never stopped over the weekend with people saying he had to go for it.

Monday, May 16

I woke up and decided to go to Betty’s funeral [Betty Parry, mother of Glenys Kinnock]. It meant a long drive to Bangor. First on the phone was Peter to record his amazement that JP had called him the night before to apologise for being so rude to him when they bumped into each other at Breakfast with Frost. JP confirmed when I spoke to him later. Peter was now giving every impression of being with the Blair camp, but Anji [Hunter, head of Blair’s private office] was not so sure. She felt he was playing a very Peterish game. She sounded a bit overemotional. She said she didn’t know who to trust. ‘Can we really trust you?’ She said it was getting nasty, that Nick Brown [Labour MP, GB ally] put Kevan Jones [GMB union official] on the Today programme to talk down TB. They were also putting it around that Peter was running Tony’s campaign to get backs up. Anji called again later and said I had to keep talking to TB, and telling him he had to go for it. Spoke to Peter, and I was still trying to work out exactly where he was on all this. Had a good laugh when he said Nick Brown was devious. I called JP who said he had called Peter to say there was no point carrying on with all the old enmities. He still felt Margaret might stand down as deputy leader in exchange for a big job. She could do a stint as acting leader now, oversee the transition, and step down as a heroine, with TB leader and JP deputy. He said there was ‘no way’ Gordon was going to stay as Shadow Chancellor. He was constantly going on about Harriet and how upset she must be about having to decide which of the two of them to back.

He said if Gordon became leader it would be back to all the old stuff, who’s in, who’s out, aides whispering and doing people in, whereas TB is able to work with everyone. He reckoned Margaret would win her place in the history of the movement if she stepped down. He felt he and TB together best represented what JS was about and TB added the appeal to people we didn’t normally reach. It was a pretty stressful journey and I spent most of it on the phone. I got really bad chest pains at the funeral, probably just the usual inability to cope at funerals. Felt really faint. Very moving event, very Welsh. At the do afterwards, Adam Ingram [Labour MP] said it was nonsense that most Scots and most of the unions would support GB. The journey back was more of the same, people phoning the whole time. I called Hilary [Coffman] who was up in Edinburgh organising John Smith’s funeral. She got the impression TB was the only one not actively campaigning.

Tuesday, May 17

Anji called and said Tony had been pretty tough with GB. She was beginning to think GB would step aside, and it was important I did what I could to talk him up when that happened. I was due to do a load of radio and TV interviews and the general theme that had taken hold was that a media bandwagon had got behind TB. Fiona called as I was on the way back to the House to say that Bob [Millar, her father] had got cancer. Totally gobsmacked. Gerald Kaufman called and asked me to be on TB’s ‘little team’. He said he hoped I was talking to GB through all this and could make him see sense. He said he believed he had got Peter on board for TB ‘as long as he’s not playing a double game’. Gerald said that would be rather silly as we are almost certainly talking about the next prime minister here. Ann Taylor [Shadow Education Secretary] made very similar noises about GB seeing sense when I bumped into her in the lobby. Hilary Armstrong [Labour MP, John Smith’s parliamentary private secretary 1992-94] said TB had gone to see Elizabeth Smith and had a clear sense of pressures from GB’s people [to play a role] re the funeral. After PMQs, David Hill [chief spokesman for the Labour Party] said that I was being invited to the funeral as a family friend, and Paul Wilenius [Today political editor] would represent the paper with other political editors. Tessa [Jowell] called from the States, said she was worried about me. She said she had spoken to Harriet who was trying to work out how she could back Gordon without alienating herself from TB.

