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PREFACE

The nature of the Prime Ministers job has not changed fundamentally since the days of Walpole (172142), regarded as Britains first premier. New roles have appeared, such as leader of his political party in the mid-nineteenth century, while other roles have declined relatively, including the importance of the relations with the monarch and the patronage role. But the complexity of the job, and the speed of response demanded, have changed out of all recognition. In 18067, Lord Grenville received sixty letters a week; by 197074, for Edward Heath, this number had risen to three hundred in an average week; by 1999, Tony Blair received 7,500 letters a week marked Prime Minister  over a thousand letters a day. In addition to this postbag, written messages, phone calls, e-mails and other electronic communications bombard Number Ten Downing Street. There are daily demands for a position or a statement from the Prime Minister on many subjects, the details of which he will often have but a hazy picture.

How does the Prime Minister manage? He has no more hours in the day or weeks in the year than Walpole had 280 years ago. How does he decide what communications he should see? Which people should he see of the many besieging Number Ten with demands for urgent meetings? How does he decide what speeches to give, how to respond to demands for decisions, how to lead the discussion in meetings and what conclusions he should arrive at, or how to respond when a visiting head of government or minister calls on him?

The simple answer is that he or she does not personally decide most of these questions at all. Forty years ago, Charles Petrie wrote a book, The Powers Behind the Prime Ministers, in which he showed that Prime Ministers from William Gladstone to Stanley Baldwin relied on an official who often became much more important than a mere confidential aide. The position has now changed again. No longer does the premier rely on just one or two key figures for advice: the prime ministership is now an office. In the same way that Francis Bacon in the seventeenth century might claim to have read all printed books, so Prime Ministers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, up to Lord Salisbury at the start of the twentieth century, could see and read all relevant items and make up their own minds on all key matters. The First World War and Lloyd George changed all that. From then onwards  and the expansion of the Number Ten Private Office staffed by career civil servants mirrors the change  the premiership in Britain began to become a collective. Aides increasingly took decisions for the Prime Minister, deciding who and what he should see and what he should say. There was nothing sinister in all this: it was inevitable. The Second World War and the expansion in the size of the state saw further growth in the size and scope of the Number Ten Private Office, a trend heightened since the 1960s by Britain joining the EEC in 1973, Northern Ireland, and by the proliferation of the media and their demand for instant responses from the Prime Minister.

Number Ten thus resembles the studio of a great Baroque artist, say Rubens. The finished product bears the masters name, but much of the painting, especially the routine work, was not executed by him. But it is all executed in the style and the name of the master. The great trick of the modern premiership is that Number Ten has to act seamlessly as if everyone important in it is the Prime Minister. This lays great stress on the picking of staff, sufficiently intelligent to advise or act for the master but also sufficiently self-effacing to subdue their own distinctive preferences.

Some critics of British government complain that there is a hole in the middle in Number Ten and that the Prime Minister needs a stronger system of support to provide strategic direction to the rest of Whitehall. The same hole might be said of our knowledge of what goes on in the Prime Ministers office, the Number Ten village. Little is known of the people who work there, how they go about their work and how this has changed in recent years. We have written this book in an attempt to shed light on the work of this village.

We have incurred many debts in this study. First of all we are grateful to over 150 former and present staff in Number Ten who agreed to grant us interviews, some several times. Some of the interviews were off the record, but a number were not. We met only three refusals, from a Principal Private Secretary, a head of the Policy Unit and a Political Secretary to a Prime Minister. Many also kindly agreed to read early versions of our manuscript and, as usual, must remain anonymous. Vernon Bogdanor, Peter Riddell and Rod Rhodes helpfully commented on earlier versions of the manuscript. We are also grateful to Annemarie Weitzel who typed successive versions of the manuscript with her customary speed and skill. Dennis Kavanagh would like to thank Marian Hoffmann and Michelle Harvey at the University of Liverpool for secretarial help. Anthony Seldon would like to thank Mary Anne Brightwell, Lauren Heather and Josie Buckwell at Brighton College. Lewis Baston provided research support for Chapter Two. We are also grateful for help under grant L124261002 from the Economic and Research Councils Whitehall Programme.




PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

The Constrained Premiership



In 1973, Arthur Schlesigner Jr. published the highly acclaimed The Imperial Presidency in which he argued that the powers of the American presidency had grown to such an extent that the office had acquired almost imperial powers. The following year came Richard Nixons resignation in the wake of the Watergate scandal. Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter  two relatively weak Presidents  followed before the presidency began to recover under Ronald Reagan.

In the late 1980s the political talk in Britain, with Mrs Thatcher in her prime, was of the over-powerful Premier. Had the consitution become lopsided, and did it need redressing to counter-balance an over-powerful Chief Executive? Then came Mrs Thatchers humiliating fall and the seven years of John Major. With Tony Blairs arrival at Number Ten in May 1997, and his seemingly unstoppable sway, the debate turned to the over-powerful Presidency. Peter Hennessy, the Hercule Poirot of Whitehall studies, published The Prime Minister in 2000, just as Blairs apparently unassailable power was beginning to crumble. Hennessy tells a story of increasing Prime Ministerial power at the expense of Cabinet, Parliament and other key players, including ministers and other stakeholders. The burgeoning size of Number Ten has permitted this accretion of power, which Blair shares in Downing Street, to some extent, with Gordon Brown. In time, Hennessys book may be seen as the British equivalent to The Imperial Presidency.

In the first edition of The Powers Behind the Prime Minister, we took a different line to most commentators. It was Prime Ministerial weakness that we saw, rather than Prime Ministerial power, excessive or otherwise. We argued that Prime Ministerial pro-activity was the exception rather than the rule and that the Prime Minister has been dominant only for a minority of the time. The forces bearing on him, including almost impossibly high expectations and his limited powers of command have meant that he has been the victim of events more often than their shaper. Whenever the Prime Minister has been in control, as perhaps in 194547, 195153, 195761, 196667, 197071, 198286, 198788, 199092 and 19972000, it has often been fragile.

Since 1945 the powers of successive Prime Ministers have probably shrunk. Britains loss of Empire and decline in relative international standing, the governments diminished control over the economy and utilities (in the wake of privatisation) and the hollowing out of the state because of the loss of powers to the EU and the Scottish parliament have reduced the standing of the Prime Minister outside the Westminster village.

The interplay of four factors have determined whether or not the Prime Minister is able to dominate: operating in the same direction as the climate of ideas; overwhelmingly favourable circumstances and the avoidance of destabilising events; support from the powerful interests of the day  media, financial, industrial, academic; and finally individuals within the Prime Ministers camp being able and collegiate and not overwhelmingly powerful outside it.

It came as no surprise, therefore, that Tony Blair, even with his great advantages of a landslide victory, overwhelmingly supportive media, a united party and favourable economy and positive economic outlook would encounter severe problems before long. Once the initiative has been lost, as Churchill found after 1953, Heath after 19712, and Major after 1992, it is very hard to regain it.

