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Introduction

Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, but to be New Labour was very heaven. Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and Peter Mandelson seized the commanding heights of their party in 1994 and three years later they captured the country with a parliamentary landslide of unprecedented scale in modern times. Whether you liked New Labour, as so many millions did at the peak of their popularity, or whether you loathed them, as so many millions did by the end, it was a remarkable phenomenon. If New Labour came to seem old, that was a consequence of both its failing and its success. It is a formidable fact, which is usually overlooked, that this was the longest-lasting non-Tory government since 1762. New Labour’s story is all of our stories.

Since the publication of Servants of the People, which described the making of the project and its first term in office, I have continued to chronicle the victories and the tribulations of New Labour through television documentaries, in the Observer and on radio. It was around the time that Tony Blair reluctantly handed power to Gordon Brown that I decided I wouldn’t be content until I had brought the story up to date between covers. Only the scope provided by a book could fully explain the characters who have governed us, comprehensively explore how they have wrestled with the dilemmas and events that have confronted them, and properly reveal the arguments which have divided and convulsed them.

I hope to bridge the gap between instantaneous journalism, which is inevitably forced to sacrifice deep research for immediacy,
 and the future historian who gains a longer perspective at the cost of delay. Historians will have the benefit of access to
 official papers that are today concealed, as well as memoirs and diaries that are as yet unpublished. The disadvantage of
 the future historian is that he or she will have to wait for a very long time – in some cases, we will all be dead first –
 to get sight of many Whitehall documents. Experience suggests that official papers will often mask as much as they reveal.
 It is also the case that many of the most crucial conversations at the heart of power have taken place without civil servants
 present to record a note. The literary output of New Labour’s dramatis personae, as we know from some of the memoirs and diaries already published,
 is written from single and self-serving perspectives. At best, they offer only a partial account of what really happened.
 They often seek to shade, sanitise or conceal.

The unpartisan writer has the advantage of being able to seek answers from all the pivotal players and to ask any question
 to tease out the truth about how we have been ruled.

As I have revisited the seminal episodes of this Government’s life, I have once again found that neither the claims made for
 themselves nor daily media coverage have told anything like the full story.

Part One of this book opens on the day after the election triumph in 2001. That victory was a remarkable achievement. New
 Labour was the product of repeated and traumatic failures: the party’s four serial defeats in the seventies, eighties and
 nineties at the hands of the Conservatives. Now it had achieved a rare consecutive landslide victory. Within months, though,
 the seismic event of 9/11 utterly altered the trajectory of Tony Blair’s premiership. The master consensualist of the first
 term became the conviction-driven lone warrior of the second. The early campaign against the Taliban and al-Qaeda in Afghanistan,
 which made regime change look so easy, was followed by the invasion of Iraq and another deceptively swift victory in the conventional
 war. I explore the fatal dynamics of the relationship between Blair and George Bush, how the Prime Minister overcame the apprehensions
 of the majority of both his Cabinet and senior aides to take Britain to war, and why the allies were so catastrophically unprepared
 for what would happen after the fall of Saddam. At his lowest point, Blair came very close to resigning as Prime Minister.
 It was also during this term that his dream of taking Britain into the euro died.

Another large theme of the second term is the battle to reform health, education and other public services to try to extract
 levels of performance commensurate with the huge extra resources that began to flow into them. This was enmeshed with the
 increasingly toxic power struggle between Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. To try to contain Brown and deal with his incessant
 demands that he should hand over power, Blair responded by making promises that he would do so. When he then reneged, Brown
 was driven even more demented. The two men managed to agree a brittle truce which just got them through the next campaign.
 Part One ends on election night 2005, when they secured a bittersweet victory: a third term with a solid parliamentary majority,
 but won with a miserably reduced share of the vote.

Part Two tells the story of the third term, beginning with Tony Blair’s final two years at Number 10. Among the events addressed
 are 7/7, the Olympics bid, the Gleneagles Summit, the ‘cash-for-coronets’ affair and final battles on school reform. I also look at the
 Government’s sharpening authoritarianism. A late pinnacle is the peace process in Northern Ireland, a shining achievement
 of Blair’s premiership. He is ultimately forced to leave Number 10 earlier than he desired as a result of a coup orchestrated
 from the heart of the camp of Gordon Brown and with his knowledge.

Brown’s honeymoon at Number 10 came to an abrupt and self-inflicted end when he led everyone to believe that he was going
 to hold a general election and then cancelled it. After the phantom election, the revolt over 10p tax and a sequence of other
 debacles, Brown was regarded as such a liability by key Cabinet ministers that they were poised to remove him. Two things
 saved his premiership in the autumn of 2008. One was the greatest financial crisis since 1929, to which Brown responded with
 a boldness and imagination that impressed even those colleagues and civil servants who were otherwise in utter despair about
 him. The bursting of the bubble raised many questions about his stewardship of the boom years, but it also gave him a purpose
 for his premiership and a temporary political bounce. The other lifeline was provided by his remarkable reconciliation with
 Peter Mandelson, the man with whom Brown had waged a titanic feud for more than a decade. They were bound back together by
 a joint and desperate ambition to try to save the project they founded as the Government was engulfed by the parliamentary
 expenses scandal and the country endured the deepest recession since the 1930s.

The original hardcover edition chronicled events up to November 2009. This updated edition contains two entirely new chapters
 and an Epilogue, which end the story. They cover New Labour’s final months in office, the electrifying election campaign in
 spring 2010 that resulted in a hung parliament, the secret negotiations between the parties, and Gordon Brown’s last days
 in Downing Street.

I offer a summary about why New Labour went from triumph to disaster in the final chapters. Conclusions about particular events,
 issues and personalities are woven throughout the book, which broadly unfolds in chronological sequence.

This work draws on multiple sources. The account is informed by the thousands of confidential conversations that I have had
 with the principal figures and many other witnesses over some two decades. Another source is the on-camera interviews that
 I have conducted for a series of documentaries on the governments of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. These are supplemented by
 other interviews for the Observer as well as television and radio programmes. I have further conducted a very large number of additional interviews specifically for this book. In all, more than 500 witnesses contribute to this account.

