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Reviewers and commentators from all media and across the political spectrum have acclaimed Servants of the People as a landmark in writing about government and contemporary history.

‘The book rings true. It has the smack of authenticity. People have, it would seem, spoken with unusual frankness to the candid friend. The picture is enthralling, the story riveting’ Allan Massie, The Times Literary Supplement

‘For sheer pleasure, nothing could quite beat Servants of the People’ William Sutcliffe, Independent on Sunday

‘The Rawnsley account, a chronicle rich in revelation… [is] the most riveting in many a year. Its story of the decision to exclude entry into the euro is particularly significant’ Hugo Young, Guardian

‘Striking revelation… an extraordinary story… Rawnsley is obviously very well informed’ William Rees-Mogg, The Times

‘Until now a book has not been written which is worthy of the Blair era. Andrew Rawnsley’s book changes that. He has written a profoundly important work which gets to the very heart of this government’s difficulties’ Iain Martin, Scotsman

‘The most talked-about political work for years’ David Hughes, Daily Mail

‘Authoritative and devastating… feuds, vendettas, hatreds, loves and treachery that would have given William Shakespeare the material for a dozen plays. Andrew Rawnsley has produced an account of the Chancellor’s relations with the Prime Minister which literally made my jaw drop on several occasions. I urge anybody with the faintest interest in politics to read Rawnsley’s gripping account’ Peter Oborne, Daily Express

‘The glimpse inside Downing Street’s power struggles between Tony Blair and Gordon Brown will ring bells for everyone in Westminster. Author Andrew Rawnsley provides an authentic and scrupulously researched account of what Tony Blair bizarrely describes as a “marriage” between him and his Chancellor’ Trevor Kavanagh, Sun

‘Confirms what Labour has long tried to deny – that the Government is remarkably riven by personality clashes and faction-fighting… based on extensive interviews with senior Ministers and advisors who witnessed the controversies which have raged’ Michael Prescott, Sunday Times

‘One of the abiding images of new Labour in power, as described in Andrew Rawnsley’s compelling book, is of Gordon Brown being driven away from the Blackpool party conference and heckling Tony Blair’s conference speech as it came over the car radio’ Stuart Weir, New Statesman

‘One of the most incendiary and revelatory books ever written about a government in power… explores in compelling detail the triumphs and tribulations of Tony Blair’s period in office. One of its successes is that it brings to vivid life the Government’s leading personalities and the conflicts that have raged between them behind closed doors. This book is worth having just for the sections on Northern Ireland alone as you will see sides of political figures that have not been revealed before’ Joanna Braniff, Irish News

‘Rawnsley’s ability to unearth revelation at the highest level of government may leave you suspecting that there are bugs in the vases at Number 10’ Owen Parker, Time Out

‘Andrew Rawnsley interviewed scores of senior Labour figures, from the Prime Minister down. We are treated to the details of what Blair said when alone with his wife on the night that Diana, Princess of Wales, died’ Brian Groom, Financial Times

‘It’s all here. Even his two closest aides, Alastair Campbell and Anji Hunter, have clearly decided to give a minute-by-minute account of the chaos behind the scenes at Number 10 when Peter Mandelson was forced to resign’ Robert Harris, Guardian

‘The funniest book I have read this year. His account beggars belief, but the sheer weight of detail is utterly convincing’ Chris Woodhead, Sunday Telegraph

‘As would be expected of Rawnsley, one of the best political columnists, Servants of the People is a well-written history of the Blair government… laced with dry wit… excellent analyses… sober, balanced judgements’ John Rentoul, Independent

‘Rawnsley brings out the paradox at the heart of the Blair Government. Its very obsession with presentation – winning the daily, even hourly, battle of spin – has obscured its achievements of substance’ Peter Riddell, The Times

‘Andrew Rawnsley’s stunning book… has exploded a nuclear weapon in the heart of Downing Street’ Stephen Pollard, Daily Express

‘What Servants of the People illustrates about New Labour will deserve to be remembered long after the trivia about who knew what about Bernie Ecclestone’s donation to Labour’s fighting fund is long forgotten’ Roy Hattersley, Observer

‘What he presents us with is a classic picture of a Shakespearian monarch surrounded by a feudal court. Favourites, flatterers, jesters, even potential rivals for the throne – all take their part in the action. Always vivid narrative… Rawnsley has done his eloquent best to offer a candid and dispassionate account of the individual power struggles that have marked the life of this government’ Anthony Howard, Sunday Times

‘Modern politics and its inmates stripped down to their smalls, not least by their ignominious delight in dishing the dirt on each other. The goodies are so plentiful and evenly distributed that much has escaped the chomping jaws of even one of the most fulsome and logistically superior newspaper serialisation exercises in living political memory’ George Lucas, Independent on Sunday

‘Fascinating… enthralling… reads like a thriller… Time will prove this to be the decade’s finest political exposé’ Paul Dale, List

‘The rule designed to keep Cabinet secrets from the nation for thirty years has been amended, it seems, to three years. It is extraordinary that the sort of incidents usually reserved for political memoirs long after the event have leaked out so early in the life of an administration’ Rachel Sylvester, Daily Telegraph

‘A thoroughly plausible account’ Bagehot, Economist

‘As vivid and plausible an account of the machinations of contemporary politics as there has been’ David Vincent, Amazon
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Preface to the Penguin Edition

At the outset of Tony Blair’s campaign to win his second term, I interviewed the Prime Minister in his functional office at party headquarters in the Millbank Tower. Towards the end of the conversation, I offered him the use of a time machine. Imagine he could hurtle back four years to offer some retrospective advice to the untested Blair who had triumphantly brought New Labour to power in May 1997. What was the one thing that Blair wanted to warn his younger self not to do? While the Prime Minister pondered on the question, from the back of the room there came the heckle: ‘Not to co-operate with books!’ The source of this mischievous interruption was the Prime Minister’s press secretary. Alastair Campbell laughed. I laughed. Tony Blair laughed, albeit a touch ruefully.


I embarked on this project – to use one of New Labour’s favourite words – to satisfy my own curiosity and in the belief that there was a public thirst for a book which penetrated the façade to explain how its government really worked behind the closed black doors of Downing Street. From the outset I had the suspicion that neither the claims made for itself by New Labour nor the daily headlines were telling the complete story. I was also coming to a view that the image which had for long beguiled the media and the public of a seamlessly united government under the absolute command of the leader was an illusion. More, it was a myth that was actually proving counterproductive for New Labour. I hoped to show that we were governed by human beings, themselves ruled by mortal strengths and weaknesses, men and women driven by ambitions and emotions which entangled with the governing of the country sometimes productively, at other times damagingly.

