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About the Book

A publishing sensation on its hardback publication, The Blair Years is the most revealing account of contemporary politics you’ll ever read. Taken from Alastair Campbell’s daily diaries, it charts the rise of New Labour and the tumultuous years of Tony Blair’s leadership, providing the first important record of a remarkable decade.

Campbell is no stranger to controversy. As Blair’s press secretary, strategist and trusted confidant, he was pivotal to New Labour and its three election victories, spending more waking hours alongside the Prime Minister than anyone. His diaries – at times brutally frank, often funny, always compelling – take the reader right to the heart of government.

The Blair Years covers the defining events of our time, from Labour’s new dawn to the war on terror, from the death of Diana to peace in Northern Ireland, from Kosovo, Afghanistan and Iraq, through to the Hutton Inquiry of 2003, the year Campbell resigned. But amid the big events are insights and observations that make this a remarkably human portrayal of some of the most powerful people in the world.

There has never been so riveting a book about life at the very top, nor a more human book about politics, told by a man who saw it all.


About the Author

Alastair Campbell was born in Keighley, Yorkshire in 1957, the son of a vet. After graduating from Cambridge University in modern languages, his first chosen career was journalism, principally with the Mirror Group. When Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party, he asked Campbell to be his press secretary. He worked for Blair – first in that capacity, then as official spokesman and director of communications and strategy – from 1994 to 2003, since when he has been engaged mainly in writing, public speaking and working for Leukaemia Research, where he is chairman of fundraising. He returned to work as director of communications for the Labour Party for the 2005 election campaign. He lives in North London with his partner of 26 years, Fiona Millar. They have three children Rory, 20, Calum, 18, and Grace, 14. His interests include running, triathlon, bagpipes and Burnley Football Club. His novel All in the Mind was published in 2008.
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Introduction to the
Arrow edition

For most of my adult life, I have had a small number of sleepless nights every year, maybe half a dozen in a bad year. I used up more than the entire quota in the final few weeks leading up to publication of The Blair Years last July.

When the first post-publication Prime Minister’s Questions passed without me or the book being mentioned, I felt considerable relief. Why? Because it said to me that despite the enormous media coverage surrounding the book’s launch, and despite the myriad sensitive issues and personalities covered within it, the Tories and the Lib Dems had given up on trying to use it for political damage.

‘You see,’ said friend and former colleague Bruce Grocott, ‘all those sleepless nights were in vain.’

‘On the contrary,’ I said. ‘The sleepless nights were maybe what helped me come to the right decisions.’

Worry number one was that the book would be used, successfully, to inflict political damage on the Labour Party and on new Prime Minister Gordon Brown in particular. The media, by and large, went big on content, but failed to settle on a single theme or story. So the coverage tended to help advertise the book without, despite the efforts of some, undermining it or the main protagonists within it. There was something very amusing about those newspapers who told their readers there was nothing in it worth reading, whilst in the same editions ripping off thousands of words for them to read. Tory MPs meanwhile were sending each other e mails saying it was required reading for anyone who wanted to learn about the single-minded focus and discipline required to win and stay in power. I liked that.

Worry number two was that people would think I was just cashing in, by publishing so soon after TB left office. When, between 2003 and 2006, I was transcribing my diaries, I had always assumed I would wait until all the big figures of the Blair era were out of the frontline before publishing anything. But as the day of TB’s departure came closer, and as it was clear it would herald a massive volume of coverage and debate, I wanted to be part of it on my terms as the first draft of history was being written. So I brought forward plans for publication and an accompanying TV series. I was well paid. But money was never my main motive in early publication. My hope was that in showing a close-up, warts-and-all portrait of life alongside a Prime Minister, I could help to show an open-minded reader that modern politics is much better than it is portrayed and that on balance, such a portrait could be good for TB, for Labour and for politics.

There was a lot of reaction to the book, some of it hostile, some of it friendly, the latter including from political leaders at home and abroad, among them President Bush, and Irish Prime Minister Bertie Ahern who said some very kind things when he launched the book with me in Dublin. But the comments that mattered most were the ones, including many from readers I had never met, who said it gave them a new insight into politics and political decision-making. They mattered because part of my purpose had been to show that for all the ups and downs, all the faults, the occasional wrong ’uns that come along, politics in the end is about human beings trying to do their best according to the beliefs they hold. I think some of the Bill Clinton passages show that best. I continue to defend politics and the vast bulk of politicians. It really is tough at the top, and TB handled it well for about as long as possible in this age.

Of the many media reactions to the book, I liked this one from John Lloyd in the Financial Times, because he seemed to get the point about politicians being no different from everyone else, other than in the significance of the decisions they have to make, and the scrutiny they’re under. ‘Campbell’s memoirs,’ he wrote ‘have 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 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.’

The lead up to the handover to GB, and indeed the 2005 election campaign when the ground was paved for that, is another fascinating story, for another day. At the time I was working on the editing of the single volume, the general assumption was that ‘the stable and orderly handover’ wouldn’t happen. It did, but it was hard not to be nervous, and hard for me to stop worrying about the potential negative impact of a book launch that went wrong. Knowing as I do from being alongside TB how hard the job of Prime Minister is, I did not want to do anything to make it harder for GB. My goal was to record the past without jeapordising the future. I hope I managed that.

Dealing with worry two was helped by the decision not to go down the well-worn route of serialisation in a national newspaper, despite several large offers, including, hilariously, from the Mail Group. To save them the cost of a phone call when future volumes appear … I would rather die first. There were two other reasons why I decided not to serialise. First, to avoid what TB called ‘storification’, namely the newspaper that bought the book deciding what the single ‘story’ was and leading the rest of the media down that particular path. I want people interested enough to look at the book to see it whole. Second, part of my critique of modern politics is that the media is more to blame for political disenchantment than politicians. That point is less easily made if you’ve just benefited from a huge serialisation deal.