In both the text and the notes, I almost always give to people the title or status they had at the time of the episode being
 related. As well as detailing dialogue, I sometimes describe what someone is thinking or feeling. This is not because I claim
 to possess psychic powers. It is because I have had a reliable account either from the person or from witnesses to whom they
 have directly expressed what they were thinking or feeling.

I apologise in advance to readers who are distressed by profanities and blasphemies. I am afraid politicians and those who
 work with them do swear when they are under stress or angry with each other.

A project of this scope would not have been possible without the assistance of a large cast of people at all levels of politics
 right up to the absolute apex. I am grateful to both Tony Blair and Gordon Brown for making the time over the years to talk
 to me in both private conversation and on-the-record interviews. I have not always accepted their versions of events. Nor
 have I always agreed with their analysis of issues. It has nevertheless been a great advantage to be able to understand the
 thinking of the two leading men at different stages of the New Labour story. I say the same about my interviews and conversations
 with Peter Mandelson, the third side of the eternal New Labour triangle.

In a way which wasn’t possible with Servants of the People, I have been able to put many more witnesses on the record. I have been pleasantly stunned by the candour with which so many
 who saw history in the making are now prepared to speak. It remains the case, though, that some interviewees, especially serving
 civil servants, diplomats, and intelligence and military officers, are only willing to be frank if they are interviewed partially
 or wholly off the record. This is also the case with sensitive interviews with serving ministers and their aides. I have tried
 to be as open and comprehensive in the notes as is consistent with obligations to sources.

I feel I can express public gratitude to Robin Butler, Richard Wilson and Andrew Turnbull, successive Cabinet Secretaries
 of the New Labour years. I also owe particular thanks to the former Permanent Secretaries: Terry Burns of the Treasury; Michael
 Jay of the Foreign Office; John Gieve of the Home Office and later deputy Governor of the Bank of England; and Steve Robson,
 Second Permanent Secretary at the Treasury, and John Kingman, who later held the same position.

I have had enormous help in understanding the Iraq war from David Manning, Tony Blair’s senior adviser on foreign affairs
 and then British ambassador in Washington. I would equally like to thank his predecessor as ambassador, Christopher Meyer,
 and his successor, Nigel Sheinwald. I am grateful to Jeremy Greenstock, ambassador to the UN during the build-up to the invasion and later British envoy in Baghdad,
 whose own account was hypocritically gagged by the Government. My thanks are also due to General Charles Guthrie and his successor
 as Chief of the Defence Staff, Admiral Michael Boyce, and to the former head of the army, General Mike Jackson, and to Stephen
 Lander, Director-General of MI5 at the time of 9/11 and later executive chairman of the Serious Organised Crime Agency.

I have also drawn on interviews with key actors from other countries, including Andrew Card and Condoleezza Rice, Chief of
 Staff and Secretary of State to George Bush; William Cohen, Richard Haas and George Mitchell; and Christine Lagarde, finance
 minister of France.

I have enjoyed the benefit of talking, both on the record and confidentially, to pivotal players and key witnesses in the
 Cabinet over the New Labour years. In an alphabetic order which may be potentially misleading, I am grateful to Andrew Adonis,
 Bob Ainsworth, Douglas Alexander, Hilary Armstrong, Ed Balls, Margaret Beckett, Hilary Benn, Hazel Blears, David Blunkett,
 Ben Bradshaw, Nick Brown, Des Browne, Andy Burnham, Stephen Byers, Liam Byrne, David Clark, Charles Clarke, the late Robin
 Cook, Jack Cunningham, Alistair Darling, John Denham, the late Donald Dewar, Frank Dobson, Charlie Falconer, Peter Hain, Harriet
 Harman, Patricia Hewitt, Geoff Hoon, John Hutton, Derry Irvine, Margaret Jay, Alan Johnson, Tessa Jowell, Ruth Kelly, Michael
 Meacher, Estelle Morris, the late Mo Mowlam, Alan Milburn, David Miliband, Ed Miliband, Paul Murphy, John Prescott, James
 Purnell, John Reid, George Robertson, Clare Short, Andrew Smith, Chris Smith, Jacqui Smith, Gavin Strang, Jack Straw, Ann
 Taylor, the late Gareth Williams and Shaun Woodward.

Many more ministers, MPs and other crucial witnesses have been generous with their time. I am particularly grateful to Jon
 Cruddas, Frank Field, Philip Gould, Stan Greenberg, Bruce Grocott, Roy Hattersley, Keith Hill, Neil Kinnock, Michael Levy,
 Ken Livingstone, Paul Myners, Geoffrey Robinson, Shriti Vadera and Michael Wills.

I also thank three of Gordon’s ‘GOATS’: Digby Jones, Mark Malloch-Brown and Alan West, the last being the only one not to
 tear away from his tether before the end.

Special advisers – often crudely shorthanded as ‘spin doctors’ – get a bad press even though many journalists rely on them.
 At their worst, they can be malevolent and mendacious operators. At their best, I have found them candid and insightful. Three
 outstanding examples are Huw Evans, aide to David Blunkett; Ed Owen, aide to Jack Straw; and Catherine Macleod, aide to Alistair
 Darling.

I have also drawn on the perspectives and knowledge of non-Labour politicians, including Paddy Ashdown, Vince Cable, David
 Cameron, Menzies Campbell, Ken Clarke, Nick Clegg, David Davis, Iain Duncan Smith, Michael Gove, William Hague, Michael Heseltine,
 Michael Howard, the late Roy Jenkins, Charles Kennedy, George Osborne, David Trimble and David Willetts.

Jonathan Powell, Tony Blair’s Chief of Staff throughout his time at Number 10 and his crucial right hand on the Northern Ireland
 peace process, has been of invaluable assistance. So too has been another absolutely key aide of the Blair years, Sally Morgan.
 From Blair’s Number 10, I also thank Tim Allan, Michael Barber, Alastair Campbell, Hilary Coffman, Phil Collins, David Hill,
 Robert Hill, Anji Hunter, Peter Hyman, Tom Kelly, Steve Morris, Geoff Mulgan, Matthew Taylor, Stephen Wall and Ben Wegg-Prosser.