The book argues that even the collective premiership which emerged in the post-war period, and the significant expansion in the staffing of Number Ten, were insufficient to compensate for the difficulties and shortcomings inherent in the Prime Ministers position. In spite of Blairs efforts to make his Number Ten more powerful and better resourced than it has ever been, he has expressed his impatience and frustration wih the obstacles he has found. Indeed, we argue that his power grabs were a reaction to felt weakness, a frustration with the inability to pull effective levers. But in contrast to most comparable heads of government, the size of the Prime Ministers Office and the Cabinet Office combined are notably small, especially for a country the size of Great Britain. Even the moving of Number Ten to modern, spacious offices (which we advocate) and a huge further increase in staffing towards the scale of the office of the Prime Minister in such Commonwealth Parliamentary systems as Canada, Australia and New Zealand would not have been sufficient in themselves to create a commanding chief executive, although it would go some way towards it. Our conclusion is thus that Britain has an under-powered, rather than an over-powerful premiership.
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INTRODUCTION
The Missing Link

NUMBER TEN DOWNING STREET is the most powerful office in British politics. Yet it is also the least written about of any of the great departments of state, and the least understood.1 What goes on behind the shiny black-painted door remains a mystery to followers of politics as much as to the casual observer of the British political scene. In contrast, the literature on the power of the Prime Minister himself, and on the question of whether or not the office has become presidential, is both vast and inconclusive. Ferdinand Mount, an acute commentator who has had experience of working in Number Ten under Mrs Thatcher, is not alone in his complaint about our sketchy knowledge of how the office actually operates, what staff are at its disposal, how its commands are issued.2 Cabinet is known to meet at Number Ten, and most Prime Ministers have lived there. But who are the smartly-suited men and women who ply their way along Downing Street before being swallowed up behind the door? How much influence do they have? Even the policeman standing outside has an inscrutable air about him.

The operation and effectiveness of Number Ten interested both of us from earlier work. Individually, we have written books on Prime Ministers and their influence, and together we have edited books assessing the influence on policy of the governments of Margaret Thatcher and John Major. The lack of information about the office of the Prime Minister struck us increasingly; the paradox of the intensity of study into other, less influential aspects of the British body politic and the almost complete dearth of material on Number Ten is remarkable. Hence this joint effort.

Number Ten adjoins Numbers Eleven and Twelve, respectively the residences of the Chancellor of the Exchequer and the Chief Whip. On the right as you travel up Downing Street from Whitehall is the Cabinet Office, and on the left, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Here, in Downing Street, is the engine room of British politics and government, crowned by Number Ten itself. From the outside, however, the buildings modest appearance hardly makes it look like a seat of government; inside, it seems more like a stately home than a headquarters. Douglas Hurd noted in 1979: It is hard to imagine anyone governing anything substantial from Number Ten.3 Twenty years later a member of Tony Blairs Policy Unit thought the atmosphere was too genteel and peaceful, the place too compartmentalised.4 He had recently come from working in the open plan of the Labour Partys media centre in Millbank, a far more high-tech, sophisticated building.

This book opens the door on the hidden world of Number Ten, part museum, part powerhouse. It throws the spotlight on the men and women who work there. It examines the various units serving the Prime Minister and shows the fluidity of their roles. It takes the reader through the six premierships from Edward Heaths (197074) to Tony Blairs, describes how each Prime Minister liked to organise his or her work and to use his or her staff, and examines whom they relied on most, and why. It takes the reader through each important room and corridor in the building, and reveals how physical proximity to the Prime Minister usually results in enhanced influence, which in turn explains why battles are so keen over who occupies which office space.

The Powers Behind the Prime Minister tackles one core feature of the job of Prime Minister: how the incumbent is helped in carrying out his or her job. A British Prime Minister has both an official role which relates to government, and a political role which relates to his party and to elections. The staff in Number Ten who help him to carry out these tasks are either political, who come and go with the incumbent, or official, who are career civil servants.

The Prime Ministers personal support has often occasioned strong feelings. Ever since Lloyd George in 1916 created the Cabinet Secretariat and a Garden Suburb of personal advisers, efforts to build up staff support, separate from the Civil Service, have met powerful opposition from colleagues, civil servants and the official opposition. Indeed the reaction to Lloyd George was so hostile that it seemed doubtful whether either body would survive his downfall in 1922; in the end the Secretariat was greatly reduced and the Suburb abolished. There was controversy again over the role of Lord Cherwells Statistical Section, which Churchill established in 1940. Labours Foreign Secretary George Brown in 1968 and the Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer Nigel Lawson in 1989 both resigned, claiming that they were being undermined by the Prime Ministers personal advisers. Some have argued that the influence of a kitchen cabinet or an minence grise undermines the role of the Cabinet and verges on the unconstitutional.

Few biographies or autobiographies of Prime Ministers give more than a dutiful and perfunctory nod in the direction of their advisers or say much about how their office operated. In his thousand-page memoir of his 196470 government Harold Wilson makes no mention of his Political Secretary Marcia Williams, his economic adviser Tom Balogh, or either of his Press Secretaries.5 Ted Heath gives only two references to Sir William Armstrong, dubbed at the time Deputy Prime Minister in Heaths 1974 government. Wilsons is an extreme but not atypical case. Many helpers have shared the Prime Ministers view that the place for backroom boys is in the back room  on which our book sheds some light.

To set the operations of Number Ten in context, Chapter One describes the internal geography of the place and the location and remits of the people who work there. Chapter Two provides the historical background up to 1970 by showing how Prime Ministers from W.E. Gladstone to David Lloyd George, Winston Churchill and Harold Wilson all added to Number Ten as a political office, each leaving their individual stamp. But the office has probably changed more in the thirty years since 1970 than it did in the two centuries leading up to that year. In 1970, information still arrived at Number Ten via couriers in the form of letters, telegrams or typed minutes. Now, at the end of the century much information flows to and within the building electronically. In 1970, the public could wander up to the front door. In 1999, access to the entire street is heavily restricted by iron gates and ramps, and the building has been physically strengthened to withstand armed attack. In 1970, the building still had a calm, unhurried air. Harold Wilson had a senior staff of only ten or fewer aides, two or three of whom were political appointees. By the end of the century the building buzzed night and day with a steady flow of staff and visitors, and the building was populated by more than forty senior prime ministerial aides, over half of them political appointees.

The succeeding chapters of the book examine the transitions and performances of different Prime Ministers since 1970 and address the following questions.


	Has the Number Ten staff been sufficiently large and well-informed to allow the Prime Minister to optimise his or her potential?

	How have Number Ten officials balanced loyalty to the Prime Minister with respect for Civil Service values and traditions?

	How far have Prime Ministers been able to control the agenda, and to be proactive, in line with their initial ideas and ambitions?

	How have different Prime Ministers managed the media? Is one style more effective than others?

	Are those with most influence in Downing Street those with the biggest jobs, or is influence more a question of personal relationship and chemistry?

	How has each Prime Minister organised his or her day or had it organised for him/her?

	How, and how far, does each new prime ministerial team learn about how Number Ten operated under previous incumbents?

	How has Number Ten reacted to new offices, for example the Policy Unit or the CPRS?

	How have Number Ten and the Cabinet Office adapted to the changed foreign policy role of Britain between 1970 and 2000, and especially to entry into the European Community in 1973?

	Most important of all  has Number Ten mitigated, or contributed to, the fact that most premierships since 1970 have either ended in tears or been characterised by an inability to control the agenda?



The authors answers to these questions will be found in the final chapter.

A warning. This book views the political world almost exclusively from Number Ten. It is not a comprehensive portrait of life at the apex of British government, but a view from one, neglected, part of the apex. Such a perspective has its limits  it does not discuss at length the Cabinet Office, which is an indispensable appendage of Number Ten; nor does it consider the impact in the Whitehall departments of decisions in and messages from Number Ten; and it has little on the Whips Office or on the processes of policy formulation or policy implementation. These are areas that have been much better written about by others in many studies over the last thirty years. Our task is to take a much closer look at the missing link.



