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			Epigraphs

			The plain fact is that Westminster’s time-honoured procedures for calling our leaders to account are in some respects vastly inferior to those of television … When it comes to uncovering truth there is no substitute for sustained questioning in public by a single individual armed with a clear purpose … We should be proud that we in Britain have made the political interview a more effective instrument of liberty than any of the other people of the democratic world.

			Brian Walden, 1990

			Why the fu*k wd we put a gaffe machine clueless about policy & government up to be grilled for ages? This is not a hard decision.

			Dominic Cummings, former chief adviser to Boris Johnson, 2021

		

		
			Introduction

			Bottler

			It started – to misquote pop/soul hit-makers Hot Chocolate – with a fridge.

			It’s just after 6 a.m. but still dark on a freezing December morning in Yorkshire on the day before the UK general election of 2019, the pre-dawn gloom illuminated by the lights of a film crew sent by ITV’s morning news programme Good Morning Britain (GMB). Jonathan Swain – known as ‘Swainy’ to his colleagues – is one of the show’s senior correspondents, and he’s been sent to the Modern Milkman dairy in Pudsey near Leeds by his editor Neil Thompson to track down the prime minister, Boris Johnson.

			Swainy is there to ‘doorstep’ Johnson, a TV news term for showing up unannounced, usually at someone’s front door or place of work, and – from the doorstep – asking for an interview or simply shouting questions. Thompson has resorted to such drastic measures after months of the prime minister and his ministers boycotting the programme.

			Johnson’s people have never said that GMB is on the banned list, but nobody is ever available and it’s hard to see this policy as anything but cowardice. The show is presented by brash inquisitor Piers Morgan and razor-sharp journalist Susanna Reid, neither of whom are attractive options for scrutiny-shy Johnson. During the election campaign Johnson’s team repeatedly promises the GMB team – including Morgan personally – that he will do an interview on the show, but it’s the day before the election and time has run out. All those promises have turned out to be lies.

			So Swainy has to wait in the cold, and when Johnson arrives at 6.35 a.m., Piers Morgan goes live to Pudsey. There’s a minor media scrum, but not much is happening. Johnson is inside the dairy, being briefed by staff. The plan is for the prime minister to load one of the milk vans with a few crates of semi-skimmed while the assembled press take pictures. Swainy explains all this to viewers while Morgan urges him to shout a question at Johnson, but the GMB reporter has other ideas. He wants to get up close and personal.

			At 6.37 a.m. Johnson, who has finally grasped the logistics of the photo opportunity, saunters towards the cameras in the direction of the milk van where Swainy is hiding. As his prey approaches, the GMB man politely calls out his question: ‘Good morning, Prime Minister. Will you come on Good Morning Britain, Prime Minister?’

			Before Johnson can answer, one of his media minders – Vote Leave veteran Rob Oxley – blocks Swainy’s way and, with a look of utter contempt, spits, ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake’ on national television.

			There are gasps and hoots of glee back in the studio. Morgan and Reid are less worried about an impressionable child viewer hearing the F-bomb on breakfast television than they are amused at the tetchiness of Johnson’s henchman.

			‘The look on his face, that minder!’ exclaims Reid.

			Swainy asks Oxley to stop pushing him around.

			‘Wow!’ says Morgan.

			Then the GMB camera swings to the left to find the prime minister loading the milk van.

			‘Will you deliver on your promise to speak to Piers and Susanna?’ asks Swainy, striding towards Johnson, who is about to head back to get another crate. ‘We’re ready to go. We’re live on ITV right now, Prime Minister. We have an earpiece in my pocket. You are more than welcome to come on.’

			Johnson pretends not to hear him.

			GMB editor Neil Thompson, watching from London, is worried about his senior correspondent, concerned that Johnson’s minders – or ‘suited gorillas’, as he describes them1 – will resume what looks to him like physical and verbal intimidation. But Swainy knows what he’s doing, and so do his film crew, who turn their camera on Oxley. The meaty adviser looks shiftily at the camera, perhaps aware that he might become the story. Swainy, clearly starting to enjoy himself, asks him to ‘tone your language down’. Oxley, his bravado extinguished, disappears into the darkness. Swainy 1, Suited Gorilla 0.

			Johnson, now unprotected – never a smart move for him – reappears, this time carrying a crate of orange juice. Swainy is quickly upon him. He asks, again, whether the prime minister will keep his promise. Johnson, cornered, lies.

			‘Of course I will!’ he says.

			Swainy is well aware that this is bullshit, so he thinks he should probably ask for some specifics. ‘This morning?’ he wonders. ‘Now?’ But Johnson says nothing. There’s a sense of panic in the air. Swainy has Johnson trapped. Every time he heads to the milk van he gets asked another question. So he retreats a safe distance, standing still, doing nothing, waiting. He needs somewhere, anywhere, else to go. Oxley, pretending to play it cool while studying his phone, materialises next to him. Neither knows what to do.

			Swainy knows. Vacating his spot next to the milk van, the intrepid reporter heads towards Johnson for another go. ‘You’re live on Good Morning Britain,’ he says. ‘Will you talk to Piers and Susanna?’

			Johnson looks at Swainy helplessly. ‘I’ll be with you in a second,’ he lies, ‘I’ll be with you in a second,’ before instinctively turning to run away.

			The problem is that there’s nowhere to run. The only place he can head to, the only place that might allow him to escape Swainy and his questions, is the building directly behind him.

			‘Come on!’ he says to his team, faking jollity and marching purposefully towards a white door. As he approaches, a member of the dairy staff obediently slides it open, and Johnson, Oxley and team make their escape like absolute legends. Not cowards, legends.

			Boris Johnson, the prime minister of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, is so scared of mild-mannered Jonathan ‘Swainy’ Swain, so terrified of Piers Morgan and Susanna Reid, that he’s hiding in an industrial-sized, walk-in fridge.

			The fridge farce is just the most ridiculous and vivid example of Boris Johnson’s contempt for democratic norms. I watched all this unfold from home, still feeling bruised from my own encounter with Johnson’s scaredy-cat political operation. As the editor of BBC’s live political programmes, I was in charge of the general election party leaders’ interviews fronted by Britain’s toughest political interviewer, Andrew Neil. These ‘long-form’ interviews have been part of our general elections for as long as anyone can remember. Lasting half an hour and airing in prime time, they’re the toughest test of the campaign. Until 2019, however reluctant politicians might have been to participate, they showed up because they saw them as an important moment in the campaign. No wonder, then, that Boris Johnson and his team decided to wait until the Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn had done his interview – spoiler alert: it didn’t go well – before gradually and disgracefully backing out of their own.

			Clearly, something had gone badly wrong. My memory of political interviews down the years was of titanic clashes between heavyweight interviewers and political giants, encounters relished by both sides: Sir Robin Day vs Neil Kinnock, John Humphrys vs Tony Blair, Andrew Marr vs Gordon Brown and, most titanic of them all, Brian Walden versus Margaret Thatcher.