There is a similar tally of people from Gordon Brown’s Number 10 and Treasury to whom I am grateful. At the time of first
 publication, I felt it best, for their own protection, to preserve the anonymity of those who were still serving in close
 proximity to him or who had only recently left. I am delighted to take the opportunity provided by this updated edition to
 honour my debts to Justin Forsyth, Spencer Livermore and Stewart Wood. I also thank Nick Butler, Stephen Carter, Patrick Diamond,
 Michael Dugher, Michael Ellam, Tom Fletcher, Michael Jacobs, Simon Lewis, Damian McBride, Tom Scholar, Martin Sheehan and
 Paul Sinclair.

I am very grateful for the significant contributions to ensuring the accuracy of this account which I have received from Jeremy
 Heywood, Principal Private Secretary to Blair and Permanent Secretary at Number 10 to Brown; and from Gus O’Donnell, who was
 Permanent Secretary at the Treasury before becoming Cabinet Secretary with both Blair and Brown.

For helping me to develop my understanding of the personalities of the men who have occupied Number 10, I am especially grateful
 to Barry Cox and Nick Ryden, friends to Tony Blair, and to Murray Elder, friend since childhood to Gordon Brown. My assessment
 of Peter Mandelson and the tormented relationships between the three founding fathers of New Labour has been assisted by his
 friend Robert Harris.

I thank all the busy people who made space in extremely crowded diaries to be interviewed, quite often more than once, and
 were prepared to answer my follow-up requests for further information and amplification without complaint. I am also grateful
 for the inexhaustible patience of the many secretaries and personal assistants who have been so helpful in accommodating my
 demands.

During the period covered by this book, I have been exceptionally lucky to thrive on the encouragement of two fantastic editors
 of the Observer, Roger Alton and John Mulholland, and a first among deputy editors, Paul Webster. My gratitude for being such good people goes
 to all the friends I have made at the Observer and especially to my colleagues on the comment pages and political staff: Kamal Ahmed, Rafael Behr, Martin Bright, Barbara
 Gunnell, Toby Helm, Gaby Hinsliff, Bill Keegan, Ruaridh Nicoll, Jo Revill, Ned Temko, Nick Watt, Robert Yates and Patrick
 Wintour, Prince among Political Editors.

Chris Riddell has graced the cover of the book with one of his superlative cartoons.

I owe a huge amount to my friends at BrookLapping with whom I have made a series of documentaries about the governments of
 Blair and Brown. My thanks to Anne Lapping, warrior queen of executive producers, directors Rob Coldstream and Mick Gold,
 researcher Lucy Bell, consultant Jane Bonham Carter, production managers Bella Barr and Carrie Pennifer, and Sally Brindle,
 brilliant star among producers.

Gill Coleridge, my agent, was a wonderfully persistent voice telling me I had to complete the story. I could not have wished
 for Penguin to give me a more pleasurable editor to work with than Tony Lacey. My thanks also to his colleagues Venetia Butterfield,
 Amelia Fairney, Helen Fraser, Alex Hippisley-Cox, Joanna Prior, Ellie Smith and Tom Weldon. A big hat tip for his impeccable
 copy-editing to Mark Handsley.

My three daughters, Olivia, Jessica and Cordelia, have cheerfully sustained both their parents through a project which has
 often seemed all-consuming.

Nothing would have been possible without Jane, my closest collaborator, my wife and my best friend. Shoulder to shoulder,
 she was there at the first step and there to the last.

Andrew Rawnsley

July 2010


PART ONE

The Cost of Conviction Second Term 2001–2005

1. Twice Promised Land

Tony Blair was sprawled on the sofa in his small office next door to the Cabinet Room on the ground floor of Number 10. The
 Prime Minister’s den, the most modest working quarters of any leader of a major country, was where he took virtually all the
 crucial decisions. He sat there looking absolutely exhausted as he tackled a bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwich.

The Cabinet Secretary, Sir Richard Wilson, sat on the opposite side of the coffee table. Britain’s most senior civil servant
 was a faintly Trollopian figure whose catchphrase was ‘God bless’. The traditionalist Sir Richard often wrangled with Blair
 and his team about the way they ran government from the sofa, but it was hard to argue today when he was looking at a leader
 who had just won a second landslide election victory.

‘Congratulations,’ Sir Richard said to the charcoal-eyed Prime Minister. ‘You are now at the peak of your powers.’ He then
 added a caution: ‘You may never be as strong again as you are now.’1

Blair took a bite out of the BLT, munched and nodded in a way that suggested he agreed.

Shortly after he first won power in 1997, Blair told me that ‘the most important thing’ was to get re-elected.2 From the day that they took office, both he and Gordon Brown were fixated with keeping it. Blair because no previous Labour
 Prime Minister had secured a second full term in a century of the party’s existence; Brown because he expected to take over
 the premiership. That ambition was a spur and a burden to both men during their first four years in power. That goal was now
 triumphantly achieved. The second term was not only secure; it was won with a second landslide, a rare result in British politics.
 The enormous majority won in 1997, a feat which most thought unrepeatable, was reduced in 2001 by a mere dozen seats to 167.
 They seemed to have realised Harold Wilson’s dream to make Labour ‘the natural party of government’.

There was the occasional scare during the first term. The foot and mouth epidemic, which filled the nation’s nostrils with
 the acrid smell of burning cattle, was so severe that it delayed the election by a month. Even more alarming was the shorter and sharper shock of the
 refinery blockades when a few hundred protestors throttled the nation’s fuel supplies in the autumn of 2000.3 The Government came ‘very close to asking the army to come in’.4 A panic-struck Downing Street also tried to use MI5 against the protestors. Sir Stephen Lander, the head of the service,
 was asked: ‘Why aren’t you doing the farmers for us like you did the miners for Margaret Thatcher?’5 For a few highly stressed days, Blair feared that he might live out his nightmare of being yet another one-term Labour Prime
 Minister overwhelmed by crisis. ‘They could finish us off,’ he shivered to his senior staff. ‘If we don’t get this back to
 normal soon, they will finish us off.’6