Worry number three was that friendships that mattered to me would be irreparably damaged. Worries one and three were not helped when I bumped into former Home Secretary Charles Clarke a few days before publication at Hilary Armstrong’s farewell party after she stepped down as chief whip in the Blair–Brown handover. The book was already printed making it too late to change anything even if I had wanted to. Charles and I go back many years to the days when he was Neil Kinnock’s chief of staff and I a reporter on the Daily Mirror, and we have always had a good if sometimes spiky relationship, founded upon saying what we think. He was in full flow, told me this kind of book, based on private conversations and insights recorded at the time, was an absolute outrage, and that however I had edited it it would do nothing but harm to the Party and the Government. So I was pleased when he called a few weeks later and said he owed me an apology. He had read it and thought it was a good and important book that reflected much better on politics and the Government than he had expected it to. I was further pleased when he asked me to do a signing in his Norwich South constituency to raise funds for his re-election campaign.

The book has become a regular at raffles and auctions at Labour Party and charity fundraisers. The first one off the press raised a five-figure sum for Leukaemia Research. At a Labour sports fundraiser at Wembley, a copy signed by TB, JP, GB, Alex Ferguson and I raised £60,000. Lesser sums have been raised at many other functions for local parties. I say all this not to pretend I am a saint – I am not – but to make the point that it seems to have gone down well in the Party. So far as I can tell, the friendships that matter have survived more or less intact.

When I worked for Tony Blair and the Government, I spent a lot of my time thinking through difficult questions interviewers would throw at him and other ministers. At the time of the launch, I was the one asking for help. Tony himself gave good advice about tone and positioning. Charlie Falconer and Philip Gould, in the back of a car on the way to Jonathan Powell’s wedding in Hampshire the weekend before publication, grilled me forensically and ferociously, and far more effectively than any interviewer did when it came to doing the media rounds. I also got terrific support from the media team at Random House.

There was something fitting, I suppose, about spending part of the pre-publication weekend at a wedding attended by many of the key New Labour people. It was a nice do. Jonathan’s wife Sarah made a very funny speech, mock-Princess-Diana style, saying she had learned there were ‘three people in this marriage’. Tony made a very funny speech hinting that even though he had left office, he would still be calling on the old team, so Sarah shouldn’t imagine Jonathan was entirely free of the TB demands yet. And he has, though with neither the frequency nor intensity recorded on these pages.

It has been interesting to learn a little about a world I knew next to nothing about, namely book publishing. How the figures in the charts aren’t strictly accurate and how there is something called a trade paperback that you can only get abroad or at airports and whose sales don’t count towards best seller lists. How there are warehouses around the country where you can – and I did – spend all day conveyor belt style signing books while the next person whacks on a ‘signed by the author’ sticker. How enjoyable literary festivals can be. I particularly liked the one in Ilkley.

I suppose worry four must have been that the book would have been a flop, either in sales terms or in terms of the general reaction. I admit I would have found it difficult if it had disappeared without a trace. Sales, to the obvious annoyance of newspapers which report out of date, lower figures, were close to 150,000 by last Christmas. Unsurprisingly, it sold best in the UK. Foreign sales have been steady. It has been sold for translation into several languages. It has won one award and is in for more. I was particularly pleased with the comment from the politics buyer at Waterstones, Joe Browes, who said it had reinvigorated the market for political books.

I think not going down the standard route of serialisation in a newspaper may have helped with all that. Likewise, the decision we took to market the book mainly via the web seems to have worked. We had a website specifically focussed on the lead-up to the launch with people not just from politics but also friends from sport and other walks of life helping to generate interest which peaked as the book came out.

Publication day itself began in the company of the Today programme, and ended in the company of the Queen. I thought long and hard about whether to do Today. I haven’t listened to it since I left Downing St in 2003. But I know for many in the media and political classes it is as much a part of the morning rituals as a toothbrush. I also know people would have said I was being either small-minded or cowardly if I didn’t put myself up for questioning on it. I hope I am neither, though I am aware enough of my own temper to have taken one of my sons with me to the BBC, partly for company, but also because my children are very good at keeping me calm. I know it’s meant to be the other way round, and sometimes it is, but I am blessed with very special kids.

I knew on arrival that this was what Today, to quote one of their executives, saw as ‘a broadcasting moment’. I had never, even for a big interview with Tony Blair, seen so many suits in the control room. There was a lot of bad blood between us, on my side because of the lies they broadcast about the so-called ‘sexing up’ of the Weapons of Mass Destruction Dossier in 2003 and the grief those lies led to when they failed properly to investigate what Michael Grade subsequently called “a failure in BBC journalism”, and on their side because of what they had viewed as intimidation and above all because of the outcome of the Hutton Inquiry which led to the resignations of Grade’s predecessor as BBC Chairman, Gavyn Davies, and Director General Greg Dyke. As interviewer John Humphrys greeted me and Rory in the green room, I gave him a copy of the book, and inscribed it ‘let bygones be bygones.’ I forget whether I put a question mark at the end of it or not. I don’t think so. Humphrys had also decided to be reasonably calm, though he did expose how personally he took my criticisms of the BBC in the wake of the Hutton Report. I made all the points I wanted to make. He asked all the questions he wanted to ask. He must have done because the interview went through the news, weather and sport, kept Benazir Bhutto waiting, and Humphrys told me afterwards it was the longest interview ever done in the 8.10 a.m. slot. You might think, as I did, that it confirmed something of an obsession with me and the issues I dealt with, but I will be fair to them – I thought it was a serious interview, taken and done seriously. It also means I have a very clear, and rather bizarre final memory of Benazir Bhutto, saying a hushed and rushed hello-goodbye to each other as I left the studio and she began to be interviewed. If it is possible for something to be shocking and unsurprising at the same time, her assassination a few months later fell into that category.

As for the Queen, I had been invited that evening to the farewell party of her outgoing private secretary Sir Robin Janvrin. He and I forged a strong working relationship in the weeks following the death of Princess Diana. We also had a bond as possibly the two most caricatured characters in the film The Queen. The relationship between Number 10 and the monarchy was another sensitive area that fed my sleepless nights. But Robin was very supportive during the vetting process, feeling I think that my account of the events following Princess Diana’s death debunked some of the myths from that time. However, when I saw his farewell party coincided with publication date, I gave him the option of taking me off the guest list. ‘Absolutely not,’ he said. ‘I insist you and Fiona both come.’ So we did, and heard some very funny stories, which I may be able to squeeze into volume five or six some years down the track. Whether I will ever beat Tony Benn’s longevity for obsessive diary keeping, I don’t know, but I can give it a try. I was also struck, as I was watching the Queen at close quarters again, what a marvellous irony it is that the person who in many ways has enjoyed the most sustained positive profile through the development of the media age is the one who has never given a media interview.