The book is based on extensive and candid conversations with people at all levels of government, including the Prime Minister. I can spell that out more clearly to readers of this edition because Tony Blair himself subsequently confirmed that he had talked to me. I can now publicly thank the Prime Minister for his time, assistance and frankness. Downing Street has suggested that these interviews concentrated on Northern Ireland, Europe and Kosovo. We certainly talked about those topics. This tells a part of the truth, though not quite the whole truth. To avoid breaking the obligations I entered into in order to write the book, I confine myself to remarking that I appreciate why Number 10 felt it had to be disingenuous about the breadth and depth of the conversations with the Prime Minister.

Andrew Marr, the political editor of the BBC, was one of many who found it ‘astonishing’ that ‘so many of Mr Blair’s close aides and colleagues, including the man himself, were prepared to pass on so much’.1 Rachel Sylvester of the Daily Telegraph commented: ‘The rule designed to keep Cabinet secrets from the nation for thirty years has been amended, it seems, to three years. It is extraordinary that the sort of incidents usually reserved for political memoirs long after the event have leaked out so early in the life of an administration.’2

Why? That is the question I have been most regularly asked. The answer comes in several layers of explanation. Each player in the drama is naturally anxious that his or her point of view should be understood and represented. You interview a great number and variety of actors and observers, often returning to witnesses several times, to establish the chain of events, to grasp the motives of all involved, to build up the full picture. The most fascinating insights are often provided by friends and allies of the protagonists – frequently by the protagonists themselves – as they provide background detail that attempts to explain why they spoke or acted as they did.

On reflection, I sense that something deeper was also at work. In the course of interviewing, I was often struck by how much more frankly and vividly politicians talk in private than they feel they can do in public. I wondered whether they might not be more fondly regarded by the country if they could only translate some of that private passion into their public performances. David Robson, writing in the Daily Express, suggested that ‘sometimes the compulsion to communicate is more complex and interesting. It’s our masters’ need for reassurance, not talking spin but the talking cure – journalist as shrink. They just have to tell an outsider because they are so worried about whether it makes sense or, indeed, whether they make sense.’3

There may be a lot in that, especially with regard to this government. Of most politicians this is true, and it is truer than most about New Labour. I had the sense that its prominent personalities wanted to have themselves and their achievements and failures interpreted back to them.

The reaction to the book was a tutorial for me about the dynamics of the relationship between politicians and those who write about them. Heisenberg’s principle tells us that the very act of observing something changes its nature. The week after the hardcover edition of this book was published, Tony Blair made his set-piece address to the party conference. Afterwards, during a chat with a senior member of the Cabinet, he agreed with me that neuroticism and mistrust lay at the root of many of the government’s then troubles, especially the self-inflicted injuries. The minister pointed me towards the passage in Tony Blair’s speech where he said: ‘All that really stands between us and our destination is confidence. And trust. The confidence that gives us strength to make the choices; the trust that there is a vision, an end to believe in.’4

I will suggest that having confidence that he has the capacity to shape our national destiny is the largest test of the next phase of Tony Blair’s premiership and the New Labour programme.

This edition contains five new chapters updating the story of New Labour in power up to the June election, through the campaign and on to its immediate aftermath. I have also amplified and adjusted earlier chapters where fresh information has come to my attention. I thank again all the busy people who have made time to help me, as I also thank my agent, Gill Coleridge; Andrew Kidd and the staff at Penguin; my colleagues at the Observer and the Westminster Hour, and my wife and daughters, the four wonderful women in my life.

I have tried to cast a little more illumination on the hopes, prides, fears, defeats and victories at the heart of New Labour. That is the simple duty of the writer to his readers. While it may at times be awkward for those who rule, I also happen to believe that daylight makes for better government.

Andrew Rawnsley
June 2001




Introduction: The Few


We are not the masters now. The people are the masters. We are the servants of the people. We will never forget that.



Delivered at Church House, before the teeming multitude of his flock of more than 400 MPs, this was the alpha and omega of Tony Blair sound-bites.


It inverted Old Labour. ‘We are the masters now,’1 Hartley Shawcross had said half a century previously following the great Attlee landslide which Blair had surpassed.

It was not true. From the moment Tony Blair became leader of his party in 1994 and rebranded it as New Labour, he was the undisputed master of the people. The assumption that he would win the general election was virtually universal.

Only a small minority did not take that triumph to be inevitable: Blair and his band of modernisers themselves. Though they invoked the people, New Labour could not trust them. The people’s fluxing moods were incessantly monitored by opinion poll and focus group, the better for New Labour to adapt itself to the contours of the country it aspired to rule. The people’s newspapers, especially the mass market tabloids that had inflicted so much grief on Labour in the past, were to be ingratiated if they could be turned into allies and neutralised where they could not.

In pursuit of power, New Labour were supplicants to the people, but the great design was to use office to master them. The tactics might be stealthy and cautious, but the strategy was to reinvent Britain. This country which had delivered power to the Conservatives for most of the twentieth century was to be re-educated into a nation which would embrace progressive values in the twenty-first. In an unguarded remark, delivered with an uncharacteristic public venom that suggested sincere passion, Tony Blair blurted it out: ‘I would prefer to be remembered for having destroyed the Conservative Party.’2

That desire for hegemony, to absorb most opposition and crush the residue, was chillingly suggestive to some of those tyrannical regimes which call themselves ‘People’s Democracies’ and are neither. Control-freakism, the charge against New Labour even before it came to power, was an accusation which would grow stronger in office. That arrogance was a brittle carapace around a profound insecurity at the heart of the project and the personalities who shaped it.

New Labour was the product of traumatic and multiple failures. Tony Blair’s rhetoric might be relentlessly futuristic, but he was fixated by the past. This was not surprising. Before 1 May 1997, Labour had not won an election in more than twenty-two years and had not secured a proper parliamentary majority in over three decades. The pact between a success-starved party and the power-hungry group who seized the commanding heights was that the modernisers would deliver office in exchange for taking control. In an especially hubristic surge, Blair described New Labour as ‘the political arm of the British people’.3 Yet the progenitors of this all-embracing self-styled People’s Party were tiny in number. Less a mass movement, more a junta who had executed a coup, they were what Harold Wilson once called, in a different context, a ‘tightly knit group of politically motivated men’.4

The founding axis of New Labour was Tony Blair, whose Thatcherite father would have become a Tory MP had he not suffered a stroke, and Gordon Brown, the son of a socialist Church of Scotland rector. This twinning of opposites was one of the most talented and tortuous couplings that there has ever been in high British politics.

By the standards of politicians, Blair came to the profession exceptionally late. As a schoolboy, he was a conservative rebel, often stretching the rules, rarely breaking them. Contemporaries recalled a charismatic teenager with a particular talent for acting who could nearly always talk his way out of trouble. At university, he read law but wished it had been history, toyed with becoming a priest, and played at being a rock star. Only after he met a Labour activist called Cherie Booth did his inchoate yearnings to achieve something of substance combine with what one biographer calls his ‘appetite for applause’ to crystallise into political ambition.