Office exposed some of the flaws in New Labour and its dominant personalities. Blair was easily seduced by poorly conceived
 glamour projects. The Millennium Dome was a folie de bombast which became symbolic of a compulsion to emphasise marketing over content, hype over substance.7 Self-defeating control-freakery led to humiliation in London at the hands of Ken Livingstone when New Labour’s bête rouge was elected as an independent for the post of Mayor, which had been Blair’s personal invention.8 The twin-headed beast of sleaze and spin ate into public trust for a Prime Minister who once piously claimed that he would
 be ‘purer than pure’. The Ecclestone Affair was an unheeded early warning about dangerous liaisons with plutocrats. ‘They’ll
 get me for this,’ Blair despaired to one intimate at the height of the furore about the £1 million donation secretly taken
 from the boss of Formula One. As it occurred during his honeymoon period with the voters, ‘the pretty straight kind of guy’
 escaped from that with his premiership intact, but not all of his integrity. His halo was now stained with nicotine.9

New Labour often gave the impression of being government by soap opera and psychodrama because of the intensity of the emotions
 and the hysteria of the feuds between its leading characters. That was most true of the complex bonds between its founding
 triangle: Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and Peter Mandelson. Brown and Mandelson, once so close they could have been siblings,
 became ‘poisoned with lack of trust’ and ‘utterly destructive’ towards each other.10 It was Brown’s acolytes who destroyed Mandelson’s first Cabinet career by triggering the revelations about the Geoffrey Robinson
 home loan.11 Between Blair and Brown, there was another blood brother relationship disfigured by mistrust as they wrestled for control
 over the Government. The bond between Blair and Mandelson was also traumatised during the first term. In the estimation of
 Barry Cox, a television executive who had known both men for years, Mandelson had an ‘almost homoerotic admiration’ for Blair. ‘It was almost embarrassing the terms in which Peter spoke to me about Tony.’12 Yet that had not spared Mandelson when his career was crunched by scandal. Blair ruthlessly sacked his co-architect of New
 Labour from the Cabinet in Christmas 1998. He resurrected him in the autumn of 1999 only to dispatch this closest of allies
 for a second time in early 2001. On the second occasion, over the Hinduja Affair, a shroud-white Mandelson sat in Blair’s
 den and miserably pleaded for his life. ‘Are you really telling me you are going to end my political career over this?’ ‘Yes,’
 responded Blair bleakly but firmly. ‘I’m afraid I am.’13 Speaking many years later, Mandelson agreed that Blair was ‘a ruthless bastard’ who had sacked him with remarkable ease.14 Mandelson’s friend, the novelist Robert Harris, thought it ‘the most brutal thing I have ever seen’.15 For all his undoubted charm and general decency towards colleagues, there was a splinter of ice in Blair’s heart. Even one
 of his oldest friends was not safe from sacrifice if there was a threat to his grip on power. Mandelson’s second dismissal
 illustrated the ‘incredibly unsentimental’ face of Blair.16 Most assumed that the double defenestration meant that there could never be a return to the front line of British politics
 for Peter Mandelson. Even Jesus Christ was only resurrected the once.

Of Blair’s gifts, the most self-evident was a flair for performance. He was the most accomplished communicator of his era,
 a talent not to be dismissed in the age of 24/7 media where a leader is constantly on show. At times of national drama or
 international crisis, he displayed a high facility for capturing public sentiment and weaving it into a political narrative.
 When the royal family froze in self-endangering silence after the death of Diana, Blair took on the role of spokesman for
 national emotion, stepping into the position vacated by the mute head of state, and helping to save the royal family from
 itself. With his word wreath about a ‘people’s princess’, he expressed the feelings that Britain – or at least a large part
 of it – wanted to hear. It was a significant episode in his early development as Prime Minister.17 His personal pollster, Stan Greenberg, reported that Blair’s approval ratings surged to such stratospheric levels that they
 exceeded even those manufactured in totalitarian regimes. ‘Even Saddam doesn’t get that,’ joked Greenberg.18

That episode established Blair as more than a popular Prime Minister. It projected him as a leader of the nation.

Charles Kennedy quipped that Blair was so popular for a while that he could have won a referendum compelling the slaughter
 of the first born.19 William Hague, Leader of the Opposition during the first term, was totally outclassed against what he acknowledged to be
 a ‘truly formidable’ opponent who had the country ‘bedazzled’. Hague could never compete with Blair’s ‘mastery of the trembling lip and the watery eye’.20 Successive Tory leaders scorned him as an actor while they floundered trying to compete with the potency of the act. Blair’s
 real rival for power, Gordon Brown, privately derided all that ‘touchy-feely stuff’ only later to try to learn to do it himself
 when he realised that he suffered from the comparison.

Blair was ‘a natural thespian’, in the estimation of Jack Straw, ‘a very, very good actor, which had its downsides as well
 as its upsides’.21 That mastery of political stagecraft was combined with artful political positioning. On the map of public opinion, he would
 try to put himself at the median point. Asked by pollsters to place politicians on the left–right spectrum, voters put Blair
 in the same centrist position where most of the public located themselves. ‘All policy issues were basically about political
 positioning,’ thought Jon Cruddas, the most left-wing of Blair’s advisers at Number 10 during the first term. ‘Detail didn’t
 really get in the way. Policies were a way of enabling him to get where he wanted to be in terms of his opponents and the
 electorate. He had a genius for that.’22 Matthew Taylor, who joined Blair’s senior staff in the second term, correctly noted that having ‘a centrist Prime Minister
 leading a left-of-centre party’ was ‘a very powerful mix’.23 Paddy Ashdown, though the leader of a rival party, saw ‘extraordinary talents as a politician. He has a tremendous facility
 with words and an innate sense of where the erogenous zones of the British people are and how to get at them.’24

The Cabinet was biddable, the parliamentary party generally pliable, and his political opponents were entirely disorientated.
 Though the voter and media coalition that brought New Labour to power was frayed around the edges after four years in government,
 it was generally sustained. Memories of the Winter of Discontent and the economic calamities that swamped previous Labour
 governments were effaced by the image of a mainstream and basically competent, albeit flawed, administration. Bar the brief
 and scary blip during the fuel blockades, the Government polled comfortably ahead of the ridiculed and marginalised Tories
 for the entire four years.