The trip to launch the book in the United States two weeks after publication in the UK was ruined by a phone call telling me that Richard Stott, my editor and close friend, had finally lost his battle with pancreatic cancer. His wit and his integrity made him a wonderful person to work with. Many of his judgements and insights will help to inform the editing of the full versions in future, which has been taken on by our mutual friend and colleague Bill Hagerty. I was so pleased Richard lived to see publication, because he was very proud of the role he played in turning my original diaries into this single volume. The last journalistic act of his life, the writing of the so-called ‘running feet’ at the bottom of each page, which give the reader a taste of what the page is about, was carried out in his hospital bed.

He had already been sent home from hospital, knowing he would be dying fairly soon, when I was able to take him one of the first copies of the finished article. He sat up in bed just looking at it for quite a while. He told me that he felt editing the book had in many ways kept him going longer than the doctors had imagined he might live. I hope so. He was an important part of my professional and personal life over many years. And he was an important part of making this book happen. Richard gave me my first break into national newspapers, recruiting me from the Mirror training scheme on to the Daily Mirror itself. He gave me my most important second chance, when I had a nervous breakdown after defecting to Today, and he took me back to the Mirror. He took me to the Murdoch-owned Today when we were both forced out of the Mirror. He was a great supporter during some of the tough times in Downing Street. Another good friend, Manchester United manager Alex Ferguson, once said to me that the true friend is the one who walks through the door as the fair-weather friends are putting on their coats to leave the room. Richard passed that particular test of friendship many times.

He was of the old school of journalism, someone who lived by, rather than merely paid lip service to, the creed that facts are sacred and comment is free. He saw journalism as an important part of life and culture, but he also believed if it wasn’t fun doing it, it wasn’t worth doing. Amid the serious discussions we had as colleagues, whether in journalism or on this book, or about personal decisions and difficulties, there was always room for ‘a bit of fun, old man’.

As I said in the introduction to the hardback, I will publish the diaries of my time with TB in full at a later date, when the key figures are out of the front line. I have been surprised at some of the people, including people very close to GB, who say I really must, in the service of history, put the entire diaries in the public domain in the future.

The later the better so far as I am concerned, because the longer Labour stays in power the better. And if there is a lesson from this book, it is that whilst politics and government are full of the difficult and the unexpected, and the occasional genuine crisis, provided you have values in touch with the times, a robust forward-looking modernising strategy, clear dividing lines where you want them vis a vis your opponents, the stamina and energy needed for the campaign, and the ability to deal with crises when they come, you should come out on top.

When I wrote the first draft of this, just before Christmas 2007, GB was being buffeted somewhat by the fall out from problems at Northern Rock bank, the loss of two HM Customs discs with the personal details of 25 million people on them, and another police investigation of party funding. Part of the current narrative for politics that is developing is that whilst GB struggles, during TB’s years, it was all relatively plain sailing. So I was glad to see commentator Tim Hames in The Times pointing out the extracts from my diaries which showed that once the initial honeymoon was over for TB, we quickly had a whole set of difficult and damaging issues to deal with, all recorded in this distilled volume. There may be good days, and bad days. There is no such thing as an easy day.

So for all the difficulties, Gordon is well placed. He inherited a great strategic position, one not enjoyed by most incoming political leaders, in that he is able to represent continuity as well as change. Continuity because of a good record on the issues that most matter to people, and his significant role in that, and because the basic New Labour position is the one towards which other parties have had to gravitate to feel they have any chance of power. And change because he is a different leader in a different era, with the main challenges for today not the same as they were in 1997. In 1997, had TB been asked to set out his priorities on day 1 in the job, he would probably have said sorting boom and bust economics, getting young people more opportunities for work, reversing under investment in schools and hospitals, modernising the Constitution with particular regard to Scotland and Wales, trying to bring peace to Northern Ireland, improving Britain’s relations with Europe. As GB took power, though the economy and public services are always high up the list of priorities for any Prime Minister, a new set of challenges dominates – the economic growth of China and India and how to make that an opportunity not a threat for Britain, global warming and climate change that threatens catastrophe if not addressed, energy supply, a new form of global terrorism more difficult and dangerous than anything Britain ever faced even in Northern Ireland, demographic change meaning new challenges on pensions when for the first time Britain has more people aged over 65 than under 16. Big issues, and who is thought best able to deal with them will to a large extent decide who wins the next election.

The more I reflect on the last decade or so, and the more I think about the modern pressures of the media age and the greater demands and expectations of people, the more extraordinary I believe TB’s leadership and achievements to have been. Because he was the dominant UK political figure at a time the media age became a reality, and alongside it a media culture of negativity developed, it is a statement of fact that TB had more bad press, in terms of volume, than anyone in our history. Yet he achieved a huge amount and will achieve more in different roles in future.

There were one or two people around GB as Chancellor who sometimes thought he was just doing a slightly smaller version of TB’s job, and because the economy was so central to the government’s success, doing it better. They now know just how hard it is. How relentless the workload and the pressures are. How many issues and events can come along and knock you. How much of your time and energy is devoted to trying to remain strategic amid pressures to deal with the day to day. How much of the media is constantly trying to trip you up and even the ones you think supportive – with a few exceptions – looking to flake off. How hard it is sometimes to keep your own side happy and on board, let alone those not naturally disposed towards you.

I have never denied that there were times when the TB–GB relationship was not as good as it should have been, that though sometimes the tensions were creative, sometimes they were not. But though I am New Labour, I am Labour. I was a fully paid up Blairite even though as the book records TB and I had our differences. I am also a leaderite. Now GB is there, I support him, and want him to succeed. A decade and more of Labour Government has seen too much change for the better for it to be reversed by a Tory Government. Amid the sensible and necessary focus on change, we must not lose sight of the importance of continuity – the record and the values and a political position that is at or close to where most people live their political lives – in the mainstream.