Where Blair was the slow convert, Brown was baptised into the faith. His political memory stretched back to the age of eight when his father let him stay up until one thirty in the morning to hear the results of the 1959 election that Labour lost. Brown was a published political author and an elected student rector when Blair was still fantasising about being Mick Jagger.

When these two bright tyros arrived in parliament together in 1983, their potential was soon spotted as exceptional by the third man, Peter Mandelson. A former Young Communist, trade union researcher and TV producer, Neil Kinnock’s director of communications pushed both of them forward. While Mandelson admired Blair, he idolised Brown. Mandelson so pined during separations that he could not bear being on holiday for much more than a day before he started ringing up Brown.

The death of John Smith was the birth of New Labour. The crown of leadership that Brown always assumed would belong to him was taken by the younger Blair. Their relationship survived, but it was ever after strung with tensions which would play out creatively and destructively in government.

The protégé—patron relationship between Blair and Mandelson had been reversed. The bond between Mandelson and Brown turned to hate. Though the truth was not this simple, Brown could never forgive what he saw as Mandelson’s vile treachery during the leadership contest when he switched his affections to Blair. Through the election that they were jointly managing and into government, the two men barely exchanged a civil sentence with each other. To further complicate these emotionally racked relationships, though Blair was their chief, he still felt, in crucial respects, subordinate to the other two men, especially Brown.

The triangle became more like a rhomboid with the steady rise in influence of Alastair Campbell. He was already connected with the modernisers before he left his career as a tabloid Labour propagandist to become Blair’s press secretary. No group of political animals knew in more intimate detail each other’s strengths and vulnerabilities. Campbell was one of the first people to whom Mandelson turned when his father died; when Campbell flirted with death during the alcohol-induced nervous collapse which turned him teetotal, Mandelson was one of the first to come to his side.

To seize control of a party, and then take power over the country, was an immense bonding experience. The ties that both bound and strained this complex cat’s cradle of relationships have been decisive in the development of the government. Other characters played large parts in the success of New Labour, and have important roles in this narrative. But it is this quartet who achieved the sensational election victory just as they became the masterminds of the campaign to retain power. They are, in essence, New Labour.

So one of the strands of this book is simply a human story. This small group, each one of them fantastically gifted but also highly peculiar, were brilliant at Opposition – and entirely untested at running anything else. Part of my purpose is to explore what happened to them and the country when they were confronted with the different challenges and choices presented by government.



The idea for this book came early in 1998 when Andrew Kidd, my editor, invited me to lunch to discuss whether I might write for Hamish Hamilton. There were excellent reasons for not embarking on such a project. New Labour’s deserved reputation for wanting to control every word written or spoken about it would present formidable obstacles to be overcome to get close to the truth. It would be futile to expect to have the definitive word. Historians, with the benefit of official papers and the long perspective, will still be arguing about New Labour in a hundred years’ time when they will know whether Tony Blair’s ‘radical century’ became a reality or transpired to be a mirage.


Historians, on the other hand, will suffer disadvantages. Because of the concentration of power within this government and the personalities involved, many significant exchanges take place without civil servants present to take an official note. When I discussed this with a very senior figure in Whitehall, he encouraged the book by pointing out that many transactions are conducted by ephemeral e-mail and over the phone. Then, there is the tendency of political memoirists to re-write history. There are conversations in this book which participants will not wish to be reminded of, and may conveniently forget when they compose their own chronicles. There was a merit in trying to discover, as contemporaneously to events as possible, what had really occurred.

The tendency of the ravenously competitive media is to ‘Avalanche Journalism’. A huge amount of newsprint and airtime comes crashing down on a controversy. Soon the subject is forgotten as everyone moves on to the next event. Revisiting the pivotal junctures in this government’s life, I have discovered that journalists, myself included, got some things right, some wrong and were terribly misled about other events.

I have not attempted the impossible task of recording New Labour’s every act. What I have endeavoured to do is explore those episodes which I feel to be important and illuminating.

Conversations with hundreds of people, from the bottom of the political pyramid to the absolute apex, have informed this account. I thank all of those who made space in their diaries to help me. I am also grateful to the secretaries and assistants who have been unfailingly patient in chiselling time out of compressed schedules to accommodate my demands.

I had a choice to make about gathering information. I could interview everyone on-the-record and suffer the inevitable penalty in a lack of candour. As Robin Cook is fond of observing: for a politician, the art of the interview is to talk for an hour without saying anything too interesting. In any case, there already exist masses of printed and broadcast material, references to which are given at the back of the book.

I chose to conduct all interviews on a background basis and instead pay the price of frustrating readers who would prefer to have every quote and incident attached to a named source. Where I quote private dialogue, I have a trustworthy account from one – and where possible more than one – participant or witness or from someone reliable to whom the content of the conversation was subsequently reported. Impertinently, I occasionally describe what someone is thinking or feeling. I have this either from the individual concerned or from witnesses to whom they expressed those thoughts or feelings directly. In the modest expectation that someone may find it of future use, I will make my source material available when the current Prime Minister is no longer in power.

I apologise in advance to readers who are sensitive to blasphemies and profanities. In private, politicians and those who work with them do swear fairly profusely, especially at times of stress.5

A note about descriptions. I find it cumbersome to write – and I am sure it is even more tiresome to read – sentences such as: ‘David Bland, MP for Much Wittering, formerly Parliamentary Under-Secretary for Paving Stones, now Minister of State for Toxic Waste, later created Lord Bland of Wittering and High Commissioner to Lilliput’. Unless there is a very good reason not to, people are given the title they had at the time of the episode under discussion.



I have drawn insights and stimulation from many colleagues at the Observer, past and present, prominent among them: Roger Alton; Will Hutton; Bill Keegan, constant friend at times of trial; Andy McSmith; Paul Webster; and the peerless Patrick Wintour. Peter Beaumont, Euan Ferguson and Mike Holland, my editors on the comment pages, have never been less than a pleasure and a satisfaction to work with. Unfailingly helpful have been the superb team on Radio Four’s Westminster Hour. Mark D’Arcy, John Evans, David Jordan, Amanda Lewis and Andrew Rose. David Cowling, whose knowledge is worth more than his weight in his cigars, has been of invaluable assistance with polling data.


Andrew Kidd and my agent, Gill Coleridge, have been constant founts of inspiration and encouragement. The meticulous Bela Cunha undangled my participles.