CHAPTER ONE
The Geography of Influence

THE BLACK FRONT DOOR to the house at Number Ten Downing Street, originally modelled in the 1770s with its brass letter box bearing the name First Lord of the Treasury, was replaced recently by a metal bomb-proof door which opens into the large tiled hall. But it is at the other end of a long, narrow corridor that power lies. Crossing through an inner hall, still part of the original building constructed by George Downing in the 1680s, one walks along an interconnecting corridor until one reaches a large internal lobby, or Cabinet Ante-Room. This is the grander seventeenth-century building joined to George Downings building in the 1730s for the first so-called Prime Minister, Sir Robert Walpole.

Here is the heart of power in the British state. Straight ahead lies the Cabinet Room, utterly dominated by the large coffin-shaped Cabinet table. In here, Cabinet meets every Thursday during the political year, key Cabinet committees meet, and some Prime Ministers have chosen to work (including James Callaghan periodically, and John Major for all but his first few months).

Proximity to this fount of influence is critical. The closer anyone can be to this room, the more influence he or she is likely to have. All eyes are on the Prime Minister. Even though some premiers in our period have chosen to work in the first-floor study, up the elegant staircase lined with the portraits of past premiers, they frequently cross through the lobby.



Until 1997 the inner private secretaries room, as it was known, had been colonised, as an indication of their closeness to the centre, by the Civil Service, as had the larger rectangular-shaped outer room that shares the same north-facing aspect. In these two rooms, the most consistently influential advisers to the premier have worked night and day, 365 days of the year. A duty clerk is present at night, and during weekends and holidays. Every day a vast range of diverse matters is brought to Number Tens attention often by ministers and their departments either by electronic means, correspondence or telephone. These are handled by the private secretaries, and they have to know the Prime Ministers mind.

The Prime Ministers Principal Private Secretary heads the Private Office, and sat until 1997 at the desk by the window in the smaller inner room nearest to the Cabinet Room. He (it always has been a male) is one of the inner circle of guardians of the British Constitution and is in frequent touch with the other two members of that small group: the Secretary to the Cabinet whose domain is through the interconnecting door between Number Ten and the Cabinet Office, and the Queens Private Secretary, who is based in Buckingham Palace. When a new Prime Minister enters Number Ten, the first two people he spends time with are the Principal Private Secretary and the Secretary to the Cabinet.

The Prime Ministers Principal Private Secretary might be junior in rank (he is usually promoted to Deputy Secretary while in the post) to Whitehalls other top officials, including the Permanent Under-Secretaries of the four key Civil Service departments, Treasury, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Home Office and Defence; but through his proximity to the Prime Minister, his control of information and his awareness of the total picture, he may well have more influence on the outcome of decisions, on policy and on appointments, depending on the qualities of the particular incumbent. The position was rarely more influential than under Robert Armstrong (197075), Kenneth Stowe (197579) and Robin Butler (198285) or, before our period, under Jock Colville (195155). As one incumbent said: it is the best job in Whitehall.1 The less energetic the Prime Minister (as with Churchill, post-stroke, during 195355 or Harold Wilson 197476), or the greater the strain on the premier (as in 197374 or 197879) and the closer the personal bond, the greater will be the Principal Private Secretarys influence.

The Principal Private Secretary and the other civil servants in the Number Ten Private Office are seconded from Whitehall departments and normally serve in the office for some three years before returning to their previous departments. There is thus in Britain no especial Prime Ministers corps: the thinking is that they work at Number Ten for sufficient time to gain a unique perspective without becoming overly identified with the Prime Minister personally or, dread idea, politically, which could compromise their future relations with other ministers and departments in their subsequent careers. Churchills Principal Private Secretary, John Colville, Macmillans Philip de Zulueta (195964), and Thatchers Foreign Affairs Secretary, Charles Powell (198490) were regarded as being spoiled by too close an identification with their Prime Minister and did not return to the Civil Service on leaving Number Ten. Thus the ideals of objectivity and transience have not always been realised although the intention has always been that they should. Since 1970 the pressure has been arguably even greater on the Press Secretary, the Prime Ministers mouthpiece to the world. Not all have managed, like Donald Maitland (who served Heath), Tom McCaffrey (under Callaghan) and Gus ODonnell and Chris Meyer (under Major), successfully to resume a Civil Service career after leaving Number Ten.

The Principal Private Secretary co-ordinates information to the Prime Minister and oversees the preparation of his boxes, which keep him constantly up-to-date (or bogged down) with paperwork. Papers go into a number of different named trays or coloured folders, entitled for much of our period Immediate, Weekend, Reading and Signature. Along with the Foreign Affairs Secretary, the Principal Private Secretary has the key to the top secret folder, sometimes called the hot box until Blair, into which goes information dealing with intelligence, security and other highly confidential matters. Honours and appointments are similarly delicate subjects which the Principal Private Secretary handles.

If the Principal Private Secretary is often seconded from the Treasury2 (not inappropriately, given the Prime Ministers title of First Lord of the Treasury and the Treasurys responsibility for budgets and economic policy), the other most powerful department in Whitehall, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), has its man in the second most important Private Office job at Number Ten. Thus do the two most powerful departments ensure that they have deep roots into the seat of power. The Foreign Affairs Private Secretary too had (until 1997) a desk in the inner private secretaries room, further away from the Cabinet Room and by the wall facing the Ante-Room. Usually officials of Counsellor rank or higher, the incumbents are high fliers in their early forties who can look forward to an ambassadors post as their promotion after a successful tour of duty at Number Ten: several have finished their careers at the head of the FCO.3 Their task is not just to act as the bridge to the FCO on foreign affairs but also to keep the Prime Minister informed on defence and Northern Ireland matters.

The job has expanded in scope considerably over the last thirty years, following British membership of the European Community in January 1973 and the outbreak of the troubles in Northern Ireland in the late 1960s. The job has gained considerable profile from the influence wielded by one particular and long-serving incumbent, Charles Powell (198491): Powell acquired executive powers and privileges, some of which were originally outside the foreign affairs desk, of which his successors were the beneficiaries. By the 1990s, indeed, the Foreign Affairs Private Secretary had become akin to the US Presidents key National Security Adviser, dealing directly with foreign heads of government and their senior aides rather than, to the annoyance of the FCO mandarins, conducting business through them and the ambassadors on the spot. So large did this job become that by 1994 an Assistant Foreign Affairs Secretary was appointed to help share the burden.

The door into the outer private secretaries room is often kept open. Inside are five desks. The most senior of these private secretaries oversees economic affairs, a Treasury posting which gives this key economic department a further lever in Number Ten. The job was created in 1975 by splitting off the more purely economic matters from other domestic issues (for example social policy). The post is of Assistant Secretary rank, and usually taken by a younger Treasury high flier, typically aged in his or her early to mid-thirties. In 1992, the first woman, Mary Francis, was appointed to this post. (She later became the first female to be a Private Secretary to the Queen and then moved into the private sector.) Of the other two private secretaries, one manages non-economic home policy issues and the other focuses on the Prime Ministers parliamentary role, a key responsibility being the handling of Prime Ministers Questions.

The remaining two desks are normally filled by the Diary Secretary and the Duty Clerk. The former, a junior civil servant until 1979 when Mrs Thatcher made it a political appointment, is responsible for keeping the Prime Ministers diary, dealing with the Prime Ministers correspondence, overseeing travel arrangements and the smooth running of engagements. Given the pressure on the Prime Ministers time, and the clamour for access to him or her, the post is a crucial one. While the job was conceived as clerical, in practice and particularly since the appointment became political, the Diary Secretary has come to accumulate considerable potential authority, balancing the complicated demands and pressures on the Prime Ministers time. Tony Blairs Diary Secretary, Kate Garvey, is situated close to his office, deliberately to guard his door and keep the diary running to time. The diary itself is a conventional desk diary with a separate page for each day. The Prime Ministers activities and appointments for the day are widely distributed to Number Ten staff, including security officers, police and staff who man the front door.