Ideologically, Blair appeared to be of no fixed abode. One of his senior advisers, Sir Stephen Wall, thought ‘he didn’t have
 a socialist bone in his body’.25 To his ally Alan Milburn, Blair once remarked: ‘The job of being Labour leader is to save
 the Labour Party from itself.’26 He rarely talked in terms of left and right. The past versus the future was his preferred dichotomy with himself as the personification
 of modernity. His most consistent trait was an impatience to shake up traditional British institutions, whether they be the
 House of Lords, the Labour Party or the NHS. He would tell staff that his favourite conference speech of the first term was the attack on ‘the forces of conservatism’ of
 both left and right.27 That lack of anchoring on the ideological spectrum meant that he struggled to give solid definition to his project. Attempts
 to do so were either mildly comic or faintly sinister, as when he called New Labour ‘the political arm of the British people’.
 The ‘Third Way’ was debated at earnest summits abroad and giggled to death at home. Blairism often seemed more about style
 than content.

The core idea was quite uncomplicated. The key political insight was that Labour had to enjoy the backing of aspirational
 voters as well as the party’s heartland to win and retain power. Both he and Gordon Brown wanted to show that economic efficiency
 could be combined with social justice and decent public services. New Labour was a hybrid of both right-wing and left-wing.
 It accepted the Thatcherite economic settlement. Markets were unrestrained, the money-changers lightly regulated, and the
 rich indulged. The animal spirits of the City were allowed to let rip. New Labour believed this was necessary to sustain the
 consumer boom that kept voters content and produced the tax revenues for investment in public services and quiet redistribution
 of resources to the poor.

Blair was instinctively a constitutional conservative yet he had already presided over a radical redistribution of power within
 the United Kingdom. More than a hundred years after William Gladstone first attempted to introduce Home Rule, New Labour delivered
 where all previous progressive governments failed. Scotland gained its first parliament since the reign of Queen Anne, and
 its first elected parliament ever. Wales had its first representative body since Owain Glyndwr, and its first elected assembly
 ever.28 The Good Friday Agreement, brokered over intense days and sleepless nights in Easter 1998, was the most promising attempt
 to bring lasting peace to Northern Ireland since partition, even if there was a tortuous struggle ahead to bring it to full
 implementation.29 The House of Lords was finally dragged into the twentieth century by expelling most of the hereditary peers, though it would
 not be fit for the twenty-first until reform was complete.30

Blair’s ambition to place Britain at the heart of Europe by joining the single currency was a goal he was dedicated to fulfilling
 in the second term. He did succeed in repairing Britain’s relations with its continental partners after the isolation and
 division of the Conservative years.

He was acquiring an increasingly large appetite for the global arena, which would prove to have huge significance for what
 came next. Abroad he was free of the chafing shackles imposed on him at home by his power-sharing agreement with Gordon Brown.
 The world stage gave Blair a sensation of high drama, great adventure and clarity of moral purpose that he didn’t feel when grappling with the duller graft of grinding out domestic reform. There was a glimpse of the messianic
 dimension of his character during the Kosovo conflict in 1999, which he proclaimed to be ‘A battle between good and evil’.
 When his hawkish stance left him dangerously exposed, he told one intimate: ‘This could be the end of me.’ That amplified
 his sense of vindication when his bold and risky position proved decisive in saving the Muslim Kosovars from ethnic cleansing
 and defeating the Serbian dictator, Slobodan Milosevic.31

Both he and Brown had to learn on the job. Shortly before the 1997 election, Blair confided that he had two recurring nightmares:
 one that he would lose the election, the second that he would win only to find that he was no good at being Prime Minister.32 A side of him was boyishly thrilled to find himself in Number 10, the youngest Prime Minister since the early nineteenth
 century. Shortly after the first victory, he visited Michael Levy at that wealthy friend’s mansion in north London. After
 checking that his security detail weren’t looking, Blair cried: ‘I really did it! Can you believe it?’ He started to jump
 up and down on the tennis court yelling: ‘I’m the Prime Minister! I’m the Prime Minister! I’m the Prime Minister!’33

He was almost childishly exuberant about getting power, but also intimidated by office. He was a complete novice to government,
 as also was Gordon Brown. Neither of them had managed anything except a political party before they became the two most powerful
 men in Britain.

Despite their huge parliamentary majority and dominance in the polls, in the first term they displayed nervy under-confidence.
 This generation of centre-left politicians was deeply scarred by Labour’s four consecutive defeats and eighteen years in Opposition
 between 1979 and 1997. They often behaved as if they were squatters in government from whom power could be snatched at any
 moment.

In the early years in office, the unexpected scale of his landslide did not thrill Blair as much as it daunted him.34 They all had ‘a sense of vertigo’.35 Blair was ‘very shocked’ by the size of his first victory.36 The towering scale of the majority excited expectations of a revolution when the New Labour prospectus was designed to be
 reassuringly modest about how much would change. Blair’s ‘driving mission’ was ‘modernisation of the institutions of the country’
 with himself as ‘the fresh, young embodiment of this ideal.’37 Yet his blue sky ambitions often lacked detailed and practical definition. ‘Because the communication and campaign side of
 New Labour was so strong, so dominant, the task of winning elections took precedence over the task of thinking through how
 to use power,’ regretted Geoff Mulgan, director of strategy and policy at Number 10 for seven years.38 On the account of David Blunkett, they had come to office ‘pretty sparse about what the policies were going to be’ across large areas
 of government.39 While Blair had ‘a fairly clear idea’ about what he wanted to do with schools, ‘in areas like health it was far more sketchy’,
 says one of his senior staff.40

Labour’s first term successes mainly came from incremental reforms based on simple ideas such as numeracy and literacy classes
 or target-driven objectives like reducing hospital waiting lists. The gap between a cautious prospectus and great public expectations
 was too often filled by hyperbolic rhetoric which dressed up modest reforms as breathtaking revolutions, with the inevitable
 disappointment when expectations were not met. Blair’s speech-writer, Peter Hyman, reflects that ‘grandiose rhetoric about
 A Young Country and An Age of Achievement now seems far too overblown’.41 Spending announcements were recycled or exaggerated – a trait for which Brown became especially notorious. ‘It sounded enormous’
 when he announced £40 billion extra for public services in the summer of 1998, but the Cabinet knew that it was ‘funny money’42 confected by an accountancy trick. The result was that the voters and the media started to discount all the claims the Government
 made for itself as spin.