Olivia, Jessica and Cordelia tolerated their father’s long absences and were always there to uplift him if ever the going got heavy. Nothing, absolutely nothing, would have been possible without Jane, my wife, best friend, researcher, librarian, personal assistant, editor and critic of first resort, rock, guide, comfort andjoy. I cannot describe what I owe to her. To define it would be to limit it.

Andrew Rawnsley
July 2000




1. Dawn

The sun was setting on eighteen years of Tory rule when Tony Blair received hard, independent information that by the morning he would not only be Prime Minister, he would be enthroned on a majority unprecedented in Labour’s history and unequalled by any party for more than half a century. By eight on the evening of May Day, Alastair Campbell, his press secretary, had a leak of the BBC’s exit poll indicating a double-digit swing. Even allowing a huge margin of error for the infamous unreliability of such polls, now there was surely no doubt of victory. Campbell found Blair and his wife in the sitting room of Myrobella, the Victorian villa which was their home in Sedgefield. Cherie warned her husband to prepare himself for something astonishing. ‘Huh,’ Blair responded to this exciting intelligence with a shrug of the shoulders. ‘What do they know?’


All day, people had been telling him that he stood on the threshold of a seismic shift in the landscape of British politics. Paddy Ashdown phoned at noon. In contradiction to Blair’s public prediction a few days earlier that Britain’is not a landslide country’, the leader of the Liberal Democrats told him he was about to win by a landslide. Blair recoiled at the L-word which he had banned from the vocabulary of the Shadow Cabinet. He assured Ashdown that he was still committed to their secret pre-election pact to form a coalition government in which, so Blair had encouraged the other man to believe, Ashdown would be Foreign Secretary.1 He had concealed this plan from John Prescott who had been on ebullient form when he came up the dirt track to Myrobella earlier in the day to finalise his remit as Deputy Prime Minister. While Campbell distracted the media throng, Prescott slipped in unnoticed, doing jubilantly vigorous V-signs behind the journalists’ backs. Peter Mandelson drove over from his Hartlepool constituency to lobby for the job of Minister for Europe, but had to be content with Blair’s insistence that he wanted his human radar close at hand in Downing Street. Even Gordon Brown was buoyant, at least by his congenitally pessimistic standards, when he made the first of several calls to Blair at seven thirty that morning. They had discussed before, but only in general terms, transferring control over interest rates to the Bank of England. In a manoeuvre characteristic of their complex relationship, Brown waited until polling day to spring upon Blair the idea that they should announce Bank independence almost immediately after the election. Blair told Brown he needed time to think about it.

Contacts within the Conservative Party accurately reported that the Tories were anticipating a mammoth defeat. The civil service had long been preparing for a change of governors. A full year before the election, the Blairs had been dinner guests at the south London home of the Cabinet Secretary. Sir Robin Butler showed them a floor plan of Numbers 10 and 11 Downing Street in order to discuss the prosaic – but important – details of their domestic life, such as whether they would want to bring their own furniture. In the dying thrashes of the campaign, the Cabinet Secretary held a briefing for journalists during which he incautiously hinted at these discussions by remarking that it would be’very difficult to be Prime Minister from Islington’. When the London Evening Standard ran hard with the story, Blair had an anxiety attack. This would look as though they were taking power for granted. He told his press secretary to stifle further stories which Campbell did with a counter-briefing that dismissed the Cabinet Secretary as an ignorant official speaking out of turn whose idiocy demonstrated why the Tories were in such a mess. Campbell rang Butler afterwards to apologise for defaming Britain’s most senior civil servant. ‘I’m sorry I’ve had to do this to you.’ Butler replied, ‘I entirely understand.’2 Their morbid dread of tempting fate was profound. As leader of the Opposition, Blair had refused every invitation to visit Number 10, except for an official dinner for Bill Clinton, and then only because the American President was impossible to refuse.

The people most reluctant to assume the triumph that everyone else took for granted were the tiny group who had conceived and executed it. The atmosphere at Myrobella on polling day was ‘Odd, really bizarre. Because we had become so fearsomely anticomplacency, the mindset was as much preparing ourselves for losing as for winning.’3 Jonathan Powell, the chief of staff, cajoled Blair until he produced a handwritten list of senior ministers. Powell complained to the others that he couldn’t get Blair to focus on decisions about more junior appointments, nor about anything much else.

Blair fancied himself to be something of an amateur psephologist. It was his private brag that he had predicted the outcome of the last three elections to within ten seats. By polling day, his guess was a Labour majority of between forty and fifty, which conveniently tallied with the projections of the party’s chief pollster, Greg ‘Mystic’ Cook. ‘This was the first election I got wrong,’ Blair would later confess among friends. A corner of his mind entertained the possibility that the opinion polls might be right, that a landslide was coming, but this he had deliberately suppressed. The trauma of four successive election defeats was scorched across the soul of the Labour Party, and burnt deep into the small group who had seized its commanding heights in the name of modernisation. With an unswerving dedication to turning it into a vehicle for power, the modernisers had rebranded the image, deconstructed the philosophy, and retooled the policies of their party until its relationship with socialism, as Labour historically understood it, was barely glancing. Power within the party had been concentrated at the top. Discipline was everything. Dissenters were ruthlessly smothered and marginalised. Blair and his band were possessed of little sentiment for much of the history of Labour, especially its tradition of disunity and defeat. This did not mean that Blair and the modernisers were without ideals. By their lights, the acquisition of office was the highest expression of idealism. ‘The only purpose of being in politics is to make things happen,’ said Blair.4 His fiercest conviction about his party was that it had been a failure at delivering to the people it claimed to represent. Not just because it had lost four elections in a row. In nearly a century of existence, Labour had held office for the miserably small total of twenty-one years. On those too rare occasions when Labour was in power, Blair believed it had failed again. ‘Since the Labour Party was founded in 1900, we have had five Labour governments. All were, in varying degrees, failures. This is our sixth and perhaps last chance. We have got to get it right this time.’5

During the campaign, I asked Blair, given his repudiation of so many of the party’s past policies and his acceptance of many of the legacies of Thatcherism, whether he was glad that Labour had lost the four previous elections. He evaded the question in a public forum. In private, he wrestled with the conundrum. He concluded that, though gladness was not his emotion, he was intellectually content for that to be the logic of his position.