Wednesday, May 18

I called CB who sounded very down. She joked that if she could shoot Gordon she would, as it must be obvious to him by now that he’s not going to get it. But he won’t stand aside. TB had seen Elizabeth Smith yesterday. He saw GB, who was very difficult. Cherie said she had no doubt TB would win in a contest but what good would it do anybody to have one? I called TB later. I don’t know how many times he said it was a nightmare. Lots. They had spoken again in Scotland yesterday and Gordon claimed he had a lot of support, e.g. 40 of the Scots MPs. He said he didn’t believe it. What made this so hard for GB was that up until now, it had all been so clear. Now it wasn’t. TB said he liked to think that if the evidence was stacked the other way, he would know to bow out. I worked on my column, which included a whack on Nick Brown, which I mentioned to Anji. She must have told TB who paged me to ask me not to have a go at Nick. I said that’s how these people get away with it. And lo and behold, the Evening Standard got a phone call from Nigel Griffiths [Labour MP, GB ally] who called on the record to say they were furious that Mandelson was running TB’s campaign. He later phoned to retract it, presumably on GB’s orders. Peter paged me to say Nick Brown and Nigel Griffiths had gone mad and had been excluding him. He said the useful thing was that he was now back in charge. I was more confused than ever about whether he was working for TB or GB. I asked him who he was working for when he said he was back in charge. He said he was the peacemaker who was caught in the middle as always. Now he felt he could get back in and make a difference. I went for a cup of tea with Neil. He was desperately torn between TB and GB. But he felt the only questions were these: who can win a general election, and who can win it regardless of who the Tory leader is? That has to be TB. He felt that some of the people surrounding GB were giving him bad advice. But the truth was TB and GB had to sort it out themselves. He said he worried that the party had not fully grown up yet. Burnley won the second leg in the semis of the play-offs which means a trip to Wembley next Sunday. Bob seemed OK, considering.

Thursday, May 19

Reviewing the papers for the BBC, then a lift in to Westminster to record The Week in Westminster. Did a discussion with Alex Salmond, Dennis Canavan and Phil Gallie [SNP, Labour and Conservative MPs in Scotland]. Over at the House, considerable support for my column against GB’s sidekicks. PMQs was a little bit back to normal after all the tributes of last week, and then we had a statement on the Post Office from Hezza [Michael Heseltine, Conservative Trade and Industry Secretary]. Afterwards I went for a cup of tea with Peter M in the Pugin Room. He asked me to be totally honest with him. I said I felt he had got himself into a bad position. I guessed he was genuinely torn between GB and TB, whereas I had been clear from the start. His instincts in many ways said Gordon but his head had said Tony. That, allied to the Machiavelli reputation, was what had landed him in it. It meant he was loathed more than ever by some. I had discussed what to say with TB beforehand. He felt Peter had behaved honourably and it would all end fine. Peter said by and large he agreed with my analysis, that it had all been difficult and messy. He felt Gordon genuinely thought he could win, and TB thought he could, and they both looked to him for advice. I said GB was only being given information likely to lead him to think he could win. Peter agreed with that. Said if it came to a contest between them both, he had to keep out of it.

Friday, May 20

Up at 6 and the car came shortly afterwards to head for Heathrow. John Monks [general secretary of the Trades Union Congress] was across the aisle on the flight up, so inevitably the talk turned to the leadership. He was worried about whether the unions could manage a ballot. He sensed a lot of support for GB, JP and TB but felt the PLP [Parliamentary Labour Party] would dictate the shape of the overall vote. In which case, I said, it will go to TB. [Sir] Robin Butler [Cabinet Secretary and head of the Civil Service] was on the same plane, plus lots of trades union leaders and a smattering of hacks. There were buses laid on to the church service [at Cluny Parish Church, Edinburgh, attended by some 900 people], pretty big crowds lining the streets. Nice service, very JS. John Major [Conservative Prime Minister] appeared to be in row seven and Neil was not exactly prominent. There were a lot of media lined up as everyone filed out and a lot of focus on TB and GB. I bumped into GB on the bus, but he didn’t say a word, despite me saying hello. TB was also on the bus and Gerald Kaufman said to me he already had an aura of leadership that set him apart.

Derry and Alison Irvine were chatting away, quite the thing, with Donald [Dewar, Labour MP and formerly husband of Alison]. At the reception, Joan Lestor [Labour frontbencher] told me she had been mistaken for Cherie on the way in. Had a long chat with Elizabeth, Sarah and Catherine [JS’s widow and two of their three daughters] who had really handled themselves well but looked tired. Catherine said they were getting through it just by having lots of things to do. They were heading to Iona afterwards for a private family funeral on the island following the Edinburgh service. Neil told me he wanted to come to the play-off finals. Major looked a little bit out of place, and cut me dead as usual.

GB was moving and grooving, really working the room. JP was making jokes about the Brown camp and how any fight with them would be ‘handbags at dawn’. I got a cab to the airport, filed, and, then flew back with Sue Nye [GB’s assistant]. ‘Can’t you just stop writing?’ she asked me. I said it was a bit difficult when it was a newspaper that paid my salary. We agreed not to talk about the contest, which wasn’t terribly easy, and didn’t last for long. She felt GB could win and, more important, so did he. I said Peter had suggested that I don’t speak to Gordon but if he wanted to talk, we could. She said it had been obvious from the off who I supported because I had said so publicly. I said saying what I thought did not rule out the possibility of a conversation if he wanted to have one. I did The World Tonight from a radio car then Anji called, asking me to think who they could get as a press officer. She said she and I had to be like rocks for Tony, as there were a lot of things and people unsettling him at the moment. On the media front, she said that as I was the first and only one who had ever suggested to him that JP was becoming a serious figure who could make a difference in all this, he trusted my judgement.