I am often asked if I miss the cut and thrust, and the fact of being at the epicentre of power, constantly in contact with the real decision makers and powerbrokers around the world. I do. Every day there is a part of me that wishes I had that driving sense of mission and purpose, and the ability to make things happen in a big way. But I don’t miss it enough to want to be there all the time. I said in 2003 that I wanted to get my life back. I have done that. I do lots of different things both to earn a living and to put something back. Most days, I am doing something different from the day before, or the next day. Best of all, if I suddenly decide I want to visit my mother, or go to see my sons at university, or read a book, or go to a sporting event, I just do it.

Getting my life back was not easy. I crashed big time after leaving. TB used to call and ask me if I was watching the afternoon chat shows. I wasn’t. I was more likely to be asleep. One evening, not long after I left Downing Street, David Blunkett came round for dinner. He asked my daughter Grace, then aged nine, if it was nice having me home more. She said it was. ‘What does he do all day?’ asked David. ‘Well, when I go to school in the morning, he’s sitting on that sofa where you are. And when I come back at 4, he’s lying down on it sleeping.’

I did a reasonable amount of work, alongside transcribing the diaries, but I always knew I would be going back for the 2005 campaign so I didn’t really commit. Now, I find myself being offered plenty of opportunities, but wanting none of them full time. It is a nice position to be in. I think I was the right person for one particular boss at one particular time, namely TB as he was driving through the modernisation of the Labour Party and then of Britain.

As well as exhaustion I also suffered a rise in the frequency and intensity of the bouts of depression that have hit me on and off for many years. I have had great support, and now the gaps between the down periods are longer than I can ever recall. Perhaps the book was therapeutic. Or, more likely, perhaps I have finally got my life back.

Like many people who give up something that was a 100 per cent full on professional existence, I now do ‘a bit of this and a bit of that.’ I speak, I write, I advise various people, businesses and organisations. I have had a very privileged life and new avenues are opening all the time. But politics and what I did for New Labour will always be important to me.

One of the organisations I advised was the British and Irish Lions rugby team on their 2005 tour of New Zealand. I got to know Bill Beaumont and he and I discussed adapting from a very high profile life to a different kind of existence. He said whatever he did – and he has done a lot in sport, business and media since retiring from playing in 1982 – he is invariably described as ‘former England rugby captain.’ It is what defined him. He said ‘whatever you do in future, you will always be described as Tony Blair’s former right hand man. Enjoy it, be proud of it.’ I am, and I hope this book and future volumes, for all the bad days amid the good, and the mistakes as well as the successes, will show why.


Introduction

On May 12, 1994, Labour leader John Smith suffered a heart attack. I heard the news from Hilary Coffman, John’s press officer, as I was on my way to work at the Today newspaper, where I was assistant editor. I could tell from the tone of Hilary’s voice that he was in all probability dying, if not already dead. I diverted to the House of Commons, where the news was confirmed to me by a tearful Jack Cunningham, John’s close friend and colleague. Amid the sadness I felt during a long day spent writing and recording tributes, I had two other very powerful instincts. One, that Tony Blair would be the next Labour leader. And two, though Blair and I had never discussed the possibility, that I would work for him.

Even the day before John’s death, a straw poll of opinion formers might well have put Gordon Brown ahead of Blair as most likely leader. But polls are inevitably based upon the question ‘what if?’ Nobody was expecting John Smith to die that May morning. We were expecting him to lead Labour into the next general election against John Major’s governing Tory Party. When a ‘what if?’ suddenly becomes directly relevant, moods can change and strange things happen. What many people had largely taken for granted – that Brown would follow Smith – was now being questioned, and the qualities Labour most needed to reverse a series of electoral failures were suddenly, and widely, thought to be best embodied in Blair.

Through that day, as I scuttled back and forth between my office in the Commons and 4 Millbank, where the TV and radio stations covering Parliament are based, I carefully avoided questions of succession. But when, on BBC’s Newsnight programme, I was asked direct who I thought would take over, I said what I thought: Tony Blair.

I do not have a great memory – one of the reasons I keep a diary. But I do have a vivid recollection of my first meeting with Blair. He had just been elected to Parliament in 1983 and my partner’s brother, a lawyer, had told me to keep an eye out for the new member for Sedgefield. He is bright, I was told. Very funny, engaging. He is not your average or typical Labour MP. So when I saw him entering the members’ lobby in the House of Commons, where I was then working for the Mirror, I went over to introduce myself. He was wearing a badly fitting beige suit. He had an enormous smile, which would one day become famous the world over. After a little bit of small talk about family and mutual friends, we were onto a subject both of us spent a lot of time thinking about – what more did Labour need to do to win power?

In the ensuing years, I would have numerous such conversations with him, Gordon Brown, Peter Mandelson, Philip Gould, and many others. I worked closely with all four, me as a political journalist who never hid his colours, Gould as a dedicated and obsessive pollster and strategist, Mandelson as first the party’s campaigns director and then as an MP, Brown and Blair as the two glittering Labour talents of their generation.

They had flourished under Neil Kinnock’s leadership. Under John Smith, Brown and Blair were seen as the youth to complement the older man’s experience, but they were often impatient at the pace of change. They did not believe that governments lost elections – though John Major’s faltering and divided post-Thatcherite administration might help in that process. They thought Oppositions had to win them, and worked tirelessly and restlessly on the policy and strategic decisions they believed essential if Labour were to get back into government.

Brown was always seen as the senior figure, not least by Blair, and the reversal of that position in the wake of John Smith’s death would be the source of some considerable tension, creative and not so creative, during the days that followed, and then on and off during the entirety of Blair’s 13-year leadership.

Blair came to national prominence on the back of two issues in particular – the trade unions and crime. On the first, as employment spokesman, his deft changing of Labour’s policy on the closed shop established his modernising credentials and, just as importantly, showed he was not scared of a fight. On the second, particularly in the wake of the killing of James Bulger, a Liverpool toddler tortured and murdered by two youngsters, he showed his ability to articulate issues of social concern in a way that others on the left and right of politics struggled to. ‘Tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’, a line hammered out with Brown, was one of his most enduring sound bites when he became Shadow Home Secretary.