Blair recognised that much of the Labour Party suffered him only on the basis that he would deliver power. There was one chance to win. Philip Gould, a member of the modernising inner circle, was fond of making black jokes about the grisly fate that awaited Blair if he lost. The day after the election, a vengeful lynch mob of Labour supporters would besiege party headquarters. Blair and his coterie would be helicoptered into exile off the roof of Millbank Tower, like the Americans fleeing Vietnam during the last days of Saigon. Campbell kept a private diary of the campaign, which was a source of acid amusement to Blair, who remarked to another aide: ‘When we lose, Alastair can get rich telling everyone precisely how we blew it.’6

Throughout the campaign, Blair pressed his ear to the chest of the electorate, nervously monitoring its heartbeat for flutters about New Labour. He wanted constant, sometimes hourly updates on the flux of public opinion. Any politician must be expected to take a close and continuous interest in the popularity of himself and his party, but for no previous British Prime Minister would it be quite such a consuming compulsion. His supremacy in the opinion polls was massive, and had been so from the moment he became Labour leader in 1994. His opponent, John Major, had long since sipped on the hemlock of defeat: ‘If I had stood unopposed, I would have come second.’7 Yet neither Blair nor those closest to him lost that hard-wired fear of failure.

Tories who knew they could not win fought New Labourites terrified that they would somehow contrive to lose. The walking dead grappled with men scared to breathe. Blair’s sharpest anxiety during the campaign was that he had not sufficiently convinced his target audience, the Middle Britons living in the swing seats, that his party was as renewed as he constantly asserted. The three Rs – reassurance, reassurance and reassurance – were the watchwords of New Labour. That fear was overdone. Maurice Saatchi’s focus groups for the Tories were telling Major that it was futile to attack New Labour as phoney. The swingers and floaters had been convinced of the authenticity of Blair’s changes. He had bomb-proofed himself against the right by investing the greatest weight in what he promised not to do. There would be no increase in income tax. No more spending than the Tories for the first two years. No entry into the European single currency without a referendum. The five laminated cardboard pledges were designed to be symbolic reflections back to the electorate of its concerns. The positives about education, health and employment were framed in cautiously incrementalist language. Blair’s refrain was that he would not promise more than he could deliver. ‘I feel this very, very deeply. The voters want specified, limited promises made and kept.’8 He made a boast of his modesty. The result was an appeal to the country which was safe to the point of constipation, accentuating the negative over the inspirational. The campaign reassured many, but it roused few. Only in the last gasps did Blair speak with conviction about his passion to transform Britain. And then because commentators and focus groups alike were warning that the lingering doubt about New Labour was its absence of passion and conviction.

This ‘magisterial vacuity’ reminded the American observer, Joe Klein, of another centrist Anglo-Saxon leader who had sold himself on the basis of his newness only to be unwrapped in office as the most tawdry goods.9 The apparent similarities with Bill Clinton, from whom New Labour had certainly looted much of its rhetoric, many of its techniques and some of its policies, also struck another American. Maureen Dowd accused Blair of ‘cloning himself from a clone’.10

Blair implicitly acknowledged that there was something in progressive criticism of the buttoned-up, plastic-wrapped, risk-averse tone of much of his campaign. Three days before polling day, he suggested that he would deliver to left and liberal Britain more than he appeared to promise: ‘I am of the centre-left and I want the left to be part of this project. I want the left to realise that, if we win this election, we will have done so without ceding any ground that cannot be recovered. I’m going to be a lot more radical in government than many people think.’11

His already developed reputation as a chameleon meant that observers struggled to be sure whether this was not merely another token of reassurance, its noteworthiness being that this was a rare example of throwing something to the left. He spun a gossamer veil of shining ambiguities. Sometimes, he simply shrugged and insisted that an element of mystery about how New Labour would perform in office was inevitable. ‘I don’t think any project such as this becomes clear to the public until you are in government and you’re doing things.’12 Though he spoke of ‘hard choices’, even Blair parodied his evasions of the tougher nuts he would crack his teeth on as Prime Minister. Asked during the campaign whether he regarded himself as English or Scottish, Blair grinned: ‘We will have to review that very carefully in government.’13 This was Britain’s first postmodern party leader speaking. Here he was making an ironic crack about his device for avoiding choices and in the process swerving away from making one.

Blair’s reluctance to give detailed definition to New Labour spread confusion among commentators and critics. Which was, at least in part, his intention. One view from the left – articulated most trenchantly and mournfully by the former deputy Labour leader, Roy Hattersley – was that New Labour would ensure itself ‘a permanent House of Commons majority’ by neglecting the poor and pandering to the tax-averse ‘suburban middle classes’.14 From a contrary left-wing stance, Ken Livingstone forecast that pressure of events would impel the government leftwards so rapidly that, within a year of the election, taxes would be racked up and Blair toppled in a coup to be replaced by Robin Cook. This entirely wrong-headed prognosis offered a straw of comfort to be grasped at by British Tories. Michael Lewis consoled readers of the Sunday Telegraph: ‘Six months from the date of his election, Blair will be the most hated man in Britain.’15 That wasn’t the only crystal balls to be printed during the campaign. Six months after his election, Blair would be the most popular Prime Minister since Dr Gallup pioneered the art of polling.

He would take power with the votes of people who had been supporting Labour since its dark ages began in 1979, and people who had never cast for Labour before the renaissance of 1997. The Euro-friendly Guardian and the Europhobic Sun declared for Blair. The Financial Times, self-described as ‘a natural supporter’ of the Tories, put its cross in the same Labour box as the doggedly faithful Mirror. Different brands of centrists willed him to win, prominent among them the apostates who had broken from Labour in the eighties to form the SDP. One of the defunct SDP’s former leaders, Roy Jenkins, whose favourite uncle status with Blair had become reasonably well known, saw in him the potential to be a great Prime Minister. Another ex-leader of the SDP, David Owen, whose secret pre-election conversations with Blair would have caused disgruntlement to Jenkins and massive inflammation within Labour’s ranks had they been revealed at the time, came close to endorsing New Labour, drawing back only because Owen felt a personal obligation to Major.16

Blair had the blessings of Michael Foot, whose Labour Party had planned to nationalise the solar system, as well as the benediction of Margaret Thatcher, who wanted to privatise the cosmos. At a private dinner, Thatcher boomed: ‘He won’t let Britain down.’17 The transformation of Labour’s policies and presentation, spun around Blair’s own winning political charms, sustained an extraordinary span of support. At the very outset of the campaign, Blair had said: ‘What matters is what works.’18 Nothing mattered more than winning. For that purpose, New Labour worked.

Just how magnificently became evident to the country when, at ten o’clock, the BBC and ITN broadcast exit polls agreeing that Britain was a landslide country. Blair was still in denial. ‘It can’t be right,’ he muttered. ‘It isn’t real.’ He was alarmed by the television pictures from the Royal Festival Hall, where the Labour victory party was already becoming exuberant. ‘They are being too triumphalist,’ Blair complained to Campbell. ‘Tell them to calm it down.’ David Hill, the party’s director of communications, came on the line to Sedgefield and not unreasonably pointed out that it was beyond his control: ‘When Labour has won every seat so far and the Tories have not won one, it’s a bit difficult to convince everyone that it is on a knife edge.’