That four-letter word became the shorthand for the techniques of manipulating public opinion and the media that Labour perfected
 in Opposition. The personification of spin was Alastair Campbell, who began the second term with the grandiloquent title of
 Director of Strategic Communications. Few in Britain had heard of a spin doctor before New Labour; hardly anyone had not by
 now. A style of communication that served them brilliantly in Opposition was carried into government for far too long, as
 Blair, Campbell and Mandelson would all eventually acknowledge. Mandelson subsequently lamented: ‘There was great emphasis
 on managing the media at the expense of managing policy. There was a sense that if you’d got the story right, you’d achieved
 something and that is not how government is.’43

Not a day, even an hour, was allowed to go by without the proclamation of a review, an initiative or a summit. New Labour
 appointed more tsars than all the Russias and launched more five-year plans than Stalin. This was a tactic designed to impress
 the country that its dynamic government was up and doing. It ultimately bred media cynicism and public disenchantment. The
 operation excelled at the daily firefight with the media. It was not so good at sustaining public trust. Geoff Mulgan says
 they ‘often confused announcements for reality’ and made the mistake of ‘believing that if you were getting a success in the
 newspapers that meant you were getting a success on the ground’.44

Ridicule of Blair’s feverish headline-chasing came to a peak when a leaked memo revealed him to be obsessing about manufacturing
 ‘two or three eye-catching initiatives’ to present himself as tough on crime.45

He initially rejected the critique that he was too mesmerised by opinion polling and media manipulation. By the end of the
 four years, though, he privately accepted the force of that analysis. He agreed that he had been too obsessive about hoarding
 popularity and not focused enough on using power to achieve lasting change. He wanted history to remember him as more than
 a skilful opportunist with a fluent tongue.

The largest frustration was the failure to make more progress towards giving the British the ‘world class’ public services
 he promised the voters in 1997. ‘Education, education, education’ was a slogan not a strategy; ‘24 hours to save the NHS’
 was a sound-bite not a plan.

The most important decision was to broadly stick to the painfully tight spending plans inherited from the Conservatives for
 the first two years. Every previous Labour government started with a spending splurge, ran out of money and then crashed into
 reverse gear with dire economic and political results. He and Gordon Brown opted for the opposite approach. One Cabinet minister
 later observed to me: ‘We should have rebelled against Gordon over spending.’46 A year into the second term, one of Blair’s senior advisers was of the view: ‘We are still feeling the pain of that.’47

The Prime Minister got an earful of public discontent during the election campaign, most bruisingly when he was ambushed at
 a hospital by Sharon Storer, a postmistress who was angry about the cancer care given to her partner. ‘I’m sorry,’ Blair feebly
 tried to assuage her scorn. His embarrassment at her hands would have played even bigger in the media had John Prescott not
 on the same day dealt with a discontented voter by thumping him.48

Most of those closest to Blair came to regard the first term as a wasted opportunity in which they had not moved fast enough
 on domestic reform.49 Blair thought so himself. ‘Part of the problem is we led such a charmed life in the first term,’ he observed to me. ‘It was
 unnatural, in a sense, to be just coasting along.’50 He talked a lot about reform before he had worked out what precisely he meant by it. When he railed about the ‘scars in my
 back’ inflicted by grappling with the bureaucracy, it was as much an expression of his confusion about what to do as it was
 a howl of frustration with the civil service and vested interests.51

The Blair re-elected in 2001 was less naive and more experienced, tougher, older, clearer and, he liked to think, much wiser.
 A second thumping majority removed all excuses for failing to deliver the radical change that he relentlessly promised. He
 now realised he would be judged not only by the scale of his electoral victories, but by what he did with them. He promised himself that his second term was going to be very
 different. ‘He thought he hadn’t achieved enough in the first term,’ notes Sir Andrew Turnbull, who observed Blair at close
 quarters as Cabinet Secretary during the second term:


For the first four years, he was a Bill Clinton: power comes from popularity. Every week you must identify why you are not
 popular and deal with it. In 2001, Blair joins the Margaret Thatcher camp and says: I am going to lead. I don’t mind being
 unpopular so long as you respect me enough to re-elect me.52



The first Cabinet of the second term was fashioned with the intent of giving him a top team dedicated to delivering his agenda.
 The Home Office, transport, health and education, the four key delivery ministries, were put in the hands of David Blunkett,
 Stephen Byers, Alan Milburn and Estelle Morris, loyalists whom Blair assumed shared his instincts. He called them together
 for a dinner in Downing Street shortly after the election. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘We’ve won the most phenomenal second term.’ But
 voters were dissatisfied with the speed of delivery. That had to be accelerated. ‘I really want this team to be the team in
 these departments for the rest of this parliament,’ he told them.53 As it turned out, not one of the quartet would last the course.

Jack Straw, another presumed loyalist, was made Foreign Secretary, displacing a surprised and distraught Robin Cook into the
 lesser role of Leader of the House. Straw went into Blair’s den for his reshuffle interview that morning with no idea what
 was about to happen. He’d been briefing himself on the environment and transport, having been led to expect they would be
 his new responsibilities.54 He emerged from Number 10 agreeably amazed to be the new master of the most gilded department in Whitehall. Blair’s cavalier
 attitude towards Cabinet-making was typical of his haphazard and often impetuous way of taking decisions, one of his significant
 flaws as a Prime Minister.

‘I’m going to tell you something you won’t like,’ the Prime Minister told Sir Richard Wilson during their brief chat in his
 study the day after the election. ‘I’ve got to tell you that I want to move John Prescott to the Cabinet Office.’ There had
 been no planning at all to create a role for the Deputy Prime Minister at the Cabinet Office. ‘What’s he going to do?’ asked
 a bewildered Wilson. Blair shrugged: ‘You’ll think of something.’55

The most critical decision made by Blair on the day after the election victory was not to appoint a new Chancellor. Gordon
 Brown had combined the force of his personality with the might of the Treasury to turn himself into an unprecedentedly powerful
 Chancellor and a rival seat of power to Number 10. Brown was, by any standards, one of the most successful Chancellors of
 the post-war era in his first four years at Great George Street. His decision to hand control over interest rates to the Bank
 of England was hailed as a masterstroke which built confidence in Labour’s ability to run the economy while freeing Brown
 to concentrate on building his dominance over Whitehall. It was also typical of him that he conducted the negotiations about
 the Bank’s future in such a brutal and corkscrew manner that he pushed the Governor, Eddie George, to the edge of resignation.
 ‘Jesus, what has Gordon done?’ exclaimed Blair, who had to intervene to help pull George back from the brink.56 The Governor was made incandescent by the manner in which Brown stripped the Bank of its regulatory powers and handed them
 to a new Financial Services Authority. The regime’s inadequacies would only be exposed many years later.