But there has always been a lot more to Blair than style and sound bite, good communicator though he is. He joined the Labour Party because it is the party that best captured his own beliefs and values, developed in a comfortable and caring middle-class upbringing, reinforced by a Christian faith that runs deep. But he feared that unless the party adapted to the modern post-Cold War, post-Thatcherite world, it would ossify and die. He was always pushing at the outer edge of modernisation. That modernising zeal was what ultimately made the offer to work for him irresistible. I took some time to think about it. I had a nice life, a young family, a good salary and a growing broadcasting portfolio, so it was not a straightforward decision. I had a reputation for picking fights. I have never been good at hiding what I feel. I have a temper. I admitted to him at the time I was worried about the idea of subsuming my whole ego and persona in someone else’s ambition. I had also had a serious psychotic breakdown in 1986 and was concerned that the pressures of the job he was offering might lead me once more down some very dark and dangerous alleyways.

He knew all that. ‘I’m not worried if you’re not worried,’ he said. I said what if I am worried? ‘I’m still not worried,’ he said.

I had my partner Fiona, my parents and many friends, Neil Kinnock among them, pleading with me not to do it. They feared it would take over my life, that I would end up loathing the media and getting angry at the share of the load I might have to carry for politicians, who can be a difficult breed. They were right; right too that at times it put an almost intolerable strain on relationships at home. Yet for all that, even with all the Tory and media bile that came my way, I am glad I did it, and grateful for the opportunity he gave me to make a difference in turning Labour from a losing to a winning party, and one comfortable using power to make change.

It was his boldness that finally won me over. On a walk in France in the summer of 1994, he confided that in his first conference speech as leader he intended to launch a review of the old Clause 4 at the heart of the party’s constitution, which committed Labour to economic policies it no longer believed in let alone pursued. That boldness shows itself again and again through these pages – in his determination to ensure that modernisation of the party cut so deep, across virtually every major area of policy, that the public could not fail to notice it; in the new ‘fairness not favours’ relationship he forged with the trade unions, which he felt had not fully understood or faced up to change; in his constant driving for an agreed economic approach that set the context for virtually all of the major domestic changes that would follow. It shows itself too in his campaigning skills. On the road, he could be a nightmare to be with, fussing and fretting, engaging in endless circular conversations that seemed to be going nowhere. But then he would decide a course of action, settle himself in his own mind, and reveal himself as a formidable campaigner.

Once in power, he was clear about the initial priorities, and again boldness and leadership were called for – in establishing Labour’s competence on the economy; in showing that modernising public services did not just mean pouring in money, but forcing them too to face up to difficult reform.

From his first visit there in opposition, he could not be shaken from a belief that peace in Northern Ireland was possible, and there too he showed bold leadership and infinite patience. These pages show boldness in his approach to modernising Britain’s constitution, where he studied the failed attempts of the past before devising his own, at the time unpopular, strategy for making devolution something that happened, rather than something that was talked about and never delivered. We see it again in his determination to make a difference in the Balkans, notably over Kosovo, in Africa, in the Middle East, his reaction to the atrocities of September 11, his handling of crises, and yes, in Iraq, a policy he pursued without any doubt about the unpopularity of the path he was treading, but convinced that the threat from Saddam Hussein and weapons of mass destruction was real.

Yet if he could be bold with the big decisions, sometimes he could be overly dismissive of small issues and small decisions with the capacity to do disproportionate damage. Conversely, at other times he could be overly concerned about things that ultimately don’t matter a great deal, how he was seen by this person or that; minor personnel issues that should not have detained him too long. Today, he has a thick skin, hardened by experience. It was not always so.

It nonetheless says something about the thicker-skinned Blair that when I saw him last year to say I intended to publish extracts from my diaries, with a particular focus on him, around the time of his leaving office, his first reaction was not that of the paranoid politician desperate to know what negative stories the harshness of 24-hour observation by an intimate might reveal. Instead, he said: ‘I hope it comes over that, despite everything, we were always able to have a good laugh.’ Perhaps because it is often my mood in the driving seat, rather than his, I am not sure it does, at least not in the way we often did at the time, but I think it does come through that Blair’s optimism and resilience saw him through many difficult moments.

What I hope this book does is help to paint a rounded picture of a man of enormous drive and vision, who was determined to use his time in power to make a difference and brought about a lot of change for the better. But 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 of his leadership. It records good days and bad days. The pressures. Things going wrong as well as things going right. Moments of disagreement as well as moments of harmony and accord. The good moods and the bad moods, usually his the former and mine the latter.

My first recollection of writing a diary was as a young child growing up in Yorkshire when my father Donald, a vet, was hospitalised after an accident involving a sow that escaped its pen as he was injecting her piglets. As he recovered in the hospital near our home in Keighley, I wrote him daily digests, a mix of my own mundane life – what I ate, what I did at school – combined with reports cribbed from the sports pages. At various points in my life since, I have kept a diary. But in working for Blair an occasional habit became a conscious decision to record events as closely as I could. I kept a diary every day I was there, usually, though not always, recorded on the same day, never more than a day or two behind. Tony was aware that I was doing so, aware too that at some stage I would probably publish it, and never objected.

In part there was an element of therapy about it for me, and even in these extracts, a fraction of the total diary, some of the intense anger and frustration I felt from time to time comes through. I also found it helpful as a discipline, a way of keeping on top of things, and giving some kind of order to often chaotic and confusing events around me. There were periods when I wondered how I found time. But I did. In total, from the summer of 1994, when Tony Blair first asked me to work for him, to the autumn of 2003, when I resigned from Downing Street, I wrote well over 2 million words. I cannot be sure exactly how many words I wrote because I have not yet fully transcribed the whole diary. The extracts here amount to around 350,000 words. So about a sixth.

I do intend to publish them in full, some years down the track, chronologically, probably in four volumes covering two years each: volume 1, the Opposition years; volumes 2 and 3, our first term in power; volume 4, 2001 to 2003, dominated by September 11, Iraq and the government’s dispute with the BBC, still ongoing when I left. I have also kept a diary since leaving, which includes the clearing of the government by the Hutton Inquiry into the death of government scientist David Kelly, and the subsequent resignations of the chairman and director general of the BBC. It covers also the period when I went back to help on the campaign to secure our third election victory, but offers a slightly different perspective, from a position at one remove from the centre. That too can wait till another day.