The final desk is filled by a duty clerk, who rotates throughout the day and night and acts as bridge to the other duty clerks in a section downstairs called Confidential Filing, which holds the Number Ten files. He or she is also a round-the-clock link between the outside world and the Prime Minister. One of the private secretaries will also be on site, or on call, throughout the year. If the Prime Minister is away, and the Private Secretary on call has gone home, the most senior figure manning the Prime Ministers office will be a duty clerk, though the Private Secretary on duty will be just a phone call away. When a major news story comes into Number Ten at night or in a holiday period, the duty clerk has to decide, in consultation with the Private Secretary on call, whether the Prime Minister should be disturbed.

The working conditions are astonishingly cramped. But the open plan nature of the office, which might appear distracting with telephones ringing and many comings and goings, has its uses: it allowed us all to know what was going on in other areas. Working in Number Ten required a certain ability to work calmly, flexibly and under great pressure: a special camaraderie existed between us all.4 Although not everyone in the private office sees what the Principal Private Secretary sees, it is common for the private secretaries to overhear conversations and to read notes to and from their colleagues. Indeed, such a ready flow of information is important if the Private Office is to act as a co-ordinated unit serving the Prime Minister.

Tony Blair has made the most significant changes of any premier since 1970 to the working of the Private Office. Over Easter 1998 he moved his own base into the inner private secretaries room, pushing the incumbents into the outer office, and some of the outer office incumbents out into the rest of Number Ten. More significantly, he has reorganised staffing. Jonathan Powell, a former FCO diplomat (and brother of Charles) was brought in as a political appointee with the title Chief of Staff, in effect usurping some of the traditional role of Principal Private Secretary. This latter post continued with the same name, and with the incumbent John Holmes keeping the work he had handled as Foreign Affairs Private Secretary before his promotion, while in 1998 a new Economic Private Secretary, Jeremy Heywood, was given the task of co-ordinating domestic policy submissions for the Prime Minister. Heywood became Principal Private Secretary in 1999.

Private secretaries require a mix of outstanding intellectual ability, stamina and urbanity. They represent the Prime Minister to Cabinet ministers, other senior figures in Whitehall, foreign governments and the world outside. Recruitment to these high-powered and high-prestige jobs is surprisingly informal. When a vacancy is due to arise the Principal Private Secretary writes to relevant Permanent Secretaries inviting them to submit the names of likely candidates. Those short-listed will usually be interviewed by the Principal Private Secretary (under Blair by Jonathan Powell), the incumbent and sometimes by the Prime Minister. There is no formal provision for the involvement of Number Tens political staff (it is after all a Civil Service appointment), although those who have had dealings with a candidate in the past may offer comment. The choice of the Principal Private Secretary is more personal to the Prime Minister and he may interview or chat with candidates suggested by the Cabinet Secretary. A Prime Minister may well appoint somebody he has known or worked with before, as Chamberlain did with Arthur Rucker (1939), Wilson did with Michael Halls (1966), and Major did with Alex Allan (1992). The same personal interest is also shown in appointing the Foreign Affairs Private Secretary. John Major interviewed three candidates before appointing John Holmes in 1996, and Blair saw two before appointing John Sawers in February 1999.

The Private Office is thus the lynchpin around which Number Ten and the Prime Minister function. Several Prime Ministers have arrived suspicious of their Private Offices, such as Churchill in 1951, Harold Wilson in 1964 and Mrs Thatcher in 1979, but left office enamoured of them. The private secretaries sift all paperwork coming to the Prime Minister in their relevant areas, deciding what he should see and not see and what should be passed on to the Cabinet Office, the Political Office or the Policy Unit. They offer him advice on how to handle the material, brief him before meetings, propose whom he should see, draft his speeches and letters, lobby for his cause with the Private Offices of Cabinet ministers and other key individuals, prepare him for Parliament, Cabinet, committees, the media (in association with the Press Secretary) and overseas trips. One of them also attends nearly all the Prime Ministers meetings, taking careful note of what is said, listens in to his or her phone calls on government matters and, since Harold Macmillan (195763), attends all Cabinet meetings and key Cabinet committees. A Private Secretarys notes of a meeting or telephone conversation between the Prime Minister and a minister are sent to the Private Office of the other minister. These constitute a record of what was said and, if appropriate, of points for action.

The Prime Minister cannot help being aware of only a fraction of what is going on in his own government or the country at large, let alone in the world beyond Britain. The private secretaries are the key instruments filtering the world and making it manageable for him or her. To do the job well, they have to know how the Prime Minister would react to a proposal or reply to a letter; in this sense we have a collective premiership.

The private secretaries find that a strong constitution and a high sense of professionalism help them to survive the punishing hours on the job. Whitehall has its own reasons, as discussed, for rotating private secretaries but Civil Service concerns come second. One former Private Secretary told us My job at the end of the day was to help the Prime Minister. This could create difficulties with other departments, but that was my duty as I saw it. Of course, I had to ensure that Mrs Thatcher was aware of the departments views also.5 Another reason is that such a regime over too long a period is exhausting. One Private Secretary agrees, Of course you see little of your family. Your wife has to be understanding. You can watch or listen to the news and any item can affect your work in Number Ten the next day. The job can take over your life.6 The growing volume of paper to be digested, helped or not by new technology, has increased the workload. The norm is twelve or more hours a day in the week and one weekend in four on duty. Grades and titles disappear under the forces of collegiality, the need for flexibility and speedy action, and the companionship that emerges between the Prime Minister and his Private Office. As one former Private Secretary remarked, You have to respect the Prime Minister, otherwise you could not put in the long hours.7 Another affirmed, An organisation chart or assignment of fixed spheres of responsibility could not properly describe how we work.8

From the 1920s (the decade in which the Civil Service ensured that only civil servants would staff the Private Office) the Principal Private Secretary was initially undisputed master of Number Ten.9 But since then, he has had to share some of the influence and access to the Prime Minister with other players, none more consistently influential than the Cabinet Secretary.

There are of course many permanent staff  duty clerks and a number of other officials elsewhere in Number Ten  who are not on secondment and who commonly serve for many years in sections on honours, records and correspondence, in what is now called the Direct Communications section. There are also the Garden Room Girls who are the secretariat to the Prime Minister and the Private Office and who operate on the lower ground floor room beneath the Cabinet Room. When the Prime Minister travels around Britain, he will commonly be accompanied by a Private Secretary, a Garden Room Girl and his Press Secretary or somebody from the Press Office. When he goes abroad he will take a larger but similarly composed retinue with him, all to keep him in touch with developments in Number Ten.



If one leaves the outer private secretaries room and travels up a half flight of stairs and past a small warren of offices, one comes to a locked and, until the 1980s, green-baize door, leading to the other great source of official advice for the Prime Minister, albeit physically outside Number Ten, the Cabinet Office. To pass between the Cabinet Office and Number Ten in the past a key had to be borrowed from the Private Office or the Cabinet Secretarys office. Today the connecting door is still locked and many Number Ten staff, as well as Cabinet Office staff, possess a swipe card. The reason why so many Number Ten staff seek access is in fact prosaic  access to the Cabinet Office canteen.