			The final and most consequential interview between Walden and Thatcher, in October 1989, took place two days after Thatcher had been plunged into her greatest political crisis, when her chancellor Nigel Lawson unexpectedly resigned. This enormous blow to her authority immediately ignited plotting against her by Conservative MPs. Despite this, Thatcher honoured a long-standing commitment to sit down on national television with the country’s most feared political interviewer at the most precarious moment in her premiership. She could have made up a reason to cancel, but that’s not how she operated. Even when she was in political trouble, she saw television interviews as opportunities to teach the public about her ideas. So she fronted up. Thatcher was not a coward.

			The contrast between Thatcher’s conduct and Johnson’s antics that morning in Pudsey is startling. In thirty years, we’d gone from a prime minister in crisis willing to face the nation’s most feared inquisitor for a forty-six-minute interview to a man so scared of a quick chat on breakfast TV that he was prepared to climb into the deep freeze until the coast was clear.

			And as for me, I’d been along for the journey from hot seat to chilled section. At first I was a viewer, wowed by Walden and Thatcher, decoding the language of politics and loving the political theatre. And then, over more than twenty-five years, my vantage point moved progressively closer to the action; from lowly researcher to editor of ITV’s political programme in my early thirties, then on to the BBC and Newsnight and editing The Andrew Marr Show before running the BBC’s political programmes department. After that, I put in a stint at LBC before landing at Sky. I made political interviews my speciality and worked with the modern greats: Andrew Marr, Jeremy Paxman, Emily Maitlis, Andrew Neil, Laura Kuenssberg, and now Beth Rigby at Sky News.

			Over those years I prepared, practised and helped prosecute political interviews with eight prime ministers, numerous chancellors and more cabinet ministers than you could shake a stick at. Oh, and Russell Brand too, if you must mention it.

			Maybe, I thought, getting up from the sofa and turning the TV off, I should write some of this down.

			However absurd Johnson’s game of hide and seek, and however depressing what came next – the disgrace of the Johnson administration, the new low of the Truss interregnum – I don’t approach this story wearing rose-tinted spectacles. This is a book about lying and equivocation in political interviews, but in 2019 Boris Johnson decided that the techniques of deception that politicians had used for decades were not enough to protect him against Andrew Neil or Morgan and Reid. This was also Liz Truss’s approach when running to become Britain’s most short-lived prime minister in 2022. But these are the extremes. Most politicians in these pages show up rather than make up excuses not to come. But that doesn’t mean they all tell the truth when they get there.

			Academics at the University of York, led by Professor Peter Bull, have spent decades conducting ‘microanalysis’ of techniques of political equivocation. They have identified thirty-five different ways that politicians don’t answer the question. I won’t list them all – you can find them online – but there are eleven principal categories. Thirty years later these techniques remain familiar: ignoring the question; acknowledging the question without answering it; questioning the question; attacking the question; attacking the interviewer; declining to answer; making a political point instead of answering the question; repeating the answer to a previous question; saying that they’ve already answered the question; and ‘apologising’ (this one is refreshing when it happens but is rare).2

			Peter Bull’s meticulous work has given us a sense of the direction of travel when it comes to political deceit. One measure is what he calls the ‘reply rate’. This means the proportion of questions that receive explicit answers from politicians – in other words, straight answers to straight questions. Bull’s study of interviews with party leaders between 1987 and 1992 found, on average, that 46 per cent of questions were given straight answers. This fell to 38 per cent between 2015 and 2017 and, when applied specifically to a series of interviews with Theresa May, dropped to just 27 per cent. The academics even had to come up with a brand new, thirty-sixth category – ‘the non-specific answer to a specific question’ – to take account of May’s creative methods of obfuscation.3 She may only have lasted three years in Downing Street, but you can’t say she didn’t make her mark.

			If Tory politicians have forced academics to come up with new categories of bullshitting, then New Labour elevated it to an art form. Peter Mandelson, Labour’s director of communications between 1985 and 1990, had worked with Brian Walden on ITV’s Weekend World and knew the risks and opportunities of television interviews for politicians. Under Mandelson’s influence, New Labour perfected the art of being ‘on message’. For political interviews, this was bad news.

			In practice, it formalised the long-standing technique of going into an interview with a clear idea of the answers you wanted to give, irrespective of the questions you were asked. This required interviewees to attempt to camouflage the transition from a question about X to an answer about Y. Academics called this ‘bridging’ – the arching across from the subject being asked about to the subject that was covered in the answer. The result was boring interviews that left viewers none the wiser. This was useful for New Labour in opposition – it allowed them to wang on at length without saying anything that could be used against them – but enjoyed diminishing returns after that.

			In 2014, reflecting on his part in creating the soul-destroying New Labour interview, Lord Mandelson issued a mea culpa. Sort of.

			Given the state of Labour in my early days, a little bit of discipline hardly went amiss. But when I coached Tony Blair, Mr Brown and others of their day, I said: ‘Deliver your core message first, but always have something more to say when they come back for a second and third question.’ You have to make an argument for what you believe in, not go round on a loop repeating the first thing you said. I think too many politicians have forgotten – or have never heard – the second part of this advice.4

			Gordon Brown and the generation of New Labour politicians who sought to succeed him could not escape Mandelson’s loop. ‘Message discipline’ ingrained a way of communicating that might have helped Labour get elected in 1997 but was ultimately alienating to voters who just wanted politicians to answer the question.

			This is not a textbook. I don’t intend to count up or classify the lies told, the deceptions deployed or the obfuscations observed. I will talk a little about the techniques of evasion, but not systematically. Instead, this is the inside story of a life spent setting up, planning and executing political interviews with some of the biggest names in British politics. It’s also a view behind the scenes with star presenters and tells some of their stories too. This is a history of the last thirty years in British politics viewed through the prism of political interviewing, from the decline of Mrs Thatcher to the crash and burn of Liz Truss, via the Iraq War, austerity, Brexit and Partygate.

			This, too, is a history of political television and a love letter to its highest form: the long-form, forensic political interview. I want to celebrate and chart its development, from its infancy in 1958, when Robin Day dared to ask Harold Macmillan a proper question, to today, when the form is at risk of dying out in an age where clicks and clips trump depth and analysis. The BBC should be doing something about it, but they seem to have lost their way. I agree with Andrew Neil when he says, ‘I’ve never understood a public service broadcaster not wanting to make the long-form interview a key part of its political coverage.’5 So, I’m proud to be part of the team at Sky News, where – working with the political editor Beth Rigby – we are trying to keep the long-form flame alive.