The focus here is very much on Blair himself, and some of the key issues and events during his 13 years as Labour leader. I said after I resigned in 2003 that I would not make life difficult for him. Even though I believe the overall picture of him is favourable, in something as intense and personal as a daily diary there is likely to be material his enemies could seek to use against him. But at least any attacks will be less potent, politically, as his premiership becomes the stuff of history rather than daily political action, analysed to the nth degree by a media which seems to me to have lost any sense of perspective about people in power, or sense of responsibility about how politics and politicians are seen, and the impact on our democratic health. There is another reason why I wanted to publish something, focused on him, close to the time of his departure. Namely that I always intended, on my terms, to be part of the mix that starts to shape the first draft of historical judgement around him. This is my first contribution to that, and the large number of writers and filmmakers who wanted me to cooperate with their projects on Blair’s legacy now know why I have resisted their efforts. I prefer to do my own.

As Blair leaves, the focus has shifted to Gordon Brown, and I have applied something of the same rule to him. I worked very hard to help get Labour back as a party of government, after seeing them for most of my adult life in opposition, Margaret Thatcher winning her first general election as I completed my university education. I have seen close up how hard the job of Prime Minister is, and I have no desire to make it harder for anyone, let alone Gordon, who has been central to New Labour winning power, and staying in power. This book, as the title makes clear, is about Blair not Brown.

I hope it conveys something about the man and the times, from someone who for the years covered here probably spent more time with him than anyone apart from his wife. Indeed, fairly regularly Cherie pointed out that I certainly spent more waking hours with him than she did.

Because it was well known that I was keeping a diary, at the Hutton Inquiry in 2003 I had to hand over extracts relevant to the events being examined. I freely admit that the letter I received by fax while on holiday in France, asking to see these extracts was like a body blow. As is clear from pages 741ff, the Prime Minister at times seemed even more worried than I was about what my pen may have recorded. We were at the height of one of the most intensely difficult periods for the government, for the Prime Minister, and for me personally. To decide which extracts should be sent to Lord Hutton, I had to sit down with a QC, Jonathan Sumption, and go through my diaries for that period line by line. It was a draining, emotional process which on one occasion reduced me to tears. At the end of it, I asked Sumption what he thought. A medieval historian in his spare time, he said his first, rather selfish thought was the wish that there had been people like me keeping diaries like mine in the Middle Ages.

I have no idea what people will make of this book. I am probably too close to it all, both the events and the process of publishing. I know some newspapers and commentators will come to it with minds made up, and look to find those parts that help confirm their prejudices. It is what is wrong with some of them in the first place, and why I have next to no respect for them, and no real interest in their views. Amid the enormous cuts I have made are many which relate to my dealings with a 24-hour media that has in my view changed for the worse not only political debate but politics itself, as the politicians have to devote so much time and energy to dealing with people who believe their role is not to impart information and fuel healthy debate, but to undermine where possible the actions, decisions and motives of politicians. It is a sad irony that we have more media coverage than ever, but less understanding or real debate.

But I hope genuinely interested, open-minded readers will both enjoy and learn from the diaries. Though these are extracts, I hope they give some sense of what modern politics is like on the inside. I hope they reveal things about Blair, about leadership, about the events and characters under examination, that add to people’s understanding of some of the challenges Britain and its politics are facing.

I was in a very privileged position and have remained conscious of that in deciding what to include in this book. There are some conversations so private they will never see the light of day. There are others that are perhaps borderline, including some of the conversations I witnessed between Tony Blair and other world leaders. As we are talking about historical figures addressing issues of real significance, I hope that one day these can go into the historical mix in their entirety. But in some instances, where I have felt myself crossing the line, relaying details of conversations the participants would have assumed to be confidential for some time to come, I have veered towards exclusion. I have relied on my own judgement in most cases, sought the advice of others in some. I have tried to balance various demands – fairness to the people involved, the national interest, the demands of history, the desire to give a full and compelling account of a fascinating period.

It is also the case that as a former government employee I was duty-bound to submit the manuscript to the Cabinet Office for vetting. The opinions of a number of different parts of government were fed into this process.

Where former colleagues, policy experts or intelligence officials felt there was a risk to Britain’s national interest from publication or that I risked breaching the Official Secrets Act, I made deletions.

I am nonetheless confident in the integrity of what is published here, and hope that some of the material considered inappropriate for publication now will be available in the future.

Even with the cuts I have made, there will be people who feel it is wrong in principle to publish a book like this. On that, we just have to disagree. There will be many accounts of the Blair years as history makes its judgement. Having recorded events as closely as I did, immediate and raw, it seems to me perverse not to put some of that account into the public domain. Once this and future volumes are published, I intend to donate the transcripts to a UK university as the basis of an academic project which I believe can be a resource for students of politics, of Europe, of Ireland, of our relations with the US, and many other issues studied in universities and addressed to greater or lesser degrees in my diaries.

I hope too that it can provide a valuable study of life at the sharp end of politics in the spotlight of a relentless 24-hour media, and that from what we did right in dealing with it, and what we did wrong, political and other decision makers may gain from that study.

I wrote these diaries either in an A4 diary, or in notebooks, occasionally on looseleaf. I have rewritten only where the original made no sense or lacked any context, or where avoidable legal complications presented themselves, or where the publishers and editor felt explanation was required for a lay reader. Where I have made changes for legal reasons, or as part of the vetting process, I have sought to ensure both meaning and emotions are unchanged. What I have not done is put in thoughts of today on events of yesterday. I have not looked over any other records, newspapers or research material. It is a record of events as I saw them unfold.

There is no ‘line to take’, something of a challenge for a control freak like me. Dip into one page, and you could find evidence of me feeling very down on TB, as you must come to know him. Look in on another, and I stand in admiration of his leadership skills. Similarly, on one page TB may be positive about a colleague or a fellow world leader, while elsewhere, in different circumstances, a different view is expressed. Views on different policy areas evolve and change. So there are times when I and others express views which may contradict views expressed elsewhere, or felt today. That is not just the nature of a diary, but the reality of the lives we lead, whether in politics or not. Recorded here, for example, are fairly regular spats between me and Peter Mandelson. Yet I still view Peter not just as a vital part of the New Labour story, but as a good friend.