Almost alone among major economies, Britain was enjoying uninterrupted prosperity. Brown presented himself as the man who
 had discovered the holy grail of low inflation, low interest rates, sustained growth and full employment. So rosy did the
 outlook seem that it became Brown’s boast that he had transcended the economic cycle. ‘No return to Tory boom and bust’ was
 a brag he trumpeted every time he presented a Budget, a financial statement or a spending review. Brown also projected himself
 as the real achiever of the Government who was delivering Labour programmes to combat child poverty and youth unemployment
 while stealthily redistributing from the affluent to the less well-off. It was insinuated by his propagandists that Brown
 was the chief executive of New Labour plc while Blair was merely the titular chairman. The implication was that Blair was
 the grinning, travelling salesman of the Government while Brown was the man of true substance and action.57

They were struggling for control of the Government from the moment New Labour arrived in office on that sunny May Day in 1997.
 ‘From day one, it was terrible,’ says Jonathan Powell, Blair’s Chief of Staff.58 The tensions within this turbulent partnership were, by and large, skilfully concealed from the media in their early period
 in office. The more credulous commentators swallowed the fiction that never before had a Prime Minister and Chancellor worked
 in such sweet harmony. The first major indication that this was untrue came in early 1998. Some weeks of especially provocative
 behaviour by Brown and his camp provoked intense anger in Blair and his team. That January I had a long private discussion
 with one of the most senior figures in Number 10. For the first five minutes of this conversation, I was spun the usual line
 that all was well between the neighbours of Downing Street. The Prime Minister still esteemed his Chancellor as ‘a great talent’
 and ‘a great force’. Then a little prodding produced an entirely different account of the relationship and a litany of complaint about the way in which Brown was obstructing the Prime Minister and
 destroying relationships with senior colleagues. The rest of the Cabinet, I was told, ‘just don’t trust Gordon. There’s so
 much venom against him.’ I asked why he was so difficult and received the reply: ‘You know Gordon, he feels so vulnerable
 and so insecure. He has these psychological flaws.’59

That vivid phrase appeared in my Observer column that Sunday and was projected on to the paper’s front page. There was a great media excitement at this revelation
 that the friction between Number 10 and the Treasury was much more inflamed than was previously appreciated. ‘Psychological
 flaws’ has echoed down the years since and been raised whenever the character of Brown or his relationship with Blair have
 been in debate. Brown confronted Blair that week demanding that the culprit be identified and sacked. Blair denied that anyone
 at Number 10 authored the phrase, a denial that the hurt and furious Brown rightly regarded as a lie.60 Some have conjectured that it was Blair himself who first spoke of Brown’s ‘psychological flaws’. Though we did have many
 conversations about the relationship, it was not him on that occasion, though he was entirely in agreement with the assessment.
 Blair told a close friend that ‘psychological flaws’ wasn’t ‘the half of it’.61

‘Psychological flaws’ did not first come from the lips of Peter Mandelson, though he too agreed with it. He once remarked
 to Blair that he should put a sign up on his desk with the inscription: ‘Remember: the Chancellor is mad.’62

Alastair Campbell always publicly denied that it was he who called Brown ‘psychologically flawed’, on one occasion denying
 it to a committee of MPs. He had to maintain this line to remain in his job. The edited version of his diaries published in
 2007 was sanitised of all the most damaging references to Brown. Campbell cut out any reference to this episode and the fierce
 fallout from it even though it dominated the headlines for several days and then reverberated down the years after. He has
 redacted the entry for Friday, 16 January 1998, the day I was told about Brown’s ‘psychological flaws’, and all the days following
 until Thursday, 22 January.

Sir Richard Wilson came to believe he was the inadvertent inspiration. During a private conversation about Brown with Campbell,
 Wilson made a general remark about all politicians having ‘psychological flaws’ of one sort or another. Campbell, who once
 had a nervous breakdown and had since suffered severe bouts of depression, seemed excited by a phrase that could equally well
 describe himself.63

Despite all the official denials that anyone at Number 10 was responsible for telling me that Brown had ‘psychological flaws’,
 some inside the building privately reported that Blair was ‘secretly pleased’ because the episode ‘put Gordon back in his box’.64 The two warring courts became progressively more compulsive in their use of briefings to the media to prosecute the rivalry.
 This added to the corrosive impression that New Labour was addicted to the darker arts of spin at the expense of governing.

The most violent rows were usually about spending. In the New Year of 2000, a time when the NHS was buckling under the pressure
 of a flu outbreak, Blair was frantic to show that he was responding to mounting public pressure and terrible headlines. He
 pledged a huge increase in NHS funding, doing so to bounce Brown into making a larger commitment than the Chancellor intended.
 ‘You’ve stolen my fucking Budget!’ raged Brown when he confronted Blair. He was most infuriated because the other man was
 going to rob him of the credit for an increase.65

Many of his closest counsellors cautioned Tony Blair that he would never control his destiny until he dealt with the rival
 government across the road at the Treasury. So long as Brown remained there, gripping the rest of Whitehall with his power
 over money and jealously guarding the economic tests for membership of the euro, he wielded a veto over Blair’s ambitions.

In the run-up to the 2001 election and its immediate aftermath, the option of moving Brown was debated deep within the Blair
 circle. Cherie, Anji Hunter, Sally Morgan and Jonathan Powell were most vehemently of the opinion that it had to be done.
 The Chief of Staff so often argued within Number 10 for the removal of Brown that Powell likened himself to Cato, the Roman
 who went to the Senate every day to cry: ‘Carthage must be destroyed!’66 Peter Mandelson, too, argued for dealing with the Chancellor, though he was warier of the consequences of Brown quitting
 and marauding from the backbenches.