			In many ways, in terms of her integrity and commitment to facing scrutiny, Margaret Thatcher is the anti-Johnson, but I’m not here to canonise her. She once said that as a politician, ‘you don’t tell deliberate lies, but sometimes you have to be evasive.’ And she was. In 1993 the York academics Peter Bull and Kate Mayer wrote a paper titled ‘How Not to Answer Questions in Political Interviews’ studying set-piece TV interviews given by Thatcher and Labour leader Neil Kinnock in the 1987 election. Their analysis revealed that, more often than not, viewers urging politicians on television to ‘answer the question’ are right to feel frustrated. Thatcher gave what Bull and Mayer call ‘non-replies’ 56 per cent of the time. Proof positive that Thatcher was sometimes dishonest? Well, yes, but then she wasn’t alone. Kinnock scored 59 per cent.6

			A significant portion of this book is devoted to an interview featuring Margaret Thatcher because it’s the high watermark of political interviewing in Britain: that day in 1989 when she sat down with Brian Walden for a forty-minute-plus televised conversation in the middle of her most serious political crisis. The interview marked the beginning of the end of the Thatcher era and was the single-most important reason why I started my journey into political television. More importantly, as I learned more about the relationship between Walden and Thatcher, a new story emerged about their friendship, their controversial political partnership and a personal choice that had to be made by television’s star interviewer. The rest of the political interviews that feature in the book exist in the context created by this encounter, and the shape of the book reflects that.

			I want this book to be fun too. I’d like to apologise in advance to anyone, politician or presenter, who might be offended. This is political and TV history with jokes and gossip thrown in. It’s serious stuff, but I’ve sweetened the pill for my own sake as much as yours. There’s also some swearing. Sorry.

			This is a personal journey, and my peculiarities play their part in the story. Chief among these is a sort of social anxiety or inadequacy that emerges whenever I find myself mixing in the social circles that swirl around politicians. In this company, I’m mostly uncomfortable and unable to drum up the requisite small talk and faux fascination for the intrigue of Westminster politics. I’m not suggesting this reflects well on me – it may have held me back in ways I’ll never really appreciate – but it has been useful. I’m sure it’s created a healthy distance between myself and those we interview that has helped me adopt an approach that’s rooted in the kinds of things that ordinary people might ask or think.

			Detachment from politicians and their circles is desirable when you’re holding them to account, not merely because you don’t know your victims personally but also because you don’t want your judgement to be clouded by appreciating their predicament too well. It’s worthwhile understanding the difficulties and imperfect options that politicians must choose but ultimately you are there to ask questions on behalf of the viewer rather than to feel the politician’s pain. In any case, few are willing to talk openly about these realities, at least not when they’re in office. When they leave power you often can’t shut them up on the subject, but before that, the political interview tends to be a performance predicated on a story the politician wants to tell the public about themselves and their grasp on events. The interviewer’s job is to test whether that story can survive contact with scrutiny.

			Sometimes politicians really are lying bastards. But why is this lying bastard lying to me? In their defence, maybe it’s because sometimes – to paraphrase Jack Nicholson in A Few Good Men – we can’t handle the truth. Every slip of the tongue is a ‘gaffe’, every apology a humiliation, every tentative conversation about policy options a pretext for a political row. These responses offer some mitigation, but only some. Every few years there are calls for a ‘reset’ of the rules of engagement in the political interview to create a safer environment for the politician and, in theory, encourage an outbreak of candour. The results are usually disappointing because, as my former colleague, producer Jason Keen, put it, the ‘reset’ tends to involve unilateral disarmament on the part of the political interviewer. So the journalists lay down their arms, and the politicians shoot them anyway.

			But it’s important to be fair. With this in mind, I developed an approach to political interviewing over the years that comes down to the question: what is the truth? This is a way of framing an interview in a way that is reality-based. So the truth might be, for example, that a particular policy will be effective at the margins but won’t address the most pressing or significant problem. Armed with this truth, you can devise questions that stress test the story the politician is trying to tell and, if you’re right, might reveal the reality to the viewer. This works because it enables you to produce nuanced and fair-minded interviews, as well as the more dramatic and theatrical sort – ‘Will you resign, Prime Minister?’ – that should only be deployed when the moment really demands it.

			All this matters because we’re in a political crisis. Survey after survey, study after study tell us that the British people don’t trust politicians. A 2022 report by the Office for National Statistics conducted before the downfall of Boris Johnson and the car-crash premiership of Liz Truss found that only 35 per cent of the public said they trusted the government. Lies and incompetence, disgrace and chaos are unlikely to have pushed that number up.

			Both Johnson and Truss avoided serious, long-form, forensic political interviews in their election campaigns. This was not accidental. They did so because they were frightened that their inadequacies might be revealed and that this would endanger their chances to hold on to, or gain, political power. They were right. Nothing is as effective as the political interview at testing the suitability of a candidate for the highest office. It’s far more revealing than the pantomime of Prime Minister’s Questions or the arcane tedium of a parliamentary debate watched by virtually nobody. And it’s far harder to wing it or fake than a general election debate where you are able to draw on your muscle memory of an Oxbridge debating society to emerge unscathed.

			Yet the question of whether politicians should submit themselves to this forensic and testing job interview or performance assessment doesn’t get the attention it deserves. It’s regarded as something that only matters to the journalists who work on them or the interviewers who want to conduct them. In reality, everyone who wants to avoid the elevation of the untrustworthy and unqualified to the highest offices in the land should demand they take place week in, week out, and especially at elections. Such interviews are the best means our political culture has devised to reveal character, competence and credibility. We must demand them.

			Political interviews exist to hold those in power accountable. They’re not for the politicians’ benefit but for the public’s. The politicians get to run the country. We get the chance to watch and listen when Andrew Neil or Emily Maitlis, Andrew Marr or Beth Rigby ask them the tough questions about how that’s going. We then enjoy the opportunity to vote them out if they fall short.

			This book is about the search for truth when a powerful person sits down with a first-class interviewer to answer the important questions.

			The cameras are rolling. We are recording.

			Time to decide. Truth or lies?

		

		
			1

			Margaret & Margo

			For me, Margaret Thatcher’s fateful TV interview with Brian Walden was a long time coming.

			In 1975, when I was six years old, two things happened that, over time, melded in my youthful mind. The first, in February, was the election of Margaret Thatcher as Tory leader and leader of the opposition. The second, in April, was the arrival of Margo Leadbetter of Surbiton on the tiny black-and-white television that I already loved more than anything in the world.

			I wouldn’t have made the connection immediately because I wasn’t yet paying attention to politics, but I’m sure I watched Margo, played to perfection by Penelope Keith, in the hit BBC sitcom The Good Life from the start. The show centred on Tom and Barbara Good, a couple who gave up the rat race to go self-sufficient and struggled to survive on the fruits of their suburban garden, with predictably hilarious results. As the show grew in popularity, so the Goods’ uptight, dominating Conservative next-door neighbour Margo emerged as the real star. Margo elevated The Good Life to the status of a comedy classic, concerned with class as much as carrots. At the same time, uptight, dominating Conservative Margaret Thatcher was never off the TV news. It wasn’t long before I understood that unlike Margo, whom we thought was funny, we didn’t like Mrs Thatcher in our house.