As for TB, it is fair to say we too have had our moments, and some of these are recounted. But overall, I can honestly say I like and respect him more at the end of his leadership, having seen the qualities he brought to it, than I did at the start. I believe Britain is a better country as a result of the economic, social and political changes made since 1997, and a lot of the difficult change in particular was driven by Blair. A lot of the change to get us into power in the first place was driven by him too, and his record of three successive general election victories, unprecedented for a Labour leader, says something about a relationship with the British public that I do not believe our media has ever really understood.

Progress in Northern Ireland alone should stand as a historic testimony, and these pages make clear how much of that was down to his refusal to accept that part of the country he led should simply have to accept living in conditions closer to war than peace. But there are many others – an independent Bank of England, a Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly, elected mayors, a reformed House of Lords, regenerated cities, something close to full employment, a minimum wage, improved investment in reformed schools and hospitals, student numbers rising, particularly among people from poorer areas, spending per school pupil doubled, health spending trebled, the biggest hospital-building programme since the NHS was founded, crime down substantially, new rights for gays which the Tories now feel they have to support, the fall of Milosevic, London 2012, progress in Africa, Britain stronger in Europe if not, as he would have wished when we started out, in the euro. As for Iraq, I hope the pages that follow will add to a debate that will take years, decades, to settle.

I hope too that people will read this and understand that for all its faults, our political process is a good one, and the means by which much meaningful change is made. That is not a very fashionable view to hold, but as someone who has operated at senior levels in journalism and politics, around a decade in each, it is my respect for the media that has shrunk, and my respect for politics that has grown.

A lot of the change under Blair has been for the better, at home and abroad. He had a clear objective the whole time – the modernisation of Labour leading to the modernisation of Britain – and by and large stayed focused upon it. But along the way, there was a lot of paddling under the water, there were a lot of unexpected events, a myriad interesting and complex personalities and relationships in Britain and all around the world. These extracts give a taste of them. No one pen can ever record the full story of a leadership as long and varied as Blair’s. But this is my first chapter.


Acknowledgements

I chose to publish with Random House because of a long-standing friendship with chief executive Gail Rebuck and her husband Philip Gould, who have lived with the preparation of this book for almost as long as I have. Many people at Random House and Hutchinson have been involved along the way, and I would like to thank in particular Gail, Susan Sandon, Caroline Gascoigne, Rowena Skelton-Wallace, Caroline Knight, Charlotte Bush, Sally Barrass, Helen Judd, Anna Simpson, Eric Hibberd, Mark Handsley, Myra Jones, Katherine Fry and Vicki Robinson. Thanks also to lawyer Martin Soames. I am also grateful to the audiobook team, Zoe Howes, Alexa Moore and Katy Brier who made three days locked in a soundproof booth more pleasant than I anticipated it would be.

Richard Stott has been a terrific editor to work with, as I knew he would be from my days working for him in journalism. He and I are hugely indebted to Mark Bennett who helped me transcribe the diaries and has worked tirelessly on the various edits since. Thanks to literary agent Ed Victor for his support and wise counsel, and for his past and future support of Leukaemia Research. Thanks also to his PA Linda Van.

I would like to thank the people who are in the book, the characters who made my time with Tony Blair so fascinating. I owe thanks to him for the opportunity he gave me to witness the events I witnessed. And I want to thank all those who worked with me in opposition and in Downing Street. There are dozens I could mention, but if I could pick out one, it is my former PA, Alison Blackshaw.

Above all I want to thank my family: Fiona and our children, Rory, Calum and Grace, my mother Betty, my brothers Donald and Graeme, my sister Liz, and Fiona’s mother Audrey. It is a source of great sadness to us all that my father, Donald, and Fiona’s father, Bob, are no longer with us. I owe them enormous thanks too, and I like to think they would have enjoyed this book.


The Diaries


BOOK ONE

Preparing for Power

July 1994–May 1997


Who’s Who

July 1994–May 1997

Shadow Cabinet







	Tony Blair

	Leader of the Opposition (referred to throughout as TB or Tony)




	John Prescott

	Shadow Deputy Leader (JP, John P)




	Gordon Brown

	Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer (GB)




	Robin Cook

	Foreign Affairs (RC, Robin C)




	Margaret Beckett

	Health 1994–95, Trade and Industry 1995–97 (MB, Margaret B)




	Donald Dewar

	Social Security 1994–95, Labour Chief Whip 1995–97 (DD, Donald D)




	Jack Straw

	Home Affairs (Jack S, JS)




	David Blunkett

	Education (DB, David B)




	Harriet Harman

	Employment 1994–95, Health 1995–96, Social Security 1996–97




	Andrew Smith

	Shadow Chief Secretary to the Treasury 1994–96, Transport 1996–97




	Frank Dobson

	Environment 1994–95, Environment and London 1995–97 (FD, Dobbo)




	George Robertson

	Scotland (George R, GR)




	Mo Mowlam

	Northern Ireland (Mo)




	Chris Smith

	National Heritage 1994–95, Social Security 1995–96, Health 1996–97




	Jack Cunningham

	Trade and Industry 1994–95, National Heritage 1996–97




	Michael Meacher

	Transport 1994–95, Employment 1995–96, Environmental Protection 1996–97 (MM)




	Ron Davies

	Wales




	David Clark

	Defence




	Joan Lestor

	Overseas Development 1994–96




	Gavin Strang

	Agriculture




	Ann Taylor

	Shadow Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster 1994–95, Shadow Leader of the Commons 1994–97




	Derek Foster

	Labour Chief Whip 1994–95, Shadow Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster 1995–97




	Lord (Ivor) Richard

	Shadow Leader of the Lords




	Lord (Derry) Irvine

	Shadow Lord Chancellor





Leader’s Office







	Tim Allan

	Press officer




	Alastair Campbell

	Press Secretary (AC)




	Hilary Coffman

	Press officer




	Jon Cruddas

	Trade union liaison




	Kate Garvey

	Personal assistant to TB




	Bruce Grocott MP

	TB’s Parliamentary Private Secretary




	Anji Hunter

	Head of Office (AH)




	Peter Hyman

	Speechwriter, policy adviser




	Sue Jackson

	Head of Support Services




	Liz Lloyd

	Policy adviser




	Pat McFadden

	Policy adviser




	David Miliband

	Head of Policy (DM, David M)




	Sally Morgan

	Political secretary (SM, Sally M)