When Blair emerged from Myrobella around midnight, all he would offer the hungry camera crews was a terse and testy soundnibble: ‘Let’s just wait and see, shall we?’ His red campaign Jag drove him to the count at Sedgefield, the constituency which had first sent him to parliament in Labour’s nadir year of 1983. When the party he led had last won an election, Blair was not even a member of it. He had been at Oxford, wearing loon pants and doing impersonations of Mick Jagger for a student rock group called Ugly Rumours. As they awaited the completion of his personal count, Blair and his intimates gathered on a balcony overlooking the leisure centre. His election-winning coalition was represented within his own family. His father Leo, an admirer of Margaret Thatcher, was one of the many Conservatives who earlier that day had voted Labour for the first time in their lives. Cherie had been joined by members of her extended clan, among them the first Tony in her life, her father, the actor Tony Booth, from whom she had inherited a streak of left-wing Liverpudlian militancy.

The relatives became more excited as the deluge unfolded on a television in the bar area. May 2nd was half an hour old when Labour gained Crosby on Merseyside – Cherie had grown up nearby – with a sensational 18 per cent swing that went off the scale of the BBC’s seismograph. The victory – and the scale of it – was no longer deniable. Turning to Campbell, an awed Blair said:  ‘What on earth have we done here? Have we done something extraordinary here?’

Blair took himself away to a corner of the bar area, and sat at a small table next to a slot machine. He sat there alone, silent, staring into middle space. From a distance, Anji Hunter, his personal assistant through the years of impotent gruel in Opposition, watched him. After a while, she came over, and caught his eye. ‘My God,’ he said quietly and slowly. ‘This is it. This is it.’

Blair’s immediate reaction was the opposite of triumphant. He imagined the country to be, as he was, in a state of shock. The voters would be thinking: They’ve got this landslide. What does it mean? Will the left go out of control? What on earth will happen? It was characteristic that Blair should be seized by apprehension that his victory would alarm the voters of Middle Britain he had so assiduously cultivated. Equally typically, in his first speech of the night, after his constituency result had been declared, he sought to find words to soothe anxiety:




If we have been as successful as the indications are that we have been, and you know me, all the way through I’ve been against complacency and I’m still against it until those results finally come through. If we have done well, then I know what this is a vote for. It is a vote for the future. It is not a vote for outdated dogma or ideology of any kind.




The ideology-free pragmatist went on:


It is a vote for an end to divisions, an end to looking backwards, a desire to apply the basic, decent British values of commonsense and imagination to the problems we all know we face as a country today.19


  

Blair departed the leisure centre to thank his local supporters at Trimdon Labour club. At around two in the morning John Major phoned – the conversation was a blur to Blair – to concede defeat. This was an unnecessary, but graceful, touch by the rejected Prime Minister. A small, leather-seated, luxury jet flew Blair and his entourage south to London. On the table in front of Campbell was the press secretary’s pager, the electronic umbilical cord which was New Labour’s essential accessory. It winked with reports of the latest gains. Campbell reported that Hastings had fallen. ‘You’ll be telling me we’ve won Hove next,’ replied Blair. ‘I think we already have,’ said Campbell. Brighton’s blue-rinsed twin was just one of the many untargeted, undreamt-of constituencies that were returning Labour MPs.

This was one of the few lighter moments aboard the plane. The victory party on London’s South Bank now throbbed with raucous intoxication at the violence with which the electorate was purging the Conservatives. They roared when Neil Hamilton, oily symbol of Tory sleaze, was beheaded in Tatton. They greeted the decapitation of Michael Portillo, quiffed embodiment of Tory arrogance and division, and one of seven Cabinet ministers who would be scalped that night, with chants of ‘Out! Out! Out!’ When Portillo’s defeat came up on Campbell’s pager just after three in the morning, Blair’s first thought was that someone at party headquarters had to be playing a prank.

Absent was any sense of elation. They sipped at cups of tea. Blair would ruefully reflect: ‘I was the only member of the Labour Party who was sober that night.’ The only passenger who could be described as jolly was the bearded, twinkling figure of John Burton, the constituency agent who had talent-spotted Blair when he was a young London barrister searching for a safe north-eastern seat. Burton had been anticipating the moment all day, repeatedly saying to the others: ‘Isn’t the plane going to be great?’ He wandered the aisle with packets of nibbles, offering drinks, trying to lift the atmosphere. And failing. They felt guilty afterwards that they had let him down.

Blair was sapped by the campaign, and oppressed by what lay ahead. Though his wife told him how ‘extremely proud’ she was of his achievement, the enormity of what confronted Blair left him humbled, daunted, quite frightened. Cherie talked of his ‘great opportunity’. ‘But I’ve never been in government,’ he said, plaintively.20 Blair was never as self-confident as he looked. Cherie, whose rather brittle public persona concealed a steel core, took his hand. ‘It’s going to be difficult,’ she agreed. ‘You can only do your best.’ As Blair started jotting down notes for the speech he would make at the Royal Festival Hall, Cherie made her regular demand of Campbell: ‘When’s he going to get some sleep?’

By the time the plane touched down at Stansted, Tony Blair already had far more seats than he needed to form a government. The accretions of power – notably an augmented police escort – waited to speed their convoy into central London. Bill Clinton called with his congratulations. They listened to Radio Five. ‘Tony Blair is coming,’ announced a breathless reporter from the Royal Festival Hall. ‘We’re told he’s just five minutes away.’ He was around the corner, close enough to hear the thrum of the celebrants on the South Bank dancing to D-Ream’s campaign tune, ‘Things Can Only Get Better’. But he would not arrive for a further twenty minutes. The convoy had driven down a one-way street, found the end of the road blocked, and was reversing out with extreme difficulty. From the inside, the New Labour machine was never as glossily omnipotent as it was imagined to be from the outside. There was a further foul-up when Blair arrived. He dashed out of his car, leaving behind the notes he had prepared for his speech. In his anxiety to keep up, Campbell leapt out of a moving car, catching his ankle under the wheel. He was grateful that no TV camera immortalised the spectacle of a speechless Tony Blair striding ahead into potential catastrophe followed by his hobbling press secretary.

As the pale fingers of the early morning sun reached over the Thames, Blair struggled to be heard over the cacophony of the revelling crowd. Even at this moment, the end of eighteen years of wilderness for his party, the over-sufficient fulfilment of all the modernisers’ schemes, the beginning of the age of Blair, there was a pronounced streak of ambiguity. ‘A new dawn has broken – has it not?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’21 The speech was a medley of his hustings tunes about education and fairness, enterprise and opportunity. It was aimed not so much at the carousers directly in front of him, but at the country beyond, that part of it which was still groggily tuned in to events at five thirty in the morning. Afterwards, Blair and his party went to a waiting room until the police told them they could leave to grab a little sleep. ‘What did you make of that?’ Campbell asked him about the delirium of the victory party. ‘It’s weird,’ replied Blair. ‘I can’t get into it at all.’