			We were a Labour family, and my parents liked Harold Wilson, the prime minister. I didn’t really understand why, but he was a Yorkshireman like my dad, so it wasn’t difficult to share the sentiment. I can still remember the shock of Wilson resigning when I was seven. His successor James Callaghan smiled a lot and seemed nice too. So that was it – we liked Labour, we didn’t like the Tories.

			We might have been a solid Labour family, but we weren’t quite a typical one: we were from the north – Dad from Leeds, Mum from Liverpool – yet by 1972, when I was three years old, we were living in a derelict thatched cottage in the middle of nowhere, Sussex. Dad was a teacher, Mum a nurse, but by 1975 – that year of Thatcher and The Good Life – we were three years into our own experiment in self-sufficiency. Like Margo’s neighbours Tom and Barbara in the sitcom, my dad had quit his day job to cultivate the back garden, keep pigs and grow vegetables, a move that was both ahead of its time and very 1970s.

			Tom and Barbara were more middle class than us, and the sitcom’s setting in Surbiton was, well, more suburban, but the essential tensions and challenges were the same, just not as funny. Dad had stopped earning, which meant Mum had to provide the actual money to support the family from her job as a district nurse. The enterprise was doomed from the start. The goats and chickens provided milk and eggs, and Rosie the pig – don’t give your pig a name, you’ll never eat it – produced copious amounts of shit to fertilise the vegetable garden, but we never grew enough.

			As the experiment wore on, the tensions between my parents – financial and otherwise – boiled over into arguments and recriminations. It was less Richard Briers and Felicity Kendal, more Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

			The tiny black-and-white television was my refuge from all this and from the isolation of our weird rural life. I watched everything, from Nationwide on weeknights to Seaside Special on summer’s long Saturday evenings. Those last years of the 1970s in Britain played out with comedy and tragedy in equal measure: the Holy Trinity of Fawlty Towers, The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin and The Good Life, making comedy from class, suburbia and provincialism, counterpointed by the industrial strife at Grunwick and British Leyland every night on the news. Finally, deciding the matter, the Winter of Discontent arrived, and the unions and the Labour government brought each other down.

			There throughout were Margo and Margaret: Margo from the Home Counties, Margaret from provincial Lincolnshire. They both despaired at what Margo called the ‘present rabble’, which meant the trade unions and the Labour Party. Both were determined to wrest control from the wet Tory men who surrounded them, be it Margo’s limp husband Jerry or Thatcher’s defeated rival Ted Heath. What’s more, they shared something quite identifiably political: a rejection of collectivism, a celebration of self-reliance and the private sphere. As Margo declared – anticipating Thatcher’s declaration that there was ‘no such thing as society’ – ‘I am not a citizen, I am a resident.’ My mum, paradoxically using their sort of language, declared them both ‘ghastly’.

			‘Ghastly’ was a word reserved for women, but in comedy and politics there were other words too: battle-axe, hen-pecker, harridan, shrew. From Thatcher to Margo via Sybil Fawlty and the hippopotamus that stood in for Reggie Perrin’s mother-in-law, they complained, nagged, fussed and even bellowed. I remember watching a news report featuring Mrs Thatcher herding her shadow cabinet of boy-men, corralling them like school kids, arranging them like matron, patronising them like Joyce Grenfell. She was simultaneously a walking stereotype direct from sitcom land and a revolutionary demanding something women were denied: power, including power over men.

			This contradiction was most clearly on display in her early days as leader of the opposition. Thatcher adopted a persona that was unthreatening to men just as she prepared to smash the glass ceiling. She smuggled herself into power in the guise of a woman whose candidacy for Tory leader was seen by men like Michael Heseltine – who later joined her cabinet – as ‘incredible’.1 This was a woman who maintained her domestic role – ironing her husband Denis’s shirts between late-night votes in the House of Commons – while pursuing the most senior job in the country. Jonathan Aitken, the former MP who was Thatcher’s daughter Carol’s boyfriend in the 1970s, told the BBC in 2019:

			Margaret was a force in the home and kitchen just as she was in the House of Commons. She bossed everybody around. She was rather a good cook, I seem to remember, Coronation chicken being one of her specialities.2

			Aitken’s recollections of Margaret were pure Margo – a force in the home, bossing people around in the kitchen – and Margo’s televised traits were pure Margaret too.

			I was a child who loved television, pop music and Liverpool FC, but I began to be drawn to politics too, primarily because it was available on the telly. As I started to pay more attention to Thatcher, the similarities between the two women made an impression on me. I wasn’t alone. It’s interesting to discover that some in the Tory Party saw an opportunity to draw upon the ‘Margo factor’ to help persuade voters that a woman could run the country.

			Richard Kelly, who went on to be the head of politics at Manchester Grammar School for many years, was a Tory activist in Leeds in 1979, and he encountered scepticism on the doorstep about the possibility of a female prime minister. Canvassers were looking for ways to convince voters that, far from being a reason to reject Thatcher for the top job, her sex was why they should back her. The most effective way to do that, Kelly recalled party officials telling him, was to suggest to voters that ‘what this country needs is a Margo to shake things up’.

			‘I think, to the activists that I met,’ Kelly remembers, ‘the parallels between Margo and Maggie were obvious.’ Margo, like Thatcher, was

			not necessarily a loved figure, but someone who was seen as fascinating and kind of unstoppable and admirable. Thatcher, like Margo Leadbetter, was a formidable woman and, my God, don’t we need a formidable woman right now with all the stuff going on with the unions and all the rest of it?3

			This wasn’t an isolated case. Kelly later discovered that Marcus Fox, one of the Conservative Party’s most prominent northern MPs, had deployed the ‘Margo factor’ a few miles away in his Shipley constituency, persuading socially conservative voters who ‘weren’t quite sure about a woman prime minister’ that their admiration for Margo Leadbetter should translate into a vote for Thatcher.

			Kelly also recalls how the similarities between the two women’s marriages and husbands helped make the case:

			Parallels were drawn between Jerry and Denis because Denis and Jerry were both world-weary guys who were ultimately content to step back and let their formidable wives do the business. They could make sense of how you could have a situation where a bloke stands back and lets his very bossy wife sort things out.4

			Bossy wives and long-suffering husbands: the stuff of sitcom sexism alchemised by Margaret Thatcher into a reason to give a woman the chance to lead.

			The orthodox view is that it was only when Margaret’s more Margo-ish characteristics – her voice, her taste in floral prints, her presence in overwhelmingly domestic settings – were jettisoned by her image advisers that the electorate signed up. But perhaps that’s wrong. Maybe those first impressions went deep, and many responded by deciding that Britain did indeed need a Margo.

			The show’s viewing figures support the theory: The Good Life’s final run in 1977 regularly reached 15 million people, the Christmas special a mind-blowing 21 million. Margot’s cultural power was undeniable, and Margaret had unconsciously harnessed it. Sitting at home glued to the box, I could feel the power of television, and I wasn’t alone.