The physical separation of the two offices is a symbol of the Cabinet Secretarys duty to uphold the independence of the Civil Service and of the fact that he is not a member of the Number Ten staff.

This other key co-ordinating office in Whitehall was established by David Lloyd George in 1916 to service the Cabinet, by circulating papers and agendas in advance, taking minutes (before that date, amazingly, no formalised minutes from Cabinet meetings had been taken and the only record was the Prime Ministers letter to the sovereign), and sending conclusions around to relevant Civil Service departments for action. After Lloyd Georges downfall in 1922, Maurice Hankey, the Cabinet Secretary, continued in the post, survived several changes of government, and managed to establish the independence of the Cabinet Office from the Prime Minister and Number Ten. This separation reduced somewhat the influence of the Private Office and was a significant factor in hindering the evolution of British government in a prime ministerial direction.10 A certain rivalry grew up between Number Ten and the Cabinet Office, both performing vital and not always distinct roles. Both put up papers to the Prime Minister, the Cabinet Office focusing on the work of Cabinet and its committees, offering full and detailed advice on the handling of meetings, and the Private Office co-ordinating submissions from Civil Service departments and from the world outside Whitehall.

Only eight individuals have held the key position of Cabinet Secretary. Maurice Hankey (191638) was the first incumbent and largely defined the role, serving five Prime Ministers. Edward Bridges (193847) served three, Norman Brook (194762) served four, Burke Trend (196373) served four, John Hunt (197379) served four, Robert Armstrong (197987) served one, and Robin Butler (198797) served three. This continuity contrasts with the turnover among Cabinet ministers and Permanent Secretaries, who serve in post for an average of just over two and three years, respectively.

Since 1983 the Cabinet Secretary has also combined this task with that of Head of the Home Civil Service, and he chairs the Senior Appointments Selection Committee (SASC) which meets monthly. This committee contains other Permanent Secretaries, but they can only advise the Cabinet Secretary on promotions. He also chairs a weekly meeting of senior Permanent Secretaries. The Cabinet Secretary may expect to see the Prime Minister frequently, sits on his right at Cabinet, reports on the progress of business through Cabinet committees, and briefs him on meetings and events and more delicate matters such as Civil Service promotions and conduct, intelligence and constitutional issues. Norman Brook in 1947 began the system of providing and overseeing, steering, briefs for the Prime Minister on the handling of his Cabinet or Cabinet committee business, covering likely points for discussion and possible outcomes. Cabinet Secretaries overview the whole waterfront of the government.

The Cabinet Secretary has been called the Prime Ministers Permanent Secretary; in practice, the more the Prime Minister relies on his Principal Private Secretary, as Heath did on Robert Armstrong (197074) and Major did on Alex Allan (199297), the less daily influence the Cabinet Secretary has had. The Cabinet Secretary, not least through his weekly meeting with Permanent Secretaries and his overview of the progress of the Cabinet committees, has a good idea of the administrative performance of ministers. How good are they at executing their business and do they command the respect of their subordinates within their departments? The Prime Minister, with his multi-focused attention, may know less about their quality than the Cabinet Secretary, who is in touch with the Permanent Secretaries. It is no surprise, therefore, that a Prime Minister will usually consult him before government reshuffles. In planning Cabinet and Cabinet committee business for the following week, the next few weeks and again the next few months ahead, the Cabinet Secretary works with the principal chairmen of the Cabinet committees, usually non-departmental ministers such as the Lord President or Lord Privy Seal. The Cabinet Office owes a dual allegiance, to the Prime Minister and to the Cabinet as a whole; where a Cabinet Secretary becomes too close to a Prime Minister, as happened to John Hunt, who admitted to having to spend increasing time advising Prime Ministers Wilson and Callaghan rather than Cabinet as a whole, difficulties can arise.

As with the Number Ten Private Office, the Cabinet Office is staffed by high fliers seconded from other departments. Some thirty officials now people the senior echelons of the Cabinet Office, operating in five secretariats: economic and home, overseas and defence, European, central (which directly supports the Cabinet Secretary) and constitutional; and one unit, the Assessment Staff, covering security and intelligence matters. There was also a science and technology secretariat until the chief scientific adviser was transferred to the Department of Trade and Industry. The body was initially subsumed within the new Office of Science and Technology (OST) within the Office for Public Service and Science established by John Major after the 1992 election. The OST then moved to the DTI in 1995.

These secretariats are run by deputy secretaries, some of whom, such as Pat Nairne (197375) acquire considerable importance in their own fields. The heads of the secretariats meet weekly under the Cabinet Secretary to plan business for the immediate week and the next few weeks ahead, and also sometimes join the Cabinet Secretary for his weekly meeting with the Prime Minister to review future business.

From 197183 the Cabinet Office also provided the home for the Central Policy Review Staff (CPRS), a body which aimed to think long-term for both Prime Minister and Cabinet. The CPRS promised much, given the seemingly pathological inability of democratic governments to think beyond winning the next general election. But in the event it delivered little after a successful first two years under its head, Lord Rothschild. It was not just that Prime Ministers have been forced by the pressure of events, and despite their best intentions, to be overly concerned with the short term. Geography played its part too: the CPRS was on the wrong side of the green baize door, and was insufficiently entwined in the policy loop.

Tony Blair announced changes in the role of the Cabinet Office on 28 July 1998. These followed a review by the new Cabinet Secretary, Sir Richard Wilson. Wilsons review pointed to improvements which could be made in policy formulation and implementation and in handling cross-departmental issues. The Office of Public Services (OPS) was merged with the rest of the Cabinet Office to promote these improvements. The review also led to the creation of a Performance and Innovation Unit, which was charged with focusing on issues that crossed departmental boundaries and involved more than one public sector body, and with proposing innovative ways to improve the delivery of the governments objectives.

Much play was made, not least by the satirical writers of the 1980s television comedy series Yes Minister and Yes Prime Minister, of the rivalry between the Principal Private Secretary and the Cabinet Secretary, and also with the Cabinet Secretarys possession of the key (now card) required to unlock the interconnecting door between the Cabinet Office and Number Ten.

An easier way back to Number Ten was to walk out through the front door of the Cabinet Office into Whitehall and then turn right and right again after a few yards into Downing Street. Once back in the building, a right turn from the Number Ten front hall leads to the Press Office which came into existence in 1931, fifteen years after the Cabinet Office itself. Hitherto, the limited relations with the press (and the BBC after its foundation in 1926) had been managed comfortably by one of the Private Secretaries. But the proliferation of the media into broadcasting and the immediate catalyst of the 1931 economic crisis, demanded an office exclusively dedicated to managing press contacts. The work of the office was regularised in the 1940s, with the demands of war and postwar reconstruction requiring specialist skills, not least with the burgeoning regional and overseas media clamouring for comment from the top.