	Geoffrey Norris

	Policy adviser




	Jonathan Powell

	Chief of Staff




	Terry Rayner

	Driver





Key advisers outside the Leader’s Office







	Peter Mandelson

	Labour MP for Hartlepool (PM, Peter M)




	Philip Gould

	Political pollster and strategist (PG, Philip G)




	Charlie Falconer

	Barrister, close friend of TB (Charlie F)





And Others







	Paddy Ashdown

	Liberal Democrat leader 1988–99




	Ed Balls

	Adviser to GB




	Martin Bell

	Journalist and independent parliamentary candidate




	Cherie Blair

	Wife of TB (CB)




	Carole Caplin

	Friend and adviser to CB




	Alan Clark

	Conservative politician, friend of AC




	Murray Elder

	Former Chief of Staff to Labour leader John Smith




	Alex Ferguson

	Manager, Manchester United, friend of AC (Alex F)




	David Frost

	Broadcaster




	Neil Hamilton

	MP for Tatton




	Michael Heseltine

	Deputy Prime Minister




	Anna Healy

	Labour Party press officer




	David Hill

	Chief Spokesman for the Labour Party




	Alan Howarth MP

	Conservative, crossed the floor to Labour




	Fraser Kemp

	Labour Party election coordinator




	Glenys Kinnock

	MEP, friend of AC family




	Neil Kinnock

	Former Labour leader, friend of AC family (Neil, NK)




	Michael Levy

	Businessman, Labour Party fund-raiser




	Jack McConnell

	General Secretary, Scottish Labour Party




	Margaret McDonagh

	Labour’s Senior Campaign Organiser (MMcD, Margaret McD)




	John Major

	Conservative prime minister to 1997 (JM)




	Fiona Millar

	AC’s partner, latterly assistant to CB (FM)




	Rupert Murdoch

	Chairman, News Corporation




	Roz Preston

	Assistant to CB




	Tom Sawyer

	General Secretary, Labour Party 1994–98




	Margaret Thatcher

	Former prime minister




	Charlie Whelan

	GB’s press spokesman (Charlie W)




	Rosie Winterton

	JP’s office (RW)






 



Wednesday, July 27, 1994

TB called me and asked me to go and see him in the Shadow Cabinet room. I arrived at 1.30 and into the kind of turmoil you normally associate with moving house. Boxes and crates of John Smith’s papers and possessions on the way out, TB’s on the way in, and nobody quite sure where everything should go, and all looking a bit stressed at the scale of the task. Anji Hunter and Murray Elder were in the outer office, and I got the usual greeting from both, Anji all over-the-top kisses and hugs, Murray a rather distant and wary smile. He said Tony was running a bit late. He went in to tell him I was here. A couple of minutes later John Edmonds [General Secretary of the GMB (General and Municipal Boilermakers) union] came out, and looked a bit miffed to see me. Tony’s own office was in even greater chaos than the outer office so he was working out of the Shadow Cabinet room. He turned on the full Bunsen burner smile, thanked me for all the help I’d given on his leadership acceptance speech, and then, still standing, perched his foot on a packing case and got to the point, rather more quickly than I’d anticipated. He was going on holiday the next day, and he still had a few key jobs to sort out. He was determined to get the best if he could. He needed a really good press secretary. He wanted someone who understood politics and understood the media, including the mass-market media. They don’t grow on trees. He said it had to be somebody tough, and confident, someone who could make decisions and stick to them. Historically the Labour Party has not been blessed with really talented people in this area of politics and political strategy but I think we can be different. Gordon is exceptional, so is Peter, so are you, and I really want you to do the job. It’s called press secretary but it’s much more than that. He’d assumed I didn’t want to do it because I was doing so much media now, and really branching out into broadcasting. He’d sounded out Andy Grice at the S Times, who had said no. But really, he said, I would like to get the best I can and that has to be you. I know you’ve got reservations but I just ask you to think about it over the holiday. Even though I expected it, and had thought about it, I didn’t quite know how to react. I’d gone in there with a list of names to suggest, and a raft of arguments against the idea. I said I’m not sure I’m suited to it. I’ve got a big ego of my own and a ferocious temper. I can’t stand fools and I don’t suffer them. I’m hopeless at biting my tongue. He said I’ve thought about that, but I still think you’re right for it. I said money might be a problem. I would be earning way into six figures this year, and it’s not easy to take a big cut. Also, I could do lots for you from the outside, like I did on your leadership speech. It’s not the same, he said. I agreed to think about it. Even as I left the office, though I’d raised all the reasons against, I had a feeling I would end up saying yes. I bumped into David Hill as I left who was none too happy because he reckoned Tony would move to get rid of Hilary [Coffman, his partner]. I told him I would put a word in, and I did.

Glenys Kinnock [married to Neil, Euro MP for South Wales East from 1994] phoned to say that Neil [Kinnock, Labour leader 1983–92] had got the Brussels job (as European Commissioner) and did we want to go round for dinner? Fiona and I were both thrilled. Neil had done so much, and taken so much, and was desperate for a real job that could make a difference. He was up in Salford doing an interview with Ryan Giggs [footballer], who was a lovely bloke, but it sort of summed up the drift in Neil’s life since he gave up the leadership. We all went round to Ealing to celebrate after Neil had taken the call from John Major. I told Neil about my chat with Tony, and he said I’d be absolutely mad. You’ve got a great number at the moment. You’re in total control of your own position, you can make it big in broadcasting if you want, and you’ll be giving it up for one of the shittiest jobs known to man.

Saturday, July 30 (holiday, France)

The day before we left to go on holiday, I told Richard Stott [editor of Today]. He had been so good to me when I went bonkers (in 1986), and when I was pushed out of the Mirror, that I felt bad at the thought of leaving him just when it looked like Today was on the move a bit. He said he hoped I didn’t go, but I could tell from the tone of his voice – the usual jocularity was gone – and the look in his eye that he reckoned I had probably written my last piece for him.

Thursday, August 4

I phoned Tony as planned, and said I still had a lot of misgivings and intended to take the whole month to think about it. He said we should meet up. He was down near Toulouse, which was a good four or five hours from Flassan. I mentioned that Neil and Glenys were coming over next week, and I could sense he was worried. ‘Neil will be opposed to you doing this, and for genuine reasons of friendship, because he knows how tough it will
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