			My kids have grown up with hundreds of channels, streaming services and everything on demand, and yet, unsurprisingly, TV means less to them than it did to me. In the early 1980s we had three channels. By 1982 we’d gone colour and there was a fourth, developments that felt intoxicatingly futuristic. Meanwhile, my family’s experiment in self-sufficiency rumbled on long after the Goods had gone, until sometime after I’d gone to secondary school, when my dad finally threw in the trowel and got a proper job again.

			Meanwhile, my interest in politics was deepening. Not in a William Hague-ish way, I’d like to think (I didn’t read Hansard and found parliamentary politics quite boring), but I was a little precocious. None of my friends at Manhood High School – stop sniggering at the back – shared my interest in the news, but then they had other things to do. They’d visit each other’s houses, go to the cinema in nearby Chichester or take part in seaside life on Selsey Bill, where most of them lived. My house was three miles away, which might as well have been the moon, given how insular our home life was. This wasn’t a deliberate policy by my parents; they just weren’t interested. So I retreated further into books, music and, most of all, television.

			And my amusingly named school was also edgier than West Sussex sounds. There was something about comprehensive school culture in the late 1970s and early 1980s that held menace, and that was just the teachers. My brother bailed out early for a job in a butcher’s shop and left home at seventeen. My sister got herself suspended for throwing eggs at a teacher. I’d like to think they were from our ‘Good Life’ chickens, but I never checked. I just wanted to get in and out of school as fast as possible then disappear into my room, where the old black-and-white set was now all mine.

			The political stories that pumped out of the BBC newsroom, Channel 4 News and ITN News at 545 – with its very cool early synth theme music – in the 1980s were compelling. The early years of the Thatcher government were gripping, terrible and exciting. Unemployment, riots and amazing music were the staples of early ‘Youth TV’, like Something Else on BBC2, which demonised Thatcher and all her works. So much for BBC impartiality! Developing my own authentic position on the issues, I decided I agreed with my mum and dad: I hated Thatcher and despised the Tories, and it seemed obvious that the country felt the same; she’d be out on her ear at the next election. Then came the Falklands War, and things got weird.

			The way that military triumph in the South Atlantic transformed Thatcher’s domestic political fortunes is well documented, and it changed the political conversation in our house too. My dad and I did most of our politics ‘up the garden’, where he’d weed, dig or cultivate while I asked questions about politics. But it was in the kitchen during that spring of 1982 where Dad told me the news.

			‘Argentina has invaded the Falkland Islands,’ he said, ‘and they’re British.’

			‘Is that bad?’ I asked him. I’d never heard of the Falklands and was unsure whose side I was supposed to be on.

			‘Of course it’s bad,’ he answered. ‘It means war. The bastards.’

			We talked more a few days later. Absorbing the arguments that swirled around the news from the left, I was more ambivalent than Dad. Bastards they may be, I thought, but weren’t these islands theirs, really? Weren’t they much closer to Argentina than Britain? What right did we have to claim them, and why did we care so much about a bunch of rocks and some penguins?

			Dad kept returning to the essential truth: the Falkland Islanders were British citizens, and a brutal military dictator had invaded their home. Of course we had to protect them, Dad said. Of course Mrs Thatcher was right. This was the first time I’d encountered a situation where it was unclear where to stand and where a simplistic rejection of all things Margaret seemed inadequate. There were obviously more complex political justifications involving words like ‘imperialism’ and ‘colonialism’ for not supporting the decision to retake the islands, but they seemed theoretical and unconvincing. Even Labour, half-heartedly, backed the war in the end.

			By the time the British Task Force arrived in the South Atlantic to liberate the islands, I was caught up in the drama of events and was enthusiastically rooting for our boys. I was still gutted when this paved the way for Thatcher’s victory in the 1983 election, but I’d started to grasp that things were more complicated than goodies and baddies. I also realised then that political parties had to consider how issues might be viewed by the ordinary, non-party political people who decide elections.

			All this fed my appetite for political argument. I was ready for the hard stuff: the political interview.

			The best thing that can happen on television when you’re a kid is the unexpected. Those are the moments you remember. Sport was constantly exploding with them: Tommy Smith’s bullet header in his final match for Liverpool in the 1977 European Cup Final; Coe and Ovett at the Olympics in 1980; Botham and Willis executing, to mix my war film metaphors, the great escape to victory at Headingley in 1981. These were the times when things went unexpectedly right, but the real gold came when TV went wrong.

			There was the time an elephant shat all over the Blue Peter studio floor, creating a real danger that John Noakes or Valerie Singleton might slip over on shit, live on TV. There was the Saturday morning Swap Shop phone-in when someone used a massive swear word to and about jazz popsters Matt Bianco, and there was the shocking moment when Jools Holland said ‘fucker’ on the music show The Tube. Jools’s career on Channel 4 never recovered, which may have indirectly led to his subsequent domination of BBC2 pop music programming and, therefore, his relentless boogie-woogie piano grandstanding. It was a ‘fucker’ with a lot to answer for.

			For me, the best moment of them all came in politics and involved one of the greats of political television: Sir Robin Day.

			It was October 1982 and the Tories were at their party conference in Brighton, basking in the afterglow of victory in the Falklands four months earlier. That success had been made possible by the heroism and professionalism of the armed forces, including the Royal Navy. Despite that, the government had decided to make cuts to the number of ships and personnel. This provoked a furious response from the navy’s top brass, including the First Sea Lord. At the conference the Tory grassroots were equally upset and numerous critical motions were tabled, but the government had a cunning plan: they’d ignore the angry members, not bother debating the critical motions and hope it would all go away. But it didn’t quite work out like that.

			Sir Robin, the BBC’s star political interviewer, had been granted an interview with John Nott, the usually mild-mannered and unflappable defence secretary. Sir Robin did not intend to gloss over the controversy, and focused directly on the arguments between Nott and the Royal Navy establishment over the proposed cuts.

			From the start, the defence secretary seemed incensed by Day’s audacity, accusing him of sowing division between politicians and the services. Nott had recently announced that he would be leaving parliament at the next election and, appropriately enough for a defence secretary, there was a sense that he was, if not demob happy, then demob grumpy. He was tired of the stress; he was tired of the questions; he was tired of Sir Robin Day. At this point, with Nott’s irritation rising, Day pressed the issue:

			‘Why should the public,’ began Day, expressionless, ‘on this issue, as regards the future of the Royal Navy, believe you …’

			So far, so normal.

			‘a transient …’

			That’s an interesting word; where’s he going with this?

			‘here-today …’

			Robin is smiling.

			‘and …’

			Robin’s eyebrows dart upwards as he leans towards Nott, eyes filled with mischief. This is the moment the word ‘impish’ was invented for.

			‘if I may say so …’

			Oh, that’s the killer.

			‘gone-tomorrow politician, rather than a senior officer of many years’ experience?’