Blair seriously contemplated trying to persuade him to go to the Foreign Office, the only alternative job with sufficient
 status that Brown might conceivably have accepted. ‘He nearly did it,’ says Sally Morgan and other close allies agree. ‘In
 the end, he wouldn’t.’67 The Prime Minister backed off partly because of a residual sense of obligation to the other man and a continuing dependency
 on his talents. Even Powell acknowledged that ‘it wasn’t obvious who would fill his shoes.’68 Most of all, Blair was actuated by fear of the havoc that Brown could wreak in insurrectionist exile on the backbenches.

‘I know that sacking Gordon Brown was discussed, but each time it was discussed they realised that it would be Armageddon
 in the Labour Party,’ says Robert Harris, who was intermittently close to Blair as well as being a very good friend of Mandelson.
 ‘At the last moment, he always swerved away.’69

It was hard to cut down Brown’s power precisely because he had acquired so much of it. The Chancellor’s approval ratings were
 hugely positive. He was receiving a largely adulatory press. Blair would often excuse his hesitancy about striking by saying
 that it would have been ‘impossible to explain’ to the Labour Party why he was moving such a successful Chancellor.70

The spring of 2001, after Labour had just been re-elected by another landslide and before Blair became overwhelmed by the
 consequences of 9/11, was his one clear opportunity to deal decisively with Brown. He would subsequently have many reasons
 to regret that he did not take it.

Yet being confirmed as Chancellor did not satisfy Gordon Brown. He too felt the first term was one of frustrating under-achievement.
 For all the vast power he had accumulated and all the praise he earned, Brown was nagged by a dissatisfaction even greater
 than that which gnawed at Blair. From the moment they won that second victory, Brown started to pound at the door of Blair’s
 den with demands for a date for the handover of the premiership. ‘Ever since then, it was continuous,’ says Barry Cox.71

Both men began New Labour’s second act in government determined that it would be radically different to the first. Blair thought
 he now knew what to do with the premiership; Brown expected to seize the crown. The second term would indeed be very different
 to the first. Yet it would not be for reasons that either Blair or Brown, or anyone else, had envisaged.


2. A Cloudless Day

The noise from above was growing louder and the President was increasingly spooked. George Bush went to the window at Chequers
 and anxiously scanned the horizon, trying to spot where the aircraft was coming from. It ‘sounded like a lawnmower in the
 sky’, perhaps a microlite, and ‘it kept getting louder and louder and louder.’ The Secret Service detail with the President
 became jumpy. So did their British counterparts. Accustomed to the protection of the no-fly zone around the White House, Bush
 became even more agitated when he saw that the plane was now flying over the fields and aimed straight at the Prime Minister’s
 country house.

‘How did they get in?’ Bush demanded. ‘How did they get over the security? How did they get close to the building?’1 Then the errant aircraft buzzed past and away.

There was one other discordant episode during George Bush’s sleep-over at Chequers in July 2001. Tony Blair, hoping to keep
 things relaxed with his American visitor, had his older children join them for an informal dinner. Euan was there with his
 close schoolfriend, James Dove. The teenagers raised the subject of the death penalty, which Bush had applied with enthusiasm
 as Governor of Texas. Cherie liked an argument and joined this one with gusto, challenging the President to justify execution
 by telling him that it was morally wrong and you couldn’t put right a mistake. ‘Well, that’s not the way it is in America,’
 shrugged Bush. ‘We take the eye-for-an-eye view.’2 Bush didn’t seem to mind being challenged. His wife Laura was also much more liberal than him. The person who did look uncomfortable
 was the Prime Minister, who was anxious for this not to turn into the dinner party from hell. Bush’s plans for a missile shield
 also came up. The argumentative Cherie suggested that ‘the real danger’ was not from a missile strike by Russia but a terrorist
 attack. That suggestion left Bush bemused.3

Blair was fretful before and during the visit that it should be as smooth as possible. This was only the second time the two
 leaders had met and they were still at the delicate getting-to-know-you stage of their relationship. It was in the hope that it would deepen the bond
 between them that the Prime Minister had invited the President and his wife to stop over at Chequers on their way to the G8
 Summit in Italy. The American party was surprised to find that the Prime Minister’s rural retreat was quite different to Camp
 David, the President’s compound in Maryland where they had first met in February. ‘There were not separate cabins, we stayed
 in their home.’ The Bushes ate breakfast at the kitchen table with the Blairs and their youngest son, Leo. ‘We felt welcomed.
 It was a very warm environment for us to be in and we could hear the pitter-patter of feet early in the morning and late at
 night. The President felt like he was part of the family.’4 Blair thought he was beginning ‘to make a connection’ with the Republican.5 When the Bushes left Chequers, the earlier security scare had faded from memory. No-one gave any more thought to the idea
 of aircraft crashing into famous buildings.

At lunchtime in Britain on Tuesday, 11 September 2001, the skies were clear and the weather was bright. Tony Blair was in
 Brighton, a seafront city he had visited many times before to make speeches. He was preparing to deliver his first significant
 address of the autumn political season, ‘a quite tricky speech’6 which was making him ‘pretty tense’.7 His audience was the assembled trades unionists of the TUC, a body which liked him no more than he cared for them. There
 was a bit of crackle in the atmosphere: the unions were angry about Blair’s plans to increase the use of private operators
 in the NHS. The Prime Minister planned to give a hard slap to John Edmonds of the GMB. That curmudgeonly old walrus was calling
 Blair ‘a privatisation freak’. Some in the media were trying to build this up as his first trial of strength since Labour’s
 re-election in June. It was not, though, exactly news that he and the unions didn’t see the world the same way.

The Prime Minister and his entourage were camped in the usual state of mild chaos in a suite on the seventh floor of the Grand
 Hotel looking out over the seafront. The suite was divided into a large lounge area and a smaller bedroom which were connected
 by a short staircase. While his staff sat in the lounge, half paying attention to the television on which Sky News was trailing
 his speech, Blair worked in the bedroom giving a final polish to the text. As was his habit, he was still fiddling with it
 right up to deadline. As was also his habit, he was munching on a banana.

For all his rhetoric about creating a modern Britain, Blair never got comfortable