Had a new dawn broken? On the face of it, the answer had to be an emphatic yes. Four days short of his forty-fourth birthday, Tony Blair was about to become the youngest Prime Minister since the Napoleonic Wars at the apex of a majority which was the biggest in the history of the Labour Party and the biggest for any party since the Second World War. The Conservatives, the definers of an era in which the pendulum of power had for years seemed permanently rusted on the right, had suffered their worst defeat since the introduction of universal suffrage. Reckoning the result even more sensationally, the Tories had not been smashed so thoroughly since the Great Reform Act of 1832.

Finchley, monument to Margaret Thatcher’s triple victories, had been taken by Labour as had Basildon, totem of John Major’s surprise fourth win in 1992. Places eternally Tory were harvested by Tony Blair. New towns, Roman towns, cathedral cities and industrial cities, suburbs and shires, Labour MPs represented them all. The political map had never been so dramatically recoloured, a change exaggerated by Britain’s winner-takes-all voting system and further amplified by determined tactical voting to oust the Conservatives.

‘We are elected because we represent the whole of this nation and we will govern for the whole of this nation, every single day,’ Blair could declare.



We have won support from all walks of life, all classes of people, every corner of the country. We are now today the people’s party, the party of all the people, the many not the few, the party that belongs to every part of Britain.22



But the conquest of Britain was far from total. The tsunami of revulsion which engulfed the Tories was not matched by an equal wave of enthusiasm for New Labour. The heat of the campaign left much of the electorate cold. Turn-out was the lowest since 1935. ‘Things Can Only Get Better’ was not, when you considered the lyrics, an enthusing prospectus. The country had responded by restraining its excitement about New Labour. Fewer than one in three of the potential electorate had put a cross by the name of a Labour candidate. As the defeated Major would bitterly remark, Blair had secured his obese parliamentary majority of 179 with half a million fewer votes in ballot boxes than had five years earlier given Major an anorexic majority of twenty-one. Labour’s share of the vote was 43.2 per cent.23 This was a brilliant improvement by the standards of the immediate past, just better than the 1970 election and much better than every election since, but a lot less impressive on a longer historical view. It was lower than Attlee’s share in 1945, and Wilson’s in 1964 and 1966. It was less even than in the three elections of the fifties that Labour lost.24 Blair’s coalition was wide, and it was shallow.

This twisted a tension around the heart of the new government from its beginning. The scale of his parliamentary majority was bound to arouse great expectations about the rapidity with which Blair could deliver change. The qualified nature of his true support was guaranteed to aggravate New Labour’s apprehension about taking any risks with its popularity. The terror of losing would soon morph into an anxiety about the consequences of victory.

Nowhere else in the democratic world is power transferred with such smooth brutality. The moment Tony Blair stopped pinching himself was probably when John Major’s bodyguard, Trevor Butler, arrived at the Blairs’ home in Richmond Crescent early on the morning of Friday. At a little after eleven thirty, Major took his final ride in the prime ministerial limousine to formally hand his resignation to the Queen, having already declared he was offto watch the cricket at the Oval and would be pulling stumps as leader of the Tory Party. An hour later, Blair had kissed hands at Buckingham Palace and was returning to Downing Street in what was now his limousine. The ejection of the ancien Tory régime and its replacement with a self-consciously modernising set of rulers, symbolised by the coming and going of removal lorries outside Number 10, is the closest a mature Western country gets to a revolutionary event. The media, for a morning at least, suspended its critical faculties. Commentators compared the moment to the velvet revolutions that toppled the one-party states of the defunct Soviet bloc; even to the release of Nelson Mandela from apartheid’s prison.


There was a generational change. The Queen surely noted that Blair was the first of her Prime Ministers to have been born after the beginning of her reign. Children would live in Downing Street for the first time since Asquith was Prime Minister. The average age of the Cabinet dropped by a decade; the average age of MPs by twenty years. Departed to the pavilion was Major, the Prime Minister whose casual wardrobe favoured blazers and cardigans, and whose rhetoric lingered nostalgically on warm beer, village greens and bicycle-borne old maids. On to the pitch came a Prime Minister who would be pictured that weekend strolling the lanes around Chequers in jeans and open-neck shirt, who offered cold champagne at Number 10 to current epitomes of pop cool, and whose oratory relentlessly cast forward into the next millennium. Whatever the narrowing of ideological space between the parties, there remained a philosophical chasm between Margaret Thatcher’s declamation that ‘there is no such thing as society’ and Tony Blair’s declaration that ‘we owe a duty to others as well as to ourselves’.

Maybe it was simply a trick of the light – 2 May was brilliantly sunny – but at that moment Britain suddenly felt like a younger country. The campaign might have been depressing, but the outcome infected with enthusiasm not just those who had voted for Blair, but many who had not. The stifling grey cloud that had hung over Britain was suddenly pierced by light. So, at least, it felt. The opinion pollsters would soon be reporting a big jump in the feel-good factor. Millions more people would claim to have voted for New Labour than had actually done so. Yet it was typical of the party that Blair had created that they were not prepared to take a chance on the people’s reaction to what the people had just done. They could not stop themselves injecting a pseudo-element into this naturally stirring drama. Campbell’s diligent deputy, Tim Allan, had slipped inside Number 10 a few days before the election to choreograph the coronation of the new Prime Minister. He and his wife were greeted in Downing Street by a crowd of exultant citizens, photogenic young children particularly prominent, cheering ‘Tonee!’ and being gladhanded in return. The superficiality of this contrived spontaneity was instantly obvious. They waved identical plastic Union Jacks. The original idea – which was for them to wave Labour Party banners – had been resisted by officials at Number 10. They wore uniform T-shirts emblazoned ‘Britain Just Got Better’. Blair’s pageant was composed of party workers from Millbank. Slickness of stage management would in time rebound against the government as it bred the suspicion that nothing done in its name could ever be taken at face value.

The words used by Prime Ministers when they first stand outside Number 10 are often an unreliable indicator of what they will do in office. John Major, who promised ‘a nation at ease with itself, presided over a nation mainly united only in its weariness with his viciously quarrelsome government. Margaret Thatcher, who recited the prayer of St Francis of Assisi to preach that she would bring harmony, was one of the most discordant Prime Ministers to hold the office. Blair’s doorstep speech was a particular curiosity. ‘I say to the people of this country – we ran for office as New Labour, we will govern as New Labour.’25 This was a strikingly bizarre formulation. In his first remarks to the people of a country which had just elected him, a new leader, especially one who had made a fetish of his pledges, vows and covenants, would be most unlikely to say that he was immediately going to break all the promises on which he had been elected. The point was to combine reassurance to the country with a warning to his party that the size of the majority was not a signal to lurch leftwards off the middle ground. He gave one massive hostage to future fortune with the claim that ‘it will be a government that seeks to restore trust in politics’. To Britain, he offered himself as the apostle of togetherness: ‘We have secured a mandate to bring the nation together – to unite us – one Britain, one nation in which our ambition for ourselves is matched by our sense of compassion and decency and duty towards others.’ There was only one poetic note in the assertion that his would be ‘a government of practical measures in pursuit of noble causes’. The conclusion was prose.