			At this, Nott, seventeen years in parliament, four in the cabinet, has no more fucks to give. This is the end of his political road, and he is offended. Hasn’t he earned the right to a modicum of respect?

			He glances around to reorient himself towards the studio exit and pushes himself up from his chair.

			‘I’m sorry, I’m fed up with this interview, really,’ he says wearily, his hand clattering against the microphone that’s clipped to his tie as he struggles to remove it, then mutters, ‘It’s ridiculous.’

			‘Thank you, Mr Nott,’ says Sir Robin.5

			Nott glances at his tormenter one more time before throwing the microphone across the desk in the general direction of TV’s grand inquisitor, striding off the set and disappearing through the studio door.

			For the thirteen-year-old me, this is a moment of pure delight. I love the drama; I love Sir Robin’s face and the glint in his eye as he hits upon ‘here today, gone tomorrow’. I love how beautifully he slides ‘and if I may say so’ into the middle of the question. Most of all, I love the glimpse it offers of a side of politicians and the dominant Tory government that we never usually see. It’s a little chink in armour that seemed impregnable.

			I like to imagine the thoughts in Nott’s head as he fumes out of the Brighton Centre onto the seafront, ‘Thank you, Mr Nott’ ringing in his ears. I’m in the cabinet, I’m the defence secretary, who is Sir Robin fucking Day to call me transient and, if he may say so, here today, gone tomorrow? What’s Day ever done?

			The answer: everything.

			It’s genuinely no exaggeration to say that Robin Day, almost single-handedly, invented the political interview on British television. The age of deference that started lifting in the late fifties and became obsolete somewhere between Lady Chatterley and the Beatles’ first LP didn’t end by itself; it required courage. Day had it. With the support and ambition of ITN, which launched itself and Day’s career in 1955, he changed Britain.

			On 23 February 1958 Robin Day conducted an interview with the prime minister Harold Macmillan that started it all. Until then, interactions between politicians and TV journalists had either taken place at controlled press conferences or been hurried encounters at airports where obsequious posh men asked politicians softball questions.

			This time was different. Day had negotiated thirteen minutes with the prime minister, which was unusually long. He’d also resolved to ask about the big political question of the day: the future of Selwyn Lloyd, the foreign secretary. There were rumours in Westminster and all over the newspapers that Macmillan was planning to sack Lloyd, who’d been in post during the Suez Crisis under the previous prime minister, Anthony Eden. The problem for Day was the convention, well entrenched in the BBC in particular, that television should shy away from impertinent questions to politicians in general and the prime minister in particular.

			When the time came, Day went for it. ‘What do you say, Prime Minister,’ he offered a little gingerly, ‘to the criticism which has been made, especially in Conservative newspapers, about Mr Selwyn Lloyd, the Foreign Secretary?’

			Macmillan played a straight bat and betrayed no particular annoyance, so Day, smiling, persisted.

			Day: Is it correct, as reported in one paper, that he would like, in fact, to give up the job of foreign secretary?

			Macmillan: Not at all, except in the sense that everybody would like to give up these appalling burdens which we try and carry.

			Day: Would you like to give up yours?

			Macmillan: In a sense, yes, because they are very heavy burdens. But of course … we’ve gone into this game, and we try to do our best.6

			This is innocuous by today’s standards, but was daring at the time. I particularly enjoy Day’s off-the-cuff follow-up: ‘Would you like to give up yours?’ No politician today would dream of offering Macmillan’s surprising and honest response. Good luck to the modern politician who complains about the burdens of government and suggests they quite fancy giving the ‘game’ up. Here was the brief period where modern political interviewing was emerging, and professional political communications were not yet there to get in the way.

			Mild stuff, but it sparked a furore that seems incomprehensible now. The press attacked Day for, variously, prolonging Lloyd’s career by asking about his future, promoting entertainment over information and threatening parliament’s status as the venue for political debate in favour of television.

			After a failed attempt to enter the House of Commons for the Liberal Party in the 1959 election, Day joined the BBC. As more and more homes acquired television sets he quickly became a household name and face. There’s wonderful footage of the comedian Frankie Howerd doing his ooh-ing and aah-ing routine on the hit satirical TV show That Was the Week That Was in 1963. His mention of Day and his tough questions draws immediate recognition from the studio audience as Howerd riffs on the interviewer’s persona.

			‘He’s a strange man, isn’t he?’ he says, pausing and camping it up beautifully, looking at the camera and elaborating with emphasis, ‘funny man’. The audience roars. Day is a funny man with his trademark polka-dot bow tie. Howerd smiles and lets the laughter grow, then subside. ‘And uh,’ he starts and stops again, ‘and, hasn’t he got cruel glasses? Have you noticed?’7

			They have noticed, and the place erupts. Day is a star, and he often dazzled more brightly than the mostly grey politicians he interviewed. The dawn of Day and the dawn of the sixties roughly coincide, and, combined, they made the former stance of the political class towards television untenable.

			By the early sixties politicians were waking up to the opportunities and the risks of the TV interview: the chief opportunity was access to the electorate, the biggest risk was exposure under its stark lights. Television demands an intimate, conversational style quite different to the rhetorical skills that politicians employ in parliament. Could they make the adjustment?

			Harold Wilson went for it. He became Labour leader in 1963, and presented himself as a leader for a new and exciting decade harnessing the ‘white-heat’ of technology in a ‘new Britain’. Television went with the grain of this modernising offer, so he used the new medium to help articulate his vision. It also helped him to project and reinvent himself as an affable man of the people rather than a slightly stuffy Oxford don. This interest in being on television was shared by the exceedingly stiff Edward Heath, who became Tory leader the year after Wilson won power in 1964. All of this was good news for TV producers and interviewers, but these young leaders and their advisers were not naive; as quickly as they embraced television, they sought to try to control it. So began the wary dance between politicians and the broadcasters.

			Was this where it started? Was this where the lying bastards began lying to us? Well, yes and no. There are gradations of lying. Few – there are some – will come out with bare-faced lies. Brazen falsehoods are too easily found out, too crude and too dangerous as long as the norms of political behaviour are maintained. Instead, politicians, faced with interviewers holding them to account on behalf of the public, quickly began using now-familiar techniques: evasion (the action of escaping or avoiding something), dissembling (concealing or disguising one’s true feelings), distraction (introducing ideas or arguments designed to throw interviewers off the line of questioning) or obfuscation (the act of making things obscure, unclear or unintelligible).

			From the start, men like Wilson and Heath tried to manage the political interview. Faced with questions they’d rather not answer, covering topics they didn’t want to discuss, politicians needed to find a way to answer without answering, to be less than candid while giving the impression of candour. They couldn’t refuse to answer questions outright – although that happened occasionally – and would rather avoid overt defensiveness. Edward Heath was blunt about his strategy. ‘The thing to do before a big programme,’ he said, ‘is to be clear in your mind about what you want to say because the interviewer will always try to deal with something else.’8 This was pure cynicism and contempt for the process, but it was highly effective and anticipated New Labour’s approach to ‘message discipline’ by thirty years. It remains the go-to approach to many political interviews today.