Saturday, May 21

We went to Georgia’s and Grace’s [Gould, daughters of Philip, political pollster and strategist] joint birthday party. Patricia Hewitt was there, very pro Tony but unsure about how it would end. She thought Cook was still a possible runner. Philip was worried that the people round TB were not up to it without Peter in there. He felt if he didn’t have Peter, he’d be in trouble. I called TB later at home. He said he still didn’t really know what Peter was up to, and he didn’t really know what GB’s intentions were. I said it may be that Peter is still playing a double game. The Sunday papers arrived. I told him they weren’t great. There was definitely a bit of an anti-Blair bandwagon. I briefed him on the Observer story about GB being pro union, which was a fairly blatant and very tactical pitch. He had promised he would stick to his guns as pro change, pro modernisation. He sounded very depressed. I said he had done himself a lot of good by not getting too involved last week but it did mean he now had to catch up and inject something into the whole campaign via his speech on Tuesday. There can be no trimming, he said. He was particularly worried by the notion getting out there that he didn’t stand for anything at all. He asked if he could keep Neil onside. I said I thought so, though I think Neil is genuinely torn between the two of them. I told him not to worry, that one day’s bad press meant nothing. He said I’m going to need your help.

Sunday, May 22

Mo [Mowlam, Labour MP] called early to ask whether I thought people like her should be out doing something straight away on TB’s behalf. I said yes, even if just a few bullet points to trail Tuesday’s speech. Worryingly, she said she had spoken to TB himself but she had to speak to me about doing anything with the media. I was getting more and more sucked into this. TB called on his way to church. Tuesday’s speech was going to have to be something of a ‘credo’ event. There was no doubt there was a bit of a GB bandwagon rolling, partly a response to the early build-up for TB, partly because they had organised it. Do you think Gordon has just been buying time? Yes, I said, so has Peter. Perhaps TB should have done more earlier. Margaret Beckett was on Frost, and said there should be a contest. Philip [Gould] said he had been there when she briefed Isabel Hilton [Independent journalist] that she would run. All the contestants will run, she said.

Tessa was back from the States. She was fascinated by Peter’s position and like all of us trying to work out what it was. TB called later, worried about GB’s speech. It was clear he was pushing for the union vote. TB felt it was a mistake, too obvious, and said his speech on Tuesday had to be about Labour being a modern party. It had to be consistent with where he had always been. I told him Brian Wilson was backing him and thought a good majority of the Scots would, and he said Roger Poole [assistant general secretary of UNISON, the public sector union] and Tom Sawyer [UNISON’s deputy general secretary] were backing him. Ditto John Monks. ‘I really feel bad about the idea of not working with Gordon,’ he said.

Monday, May 23

GB was getting good coverage for his speech, though Chris Mullin [Labour MP] said it was disingenuous, he was presenting himself differently to how he had been conducting himself. I bumped into Gerald Kaufman. ‘What a waste of the man’s breath,’ he said. ‘Tony has it.’ Then to the House via a cup of tea with Tessa. We chatted mainly about the leadership and her desire to work properly for TB. She said I had to run TB’s campaign. I said that was a bit difficult when I had a job on a newspaper. Once at the House, I learned from various people that Gordon had gone nuclear about my column, with its obvious view that TB was the man. Peter later told me that it had been drawn to GB’s attention by Derek Draper [Mandelson aide] who told him ‘I think your problems are very adequately set out in Alastair’s column.’ He seemingly hadn’t seen it till then. But when he did, according to Peter, he went crazy. Kim Howells told me GB’s speech went down OK but it was too long and there was a feeling the message and the tactics were all a bit too obvious.

Tuesday, May 24

Mum was down for three days, partly to help out with Audrey [Fiona’s mother], who was probably worrying a lot more than she let on. TB was in the office early, working on his speech. He called to go over the main themes again. I suggested a headline in the area of family and community being the keys to national revival. He said won’t that be seen as an implicit attack on Gordon? I said maybe, but only because of the speech he made. In any event, he has to accept before too long that it’s all over. Labour has to be the party
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