The Press Office is now headed by the Prime Ministers Official Spokesman or Chief Press Secretary, who occupies the bow-windowed ground floor room that one passes on the way to the front door of Number Ten. In adjacent rooms work up to ten subordinate press officers and secretaries. Two kinds of Press Secretary have come to fill the post: career civil servants who might or might not have specialised in information, such as Donald Maitland (197073) or Jonathan Haslam (199697), and journalists already known to the Prime Minister, such as Joe Haines (196970, 197476) or Alastair Campbell (1997). The function of both types of Press Secretary has been the same, to link the Prime Minister with the outside world and ensure the best and most sympathetic possible coverage for what he or she is trying to do. With increasing awareness from the 1960s of the importance and possibilities of shaping the medias portrayal of the Prime Minister, the work of the office has risen up the pecking order in Downing Street. Three Press Secretaries in particular in our period-Joe Haines, Bernard Ingham (197990) and Alastair Campbell  reached the inner circle of advisers to the Prime Minister, and their counsel crossed the hazy boundary between advice on how to communicate ones message to advice on what the actual message should be. Again, as with private secretaries, a wide degree of leeway is given to press secretaries in deciding how to present the Prime Minister to the outside world. As with private secretaries, and others at Number Ten, they have often had to act and think as if they were the Prime Minister. Acting as an effective communicator for the Prime Minister has sometimes involved strains for a civil servant who was Press Secretary. Bernard Ingham was thought to have exceeded the role of a civil servant when he worked for Mrs Thatcher and he and his role became the subjects of parliamentary and public debate.

A tension existed throughout the period between the Number Ten press operation and the Whitehall information service, nominally run by the Director General of the Government Information and Communications Service (GICS). Trying to co-ordinate the release of government news stories has been a constant headache for the Number Ten Press Secretary. Ingham took over this duty in 1988 when the head of the GICS was ill and retained it when a new head was appointed a year later. His successor as Press Secretary, Gus ODonnell (199094), did not combine the two posts.

A key part of the work of the Press Secretary has been to provide information to the Lobby, a distinctively British institution under which selected media outlets had been permitted to send designated journalists to twice-daily unattributable briefings (11 am in Number Ten and 4 pm in the House of Commons) in which the Press Secretary puts across the Prime Ministers message and responds to questions about his, and the governments, thinking. Until recently because the briefings have been unattributable, terms like sources close to the Prime Minister were often used. Under John Major the sources were identified as Ten Downing Street. Thought has been given over the years to replacing the Lobby system with attributable press briefings, on the record. This would make the Press Secretary the equivalent of the White House Press Spokesman, which would also have the effect of boosting his public profile if not his influence. Other voices prevailed until 1997, when Blairs Press Secretary put the Lobby on the record, but did not admit television cameras to the Lobby briefing. In March 2000, Campbell agreed that he could be named at briefings, but soon after he stepped down from taking the daily lobby sessions. Now a 12001500-word note on the lobby proceedings is available within two hours of the event and distributed widely across Whitehall.

The trend, nevertheless has been for the Prime Minister to make increasing numbers of press appearances himself, either to make statements like John Majors announcement in the Number Ten garden in June 1995 that he would submit himself for re-election as party leader, or question-and-answer style as Ted Heath did in 1972. With the proliferation of satellite and cable media from the 1980s, and the Internet in the 1990s, the work of the Press Office has had to adapt itself even more to new technology than any other Number Ten department.



Walking back to the main hall, and climbing up the stairs (albeit which would have until 1999 brought one to the front of the building) or taking the very slow and small lift, brings one to the Appointments Office on the first floor, concerned with senior ecclesiastical and other Crown appointments such as Regius Professorships and Lord-Lieutenants. The quarters are now occupied by the Strategic Communications Unit, a body set up in 1998. The Appointments Office has been moved to the Cabinet Office, although the Appointments Secretary remains in Number Ten. Historically, this responsibility rested with the Private Office, but in 1947 it was transferred to a designated Secretary for Appointments. The work is relatively apolitical. Only five civil servants have held this post since 1970, longevity being considered valuable for the important though behind-the-scenes work on which the incumbent is engaged: advising the Prime Minister (which means, for most, except interventionist premiers like Mrs Thatcher and Tony Blair, in effect telling the Prime Minister) who should be appointed.

The present Appointments Secretary is John Holroyd and he heads a staff of eight, who cover both appointments and Number 10s work on honours. Some Number Ten advisers, such as Marcia Williams under Harold Wilson, resented the prime space overlooking Downing Street being given to what they considered fairly arcane work. But the Office is a reminder of the Prime Ministers other political patronage powers. Gladstone regarded the ecclesiastical appointments as among the most troublesome of his duties. A less devout predecessor, Lord Melbourne, once complained, Damn it. Another Bishop dead.

The Appointments Secretary until recently also acted as a kind of domestic bursar, responsible for the fabric of Number Ten and of the Prime Ministers country house, Chequers. As the staff of Number Ten has grown, an Executive Secretary (a career civil servant) has been appointed to run the building and assume these duties. Not the least of the Appointment Secretarys jobs is to operate a number of charities, including one for literary figures who have fallen on hard times. No better illustration can be given of the extraordinarily diverse work that takes place in this small late seventeenth-century building.



Walking across to the back of the building, above the ground floor rooms, one reaches the three interconnecting state drawing rooms, remodelled in the late 1980s by Quinlan Terry (who had worked with the architect Raymond Erith in the extensive remodelling of Downing Street in the early 1960s). To the west is the White Drawing Room, one-time boudoir of Prime Ministers wives. The room is in frequent daytime use for meetings of up to six or eight people sitting on elegant sofas and chairs, and in the evenings for entertaining guests; it is the room that has commonly been used for television interviews. Next to it is the middle drawing room (the Blue Drawing Room until the 1980s, then the Green Drawing Room and now the Terracotta Room), where Prime Ministers traditionally greet reception guests by the door. Through double doors towards the east is the Pillared Room, the largest of the three, the focal point of receptions for up to two hundred guests. Back onto the landing again, facing the main staircase, one can turn left (east) to Sir John Soanes state dining room (for up to sixty-five seated guests) and small dining room, or right (west) to the Prime Ministers study, used by many of the Prime Ministers for much of the time during our period.

A further flight of stairs brings one up to the second floor self-contained flat at the back of the building, overlooking the garden. This was heavily altered for the Attlees in the late 1940s and has been little changed thereafter. Four to five bedrooms, depending on designation, a kitchen, dining room and medium-sized sitting room are the main rooms. The flat was used during the week by all premiers in our period except Harold Wilson (197476), who lived in his nearby Westminster flat, and Tony Blair, who lives with his family in the larger flat next door over Number Eleven. The sitting room was much used, famously by Heath for last-minute briefings before Prime Ministers Questions, and by Mrs Thatcher, shoeless and whisky in hand, for late-night political gossip with close aides. It was not until Arthur Balfour became Prime Minister in 1902 that the principle of the Prime Minister normally living in and working from Number Ten became firmly established, though some notable nineteenth-century premiers, including the Duke of Wellington, William Gladstone and Benjamin Disraeli, lived there for at least part of their time as Prime Minister. Many, however, found it insufficiently grand.



Leaving the flat and walking back across into George Downings building, one comes to a suite of offices overlooking Downing Street, used for political and constituency work until it became the home of the Policy Unit. The Policy Unit was introduced by Harold Wilson in March 1974. In the light of his earlier experience at Number Ten (196470), he felt that he needed more political and policy advice to counterbalance that from officials. The Civil Service, perhaps inevitably, was suspicious of its appearance in their midst, although there had been clear antecedents, most recently the small team operating under the economist Thomas Balogh from 1964 to 1969. After some intense discussions, a concordat governing the Policy Units modus operandi was drawn up, and the five or so specialist members of the Unit, including its head Bernard Donoughue (197479), were signed up as temporary civil servants, which allowed them access to classified papers and information. Wilson described its purpose as being his eyes and ears.11

The original aim was for the Policy Unit to provide policy analysis, in both the short and medium term, primarily on domestic policy. It would work up papers for the Prime Minister, and comment upon submissions from the Cabinet Office and from departments to help ensure the Prime Ministers own political objectives and manifesto commitments were not being swallowed up in the daily administrative grind. By keeping in regular touch with Whitehall departments, and not least with political advisers to ministers, whose numbers had burgeoned since the 1960s, the Policy Unit could keep the Prime Minister abreast of what was going on in the departments. At the outset Donoughue dealt with the more pressing issues, leaving the Central Policy Review Staff (CPRS) to tackle the long-term ones. In the real world, this distinction often broke down. But, given political pressures and the narrow time horizons of ministers, the differing time dimension helped ensure that the Policy Unit had more influence than the CPRS.