			But it was not just about what was said in the interview; the rules agreed in advance were also constantly fought over. From early on, politicians sought to pre-agree the topics, dictate the location, determine the recording time, influence what the set looked like and decide who conducted the interview.

			Harold Wilson played this game to perfection during the general election of 1970. He’d accepted a request for an interview from the BBC, as long as it was filmed at 10 Downing Street. Wilson – or probably his press secretary Joe Haines – knew that under BBC rules at the time, such an interview, recorded outside of the studio, would be conducted by a BBC interviewer who wasn’t in the political team. That meant he could avoid Robin Day.

			Accordingly, a political interview in the soothing environment of the prime minister’s garden provided an easy ride for Wilson. Worse still, later on the same day the BBC unleashed Day on both Heath and Liberal leader Jeremy Thorpe under the harsh lights of a TV studio. It’s a kind of poetic justice that Wilson lost that election. It has echoes in Boris Johnson’s behaviour in the 2019 general election, but we’ll come to that.

			Later, by the time I was watching these shows in the 1980s, the two dominant leaders of that era – Margaret Thatcher and Labour leader Neil Kinnock – were frustrating Sir Robin (he was knighted in 1981) with their own evasion game, as he recalled in his memoirs:

			For different reasons, but with similar results, Margaret Thatcher and Neil Kinnock developed a technique which devalued the interview as an instrument of democratic scrutiny. They were both determined to make a television interview a platform of their own. The interviewer’s questions, or attempts at questions, were treated as tiresome interruptions to the statistical hammering of Thatcher or the repetitious rhetoric of Kinnock.9

			What I loved most about Day was his high-minded approach to the political interview. He saw his role as asking questions on behalf of the electorate and regarded this as a very serious, very difficult, almost heroic job:

			In live interviews the interviewer has a responsibility heavier than may be imagined. He has to work in a combination of circumstances which few other journalists experience. He can’t write up an interview afterwards in his office or a hotel room. He has to perform in the presence of a world-famous statesman, a powerful cabinet minister or an accomplished parliamentarian. The moment may be one of political tension or high drama; the situation may be of the upmost gravity or fraught with intense emotion. Lives may be at stake.10

			My very favourite Day interview turned the tables on the ‘Grand Inquisitor’ – a title he revelled in – when newspaper columnist and public intellectual Bernard Levin had him on his BBC show in 1980. Levin asked the best question I’ve seen asked of a political interviewer. He mused whether it was fair for interviewers to interrogate politicians as they did, given how challenging their jobs were. Who was Day to tell them off for not performing well enough?

			Day’s answer, forty years on, remains relevant and brilliant:

			I do feel that responsibility very acutely, and whenever I go before a politician or a politician comes into the studio, I have that feeling in my stomach, in my guts. But I have not to let it unnerve me, because I have to remember not only that he or she has enormous responsibilities and burdens, but I have also to remember that history shows that politicians make mistakes … And I like to remember some words of Montaigne, which translated say, ‘Sit he on never so high a throne, a man still sits on his own bottom.’11

			In other words: politician, get over yourself and answer the question.

			With that, then, what became of John Nott? When asked in 2000 about his encounter with Day, he was philosophical, accepting that ‘you are only remembered for one thing, and all I’m remembered for is walking out on Robin Day’. If he isn’t an entirely here-today-and-gone-tomorrow figure, it’s only thanks to Sir Robin.

			More recently, in his little-read and unreliably titled second memoir, Memorable Encounters, Nott pours barely concealed contempt on Day in an unpleasant little chapter. He remains affronted by his behaviour that day in Brighton, angry with the BBC in general and more than a little bitter about his association with the ‘Grand Inquisitor’, of whose panache and wit he still seems jealous writing thirty-six years after the event. However upsetting he found Day’s elegant put-down, he was being asked important questions about public policy on behalf of the viewers. Day was right to ask; Nott was ridiculous for walking.

			As the eighties wore on, my dislike of Thatcher and the Tory government became my genuine position, not just what my parents told me to think. The rest of the 1980s was full of political disappointments for people like me. The Westland affair was an argument about helicopter manufacturing that was important but also quite dull. When it led to the departure of cabinet minister Michael Heseltine, my hopes rose. I was doing my A levels by then, and my English teacher Molly – all first-name terms, split ends and pacifism – declared that this was it for Thatcher. ‘She’ll have to go now!’ Molly proclaimed in the middle of a lesson that was supposed to be about Chaucer. She didn’t.

			And then there was 1987, the famously ‘successful’ Labour campaign that resulted in a reduced but healthy Tory majority of 102 seats. The power of an effective political TV interview struck home during this election. In possession of a dud unilateralist defence policy, Labour leader Neil Kinnock was tempted by David Frost into war-gaming a scenario involving a Soviet invasion of a non-nuclear Britain.

			Frost: If you haven’t got nuclear weapons, the choice in that situation would be to subject your forces to an unfair battle.

			Kinnock: Yes, what you’re suggesting is that the alternatives are between the gesture, the threat or the use of nuclear weapons, and surrender. In these circumstances, the choice is posed, and this is a classical choice between exterminating everything you stand for and the flower of your youth, or using all the resources you have to make any occupation totally untenable.12

			It’s a typically baroque piece of Kinnock-speak. My generation of Labour supporters loved the man, but he could be infuriating – one minute the peerless orator, the next utterly baffling and impenetrable. Whatever he meant by his answer, Tory Central Office and the Labour-hostile press interpreted his words to Frost as a hint that Britain, unable to deter a Soviet invasion because we had no nuclear weapons, would resort to a Dad’s Army last line of defence, waging guerrilla warfare against Soviet guns and tanks. The Labour leader protested that he had been talking about NATO, but the damage was done and he never really recovered. Despite my dismay about its effect on the Labour campaign, it seemed appropriate that Kinnock should pay the price for not having a better answer to Frost’s question.

			When the election defeat came it felt brutal and terminal. It seemed like Margaret Thatcher might go on forever. She’d been in power since I was ten, and I resented her total domination of my childhood. How could this woman, this Margo, have managed that?

			A little over two years later, with Lisa Stansfield’s search for her baby sending her inexorably towards the top of the singles chart and Madchester on my mind a good deal more than Westminster, I was up by one o’clock on the last Sunday in October in my grotty student house in Nottingham. I was twenty years old.
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			Brian & Margaret, Part One

			Saturday 28 October 1989, London Television Centre

			Margaret Thatcher arrives at the London Television Centre on the South Bank of the Thames shortly before 10 a.m. She is accompanied by her police protection officers and her press secretary Bernard Ingham, who, by law, we must refer to as ‘gruff’. Mrs Thatcher doesn’t keep Brian Walden waiting for long. She greets her friend as she steps onto the studio floor and takes in the grand, gladiatorial set of ITV’s The Walden Interview.