For eighteen years – eighteen long years – my party has been in Opposition. It could only say, it could not do. Today we are charged with the deep responsibility of government. Today, enough of talking. It is time now to do.26



After a final photo-call with his family, Blair was ready to enter Number 10. The door was firmly closed to him. The black portal of ultimate power opens only from the inside. Behind it stood a civil servant, Angus Lapsley, who had been in agonies trying to guess when Blair would stop posing for the cameras and make his entrance. Eventually, his rictus by now tiring, Blair heard the door open behind him.

Once over the threshold of power, the first thing a freshly installed Prime Minister sees is the staff at Number 10, lined up in Victorian style to applaud the new lord of the manor. Blair, a man impatient with the flummeries of ceremonial, found the ritual excruciatingly embarrassing, later remarking to one of his intimates: ‘Jesus. I didn’t need that.’ Most of the staff adopted cheerful smiles, but one of the cleaners, who had become extremely attached to John Major, was near to tears. ‘I’m sorry,’ remarked the new Prime Minister, for want of anything else to say. ‘You’re not sorry at all,’ she retorted. ‘You meant this to happen.’ Tony Blair had been treated to his first lesson that he would not please – nor fool – everyone all of the time.


2. What Do We Do Now?

Among the victory celebrants at the Royal Festival Hall was a ghost of past defeat, the godfather of the modernisers, the former Labour leader, Neil Kinnock. His eyes moist with tears, he clasped the new Prime Minister. In the emotion of the moment, Kinnock’s legendary loquacity deserted him. All he could say was: ‘Brilliant, kid, bloody brilliant.’ Tony Blair, stepping back from the clinch, smiled: ‘OΚ, wiseguy. What do we do now?’


Not for more than a century had a Prime Minister been so new to office in such an absolutely literal sense. Even the first Labour government formed by Ramsay MacDonald in 1924 could draw on more Cabinet-level experience. You had to reach back to the middle of the nineteenth century – to the Derby government of which the aged Duke of Wellington asked ‘Who? Who?’ as the names of the ministers were read to him – to find a Cabinet of comparable inexperience.1 They were superlative operators of the politics of Opposition. The obverse was that they were neophytes at government. The Prime Minister had never previously seen the inside of a red box. Neither he, nor any of his key Cabinet ministers, had given instructions to a Permanent Secretary, managed a multi-billion pound budget, or piloted legislation on to the statute book. Only one member of the government had sat at the Cabinet table before.2

A Prime Minister less naïve about the pressures and constraints of power might have been more calibrated about what he claimed to be able to achieve with it. Roy Jenkins, to whom Blair turned for tutorials on the performance of past governments, had impressed upon him the idea that every Prime Minister should have what Jenkins liked to style an ‘Upper Case’ ambition and a ‘Lower Case’ ambition. For all the pragmatic modesty of specific policies, Blair had set unforgiving tests for his project by articulating goals for his government breathtaking in their vaulting scope. New Labour would ‘save the National Health Service’, and provide Britain with schools and universities that would be ‘the envy of the world’. New Labour would ‘end welfare as we know it’. New Labour’s New Britain would have a new constitutional order and be fully engaged in a Europe which she would lead. Any one of these would have served as sufficient ambition for many Prime Ministers. At his most rhetorically excessive, Blair even claimed that his government would set the pattern of the entire twenty-first century. ‘One thousand days to prepare for one thousand years. A moment of destiny for us,’3 he had cried, in a passage which sounded like John F. Kennedy mistranslated by Adolf Hitler.

The real Upper Case ambition for a unique place in history was to win two full terms in government, that distinction which had eluded every previous Labour Prime Minister. When his first international visitor came calling at the end of the month, I asked Bill Clinton what lessons he might have to offer Tony Blair. Before Clinton could get in an answer, Blair intervened: ‘He got the most important thing right. He got re-elected.’4 The pivotal question about Blair and the government he started forming on 2 May was how carefully his strategic designs had been thought through, and how often they would be sacrificed to the tactics deemed necessary to secure re-election.

Waiting at the end of the welcoming line inside Number 10 was Sir Robin Butler, the head of the permanent government. Before the serious business, the Cabinet Secretary gave a brief acclimatisation tour, noting as he led the Blair family around the house that the new Prime Minister was much less interested in spending time in the Cabinet room than in inspecting the garden. In the first-floor dining room, over a late lunch of quiche, salad and white wine, Blair and his aides then began organising the appointment of his government.

The arrival of john Prescott was presentational. The combination of public school lawyer and secondary modern seaman had proved to be a surprisingly appetising blend of Islington guacamole and Hull mushy peas with the electorate. Despite his posture as the guardian of traditional Labour against the modernisers he privately scorned as ‘nouveau Labour’, the deputy leader was a pragmatist. Though Prescott occasionally vented steam at what had been done to the Labour Party, Blair had always relied on the calculation: ‘John wants to be in government.’ This was borne out by Prescott’s attractively child-like thrill when he basked on the steps of Number 10 shouting: ‘I’ve always wanted to do this.’ His title of Deputy Prime Minister and the satisfaction of his baronial aspirations with the creation of a sprawling Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions was settled. Blair insisted on the insertion of one junior minister whom Prescott suspected of being Number 10’s mole inside his bailiwick.5 Prescott’s kingdom was otherwise so fashioned to his liking that Blairites took to referring to it as ‘The Kremlin’ or ‘Moscow University’.

The toughest conversation Blair had that first afternoon was with Gordon Brown, joint dynamo of New Labour, closest friend in the Cabinet, rival for power within the government, the source of equal magnitudes of inspiration and exasperation. All politicians are driven animals, but Brown burned with a special intensity. He was the middle son of three, a position in the family hierarchy which often makes for awkward high-achievers. A schoolboy rugby injury had left him blind in his left eye, and half-sighted in his right. The doctor told him that he could not be sure whether or when he might, at some time in the future, go entirely blind. That must have further concentrated Brown’s formidable mind. At the knee of his Presbyterian rector father, Brown had learned that the rewards in life are won by virtue and hard work. He had worked hard, and virtuously, for his ideas and his ambitions. The Scot had won his first election, to become student rector of Edinburgh University, when Tony Blair was at Oxford
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