The Policy Unit, however, has not always operated as originally intended. It tends to reinvent itself under each Prime Minister. Different Prime Ministers had different ideas on the Unit, and it has tended to be sucked into short-term firefighting rather than longer-term analysis, even after the demise in 1983 of the CPRS, whose raison dtre had been forward thinking. Mrs Thatcher began the process of bringing civil servants into the Policy Unit on short-term secondment from departments, a practice which has continued to the present day, although Blairs contains only one. The Policy Unit has survived four changes of premier and two changes of party government (its survival, in 1979, was by no means a foregone conclusion), which is in itself proof of its value. To be effective, the Unit has to establish good working relationships with the Private Office and with Whitehall departments  to ensure that it remains in the policy loop it must receive important papers, at the right time, and attend the key committees and meetings. It also has to be seen to be enjoying the Prime Ministers confidence; he has to want to use it and find it useful, and he himself has to carry authority in Whitehall. But only in limited periods has the Policy Unit played a key role, as under Donoughue (and then only between 1974 and 1976), John Redwood (198485) and Sarah Hogg (for her first two years only, between 1990 and 1992). The loss of John Majors authority after the forced exit from the ERM in September 1992 affected the Units standing with ministers and departments and forced it even more into short-term concerns.

On the top floor of Downing Street were small bedrooms for staff working overnight, and, until its transfer to the Cabinet Office in the mid-1990s, the telephone switchboard, affectionately known as switch. No-one has anything but praise for the patience and skill of the telephone operators, not least in connecting the Prime Minister and an interlocutor wherever they may be in the world. In 1999 the bedrooms were converted to offices for extra staff, including those in Research and Information and assistants for the Policy Unit.



Returning by stairs or lift to the ground floor front hall one passes the interconnecting corridor to Number Eleven and Number Twelve running parallel to Downing Street. By using it, people may move to and from the Chancellors residence at Number Eleven and the Chief Whips office at Number Twelve away from the gaze of cameras stationed in the street outside.

Off to the left of the Cabinet Ante-Room is the room used for much of the period until 1997 by the Political Secretary, the figure who links the Prime Minister with his or her political party. (It is now occupied by the head of Blairs Policy Unit, David Miliband.) The Prime Minister faced a problem keeping in touch with his own party after civil servants alone ran the Private Office from the late 1920s. Conscious of the supposedly watertight distinction between head-of-government and party political business, the Prime Minister used a variety of people, notably the Chief Whip in Number Twelve, and leading figures from Central Office and Transport House  Conservative and Labour Party headquarters respectively  to keep him in touch with the party at large. The Prime Ministers Parliamentary Private Secretary, of whom more below, was another key bridging figure with the parliamentary party.

In 1958, Harold Macmillan brought a close friend, John Wyndham, into the Number Ten Private Office to offer political advice, but the job of Political Secretary was only formalised when in 1964 Wilson brought in his own secretary, Marcia Williams. Edward Heath, while in opposition, became convinced that this job would be a useful addition to his staff at Number Ten, and invited Douglas Hurd, a former diplomat and since 1967 head of his Private Office, to fill the post. Wyndham was wealthy enough to provide his services free of charge, Mrs Williams was at first paid by Wilson personally, but since 1970 the Political Secretary and his or her staff have been paid by the governing party. Wyndham, Hurd and Marcia Williams have all written about their experiences in Number Ten; their different perceptions reflect not only their very differing personalities, temperaments and political outlooks, but also those of the Prime Ministers they served. Indeed Heaths remit for Hurd was to be as different as possible from Mrs Williams!

Although the title changed to Political Adviser for Tom McNally from 197679 when James Callaghan was Prime Minister, it reverted to Political Secretary upon Mrs Thatchers arrival in 1979, and the function of the job had changed little. A Political Secretary is expected to possess or quickly acquire many assets  to be a party supporter, have experience or knowledge of Whitehall, know the party, have a good political sense and enjoy good personal relations with the Prime Minister. Often he or she will already have served for spells in the partys organisation or as a special adviser in Whitehall, and can expect to see and talk with the Prime Minister several times on an average day. The Political Secretary also needs to be discreet, for he or she will attend discussions about political honours and government reshuffles, take the minutes at Political Cabinets (meetings of Cabinet ministers when the Cabinet Office withdraws and party political business is discussed), accompany the Prime Minister on party tours, supervise the handling of correspondence and listen in on his political telephone calls. Having a close political aide in Number Ten, commenting on papers, dealing with party correspondence, liaising with all the various party bodies and committees, smoothing relations with the party, and drafting political speeches, has fully justified the need for the Political Secretary. No Prime Minister since 1970, with the possible exception of James Callaghan, has enjoyed an easy relationship with his or her parliamentary party; without the Political Secretary, relations might have been much worse.

Traditionally, in this office sits also the Parliamentary Private Secretary (PPS), who also assists as a bridge between the Prime Minister and the parliamentary party, attending party committees and backbench meetings, consorting with MPs in corridors and tearooms, and acting as a two-way means of communication, helping to explain the one to the other. A few, not many, of these incumbents have become important figures in their own right, advising the Prime Minister on policy matters as well as on candidates for promotion to office (or for sacking). Before our period, Christopher Soames, PPS to Winston Churchill (195355), was an example of a conspicuously effective Parliamentary Private Secretary, while after 1970 Ian Gow (197983), PPS to Mrs Thatcher, also stands out as an influential figure. For the most part, however, Prime Ministers have been content to have amiable figures carrying their bags beside them who did not bring them too many uncomfortable truths. With so many hard-nosed professionals to serve them at Number Ten, they have often appreciated having a comforting companion, not least because the Parliamentary Private Secretary invariably accompanies the Prime Minister on the journey to the Commons for the ordeal of Prime Ministers Questions.

Although the distinction between political and official staff is important, the two sides have also to work together with the shared aim of serving the Prime Minister. The Prime Minister relies on the private secretaries to protect his interests in the Whitehall and parliamentary maze. The Private Office secretaries have to appreciate the political side of the Prime Ministers job, to take on board the problems he has with his party in Parliament and the challenges he may face at the forthcoming annual party conference or the need to prepare for a general election. Indeed in the last year of a Parliament or the months preceding a general election there is a general clearing of the decks and the Prime Minister devotes himself increasingly to party politics. The political staff see him more frequently and pressures on the officials decline. If a Prime Minister does not do the political job well he is unlikely to survive. The Private Office staff have an interest in his political success because if he is in trouble and lacks authority it impacts on their own work.

Number Ten is far from ideal as the head office of a large corporation. It has over one hundred individual rooms, which have been designed for various purposes in the past. Incapable of expansion upwards, downwards or externally, it is also a listed building, which imposes its own constraints on expansion. It is possible to speculate that if space had permitted the staff might have increased considerably. About 150 people work in the building in 1999. Despite this figure having grown from 64 in 1970 under Harold Wilson, 70 in 1979 and 120 on 1 May 1997, Number Ten retains the atmosphere of a small village or a large extended family. The policy-oriented members of the Private Office, Policy Unit, Political Office, Press Office, Strategic Communications Unit, Research and Information Unit totalled nearly 50 in 2000. These constitute the Prime Ministers office and his most senior aides.