			The studio is beige and brown, apart from a grey circle containing two smaller white circles. In the middle of both of these white circles are a black and silver chair, a microphone and a small table for water. Mrs Thatcher takes her seat; she is sitting at screen-right and looks directly at Walden. The interview will be pre-recorded this week for transmission at lunchtime on Sunday, which is unusual. It’s also unusual for her to agree to come into a TV studio these days. The pair’s interviews normally take place in the softer, more intimate environment of 10 Downing Street, her home turf, but not today. Today is going to be different.

			Margaret Thatcher is sixty-four years old, she has been prime minister for more than ten years and Brian Walden is her favourite interviewer. Seven years her junior, Walden is a former Labour MP turned TV star who has been on a political journey towards Thatcherism. Given his job, he hasn’t been entirely explicit about this, but his opinion pieces in The Sunday Times and sometimes unguarded praise for Thatcher have given the game away. He was already lost in admiration in 1979. ‘This country needs someone like Margaret Thatcher,’ he said. ‘In years to come, great novels and poems will be written about her.’1

			Thatcher is flattered by the sympathy and support of Labour renegades like Walden; they are among her favourite people. No wonder, then, that Walden and Thatcher became, according to Thatcher’s official biographer Charles Moore, ‘close friends’.2 Their television encounters are coloured with unmistakable mutual admiration, but they are also revealing and significant. It was to Walden that Thatcher said we only remember the Good Samaritan because he had money; Walden was the first to suggest – on television – that she embodied ‘Victorian values’. He gets her; they get each other. That’s why these conversations stimulate her. Rather than wilt under pressure, she tends to blossom when speaking to him. That’s what she needs today.

			As recently as the previous year, Walden had been sent by Andrew Neil, the then editor of The Sunday Times, to interview the prime minister. ‘I knew that she loved Brian,’3 recalls Neil today. The feeling was mutual, as Walden’s piece for the paper made clear.

			The Margaret Thatcher I know is not the one I read about. I find her frank, good-humoured, entirely without snobbery and willing to tolerate a fair measure of leg-pulling, vulgarity and impertinence. I have never met this other Thatcher, the arch-fiend, who has no human feelings and cannot be contradicted.4

			There is tenderness in the way Walden writes about Thatcher. He’s sensitive to the real woman behind the image and stands firm against the stereotype. He reveals to readers that ‘the personal attacks do wound her’. The Iron Lady feigns indifference, he says, and uses that indifference as a shield.

			This Saturday she is in full battle dress, her hair creating a golden helmet framing her face, pearl earrings matching her white blouse, a purple suit with a pattern of swirls that creates an impression of armour, a diamond Art Deco-style brooch high on her left side, her shoulders emphasised by the cut of her jacket. She is more Ma’am than Margo: imperial, regal, in charge.

			Walden is a less physically striking figure. He wears a blue pin-stripe suit, a pale blue shirt and a tie of various shades of purple. What everyone remembers about Walden is his voice: it’s slightly squeaky, with a West Bromwich accent, and he can’t pronounce his rs.

			Walden prepares himself and is counted in; it’s time to record his ‘pre-title’ introduction to the programme as Thatcher watches on.

			They’re friends together, ready to go.

			She’s confident: this is Brian.

			This time he’s the nervous one.

			After today they’ll never speak again.

			8.30 a.m., Thursday 26 October 1989, 10 Downing Street

			Margaret Thatcher has just had her hair shampooed and set, followed by half an hour under the hairdryer. This process creates the famous Thatcher helmet of hair that helps project her aura of invulnerability.

			But she’s not as confident as she looks.

			She believes that she’s right, there’s no doubt about that. She’s more certain than ever despite a turbulent economy and rows over Europe, as well as the poll tax (or as she calls it, the community charge), which is igniting dissent across the country. Nor is she fazed by Conservative MPs who are increasingly critical of her policies and personality. They say she’s losing her grip, losing touch with reality after so long at the top.

			But she’s sure of her politics, policies and principles, and she’s never been afraid to stick to her guns, however unpopular she may be. She’s been prime minister for ten years, knows what she’s doing and doesn’t want to stop.

			But she’s always aware of the threat to her position, which becomes a threat to her project. Politics is ego, ambition, conviction and mission, a dangerous mix. She never forgets this, but cannot let on. And she believes that her sex is relevant; there are no second chances for women in politics. If she stumbles, she believes nobody will be there to catch her.

			In the previous year’s Sunday Times interview, her friend Brian Walden asked her about fear, wondering why she was risking so much for the deeply unpopular poll tax. ‘I feared for her,’ he confessed. Did she fear for herself?

			‘No,’ she told him.

			‘Are you ever afraid of anything?’ Walden asked.

			‘No.’5

			But she is really, she’s always on guard, and Walden sensed it when he wrote this about her:

			I claim to understand Margaret Thatcher, but I wonder if I do. I wonder if anybody does. How much does this passionate, repressed woman keep to herself? Is the certain sound of the trumpet a necessary outer protection for a deep loneliness within?6

			We don’t know whether she feels lonely that morning under the hairdryer – she’s probably catching up with her never-ending work. But she may sense the threat. It’s in the air more than ever. It’s the state of things and the time of year that puts her on edge: under Conservative Party rules, autumn is the season of the leadership challenge and she’s worried that someone is waiting with a knife. Maybe she’s turning that over in her mind or trying to push it away when she hears the footsteps of Andrew Turnbull, her principal private secretary, who has arrived with a message. The chancellor, Nigel Lawson, is waiting outside her study on the first floor and would like to see her. She is due to see him that day anyway, but not until quarter to ten. They have a meeting about the Atomic Weapons Establishment at Aldermaston, but this might be a different sort of explosive: some sort of political grenade much more personally directed.

			Her relationship with her chancellor is broken. He’s been there for six years, and they’ve been an effective and impressive team, but they’ve fallen out over the economy and Europe. Lawson still commands her respect, but not her trust. Trust has been fraying since 1987, when Lawson started secretly pursuing an exchange rate policy of ensuring that the pound shadowed the value of the Deutschmark. It was the kind of thing you might mention to the prime minister, but Lawson hadn’t, and when the papers started talking about it and she realised, she was furious. It was humiliating and ominous.

			But the serious damage had been done earlier that summer when Lawson joined forces with Sir Geoffrey Howe, the foreign secretary, to try to force a change in European policy. Lawson retained her respect and kept his job, but Howe paid the price with a brutal demotion. It was unpleasant, but the danger had passed. Hadn’t it?

			At ten minutes to nine, she walks downstairs and finds the chancellor waiting there outside her study: Nigel Lawson and the beginning of the end.

			At the end of the day on which Lawson resigned from Thatcher’s government, there’s a glimpse of Margo. With the atmosphere of poisonous recrimination, betrayal, bad faith and bad blood now all played out in the offices on Downing Street and the grandeur of the House of Commons, Thatcher returned to the flat above No. 10, where she lived with
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