A Prime Ministers entourage of advisers thus consists of members of several units centred around Ten Downing Street. But it also includes the Foreign Secretary and Chancellor of the Exchequer, other Cabinet ministers, party influentials, Political Office staff, the Policy Unit, the Press Office, leading members of the Cabinet Office and the Private Office staff. In Appendix II we have tentatively tried, for each Prime Minister, to place these actors in one of three concentric rings, according to their closeness to the respective premier. Those closest to the Prime Minister are located in the innermost ring, but influence can be fickle; it can alter within a premiership.

It is worth recalling that there is no formal job remit or list of duties for a Prime Minister. The absence of formal limits, to quote H.H. Asquith, provides opportunities for an incumbent to make of the office what he chooses and is able to make of it. Prime Ministers have some discretion in how they organise their lives in office. Much depends on their personalities, skills, goals, and the circumstances of the time. Each one may draw up his own staffing arrangements, emphasise some aspects of his role rather than others, and even decide whether he wants to live and work in Number Ten. Tony Blair has been the most radical Prime Minister in our period in doing the job in his own way.

Prime Ministers also differ in their sense of purpose. Some, notably Lloyd George and Winston Churchill in wartime, and Mrs Thatcher, have been mobilisers. They were primarily concerned with the achievement of goals, not overly bothered about opposition and the cost of disturbance. Many other Prime Ministers have been conciliators, more concerned to maintain the consensus and cohesion of a group, willing to represent and respond to diverse interests and, if necessary, sacrifice policy goals. Philip Williams has drawn a distinction similar to that of the mobiliser and reconciler when distinguishing Labour Party leaders as either pathfinders, who try to lead the party in a new direction, or stabilisers, who are primarily concerned with maintaining party unity. Hugh Gaitskell (195563) and Blair are examples of pathfinders: Wilson and Callaghan were primarily stabilisers.12 The same distinction can be applied to the Conservative Prime Ministers, with Heath and Thatcher examples of pathfinders, and Major a stabiliser.

It is difficult to lay down a how to statement for Prime Ministers because each one differs in what arrangements he feels comfortable with, and what works best for him. The first statutory reference to the office of Prime Minister was in the Ministers of the Crown Act (1937) and dealt only with salaries. Since 1968 the Prime Minister has always also taken the office of Minister for the Civil Service, making him head of the executive in its official as well as political guise. One shrewd student suggested that we have therefore to set out the practices that seem to apply in most circumstances, and to describe the repertoire of roles that a premier may undertake.13

The Prime Minister has responsibilities as:


	head of the executive branch

	custodian and shaper of government policy

	national leader in war and peace

	chief appointing officer, including appointing and dismissing ministers, and dispenser of patronage

	leader of the party in Parliament

	senior British representative overseas (apart from the sovereign who is head of state, with symbolic power).



The various roles in the British governmental system coincide to some extent with the administrative divisions of the Number Ten offices. Support exists for each of his duties. The fact that the support is sectionalised, although concentrated in Number Ten, may offend advocates of tidy-minded administration.




	FUNCTION
	SUPPORTING OFFICE



	Head of the executive
	Cabinet secretariat Private Office



	Custodian and shaper of government policy
	Strategic Communications Unit, Research and Information Unit



	National leader
	Private Office



	Party leader
	Political Secretary



	
	Parliamentary Private Secretary



	Head appointing officer
	Appointments Secretary (Crown appointments)



	
	Cabinet Secretary (senior Civil Service and ministers)



	
	Principal Private Secretary (Private Secretaries and ministers)



	Leader of party in Parliament
	Political Secretary



	
	Parliamentary Private Secretary



	
	Private Secretary  parliamentary affairs



	Senior British representative overseas
	Private Secretary  foreign affairs






Yet a Prime Minister personally has remarkably few formal powers and owns few policies. Acts of Parliament assign duties and powers to Secretaries of State rather than to the Prime Minister. James Callaghan recalled that, having coped with the demands of being Chancellor of the Exchequer, Home Secretary and Foreign Secretary, he found the task of Prime Minister to be one of relative idleness.14 This is some claim, considering that his government had to cope with the economic pressures that led to the IMF negotiations in 1976 as well as the winter of discontent in 1978 and for much of the time lacked an effective majority in Parliament. Mrs Thatcher, by contrast, was a famed workaholic, making do with four hours of sleep a night, taking work on holidays, intervening frequently in departments, and constantly calling for more briefing papers.

It is sometimes suggested that the job has become too much for one person or the office, as presently constituted. Such claims need to be treated with caution, just as claims that the Prime Minister is becoming a more powerful actor also need to be treated with caution. What is undeniable is that the nature of the job, while retaining some continuity, has shifted. Examination of how Gladstone spent his time in February 1893, a year into his fourth administration, when he was eighty-three, is interesting. There were seventeen days when Gladstone spent long periods on the front bench in the Commons as Leader of the House (often eight or nine hours a day), including seven major speeches. He also chaired five meetings of the Cabinet (all lasting at least two hours) and a party meeting and wrote by hand ninety-four official letters, many of them long and technical. This was in addition to the regular interviews and deputations. Even earlier, Sir Robert Walpole and William Pitt the Younger spent most of their waking hours doing little else as Prime Minister, holidays apart. Of twentieth-century Prime Ministers Campbell Bannerman, Asquith, and Baldwin all had time for leisure. Churchill (195155) and Harold Wilson (197476) were very much part-time Prime Ministers. Abroad there have recently been numerous elderly or fragile leaders; Reagan, Mitterrand, Yeltsin and Mandela have hardly followed demanding schedules. What matters more is the temperament and ambition of the leader, rather than the nature of the office.

At the end of the twentieth century British Prime Ministers spend more time travelling at home and overseas, responding to media pressures for interviews and trying to manage the media. They probably spend less time in Cabinet and in Parliament. The new technology, particularly faxes, e-mail, pagers and mobile telephones as well as jet travel, adds to some parts of the workload and eases others.

A Prime Minister may be less confined by routine in his work day than a Cabinet minister. But he still faces predictable demands on his time. During the week there are regularly scheduled Cabinet meetings and Cabinet committees, meetings with ministers, parliamentary business managers, backbench spokesmen, the Cabinet Secretary and deputations, preparations for Parliamentary Questions and the visit to the Monarch. There will usually be weekly bilaterals with the Chancellor, the Foreign Secretary, the Chief Whip and other party business managers. Throughout the year there is the regular calendar of the budget, the autumn party conference and other party gatherings, meetings of the European Unions Council of Ministers, as well as Group of Seven/Eight (G7/G8) and Commonwealth conferences. Near the end of the Parliament the Prime Ministers attention will increasingly turn to general election planning and the election manifesto. Almost daily there will be boxes from the Private and Political Offices to read and annotate, speeches to prepare, and the churn of events with which to cope. In addition there will be a stream of ad hoc meetings with businessmen and representatives of special interest groups, and an unavoidable minimum of foreign visitors passing through London who expect to see the Prime Minister. Study of a Prime Ministers diary15 tells only the scheduled part of the story of who has access to him and what he is doing. It fails to show who is popping in regularly such as the political and private staff, or the Cabinet Secretary. A Political and a Private Secretary may discuss business, however briefly, with the Prime Minister several times a day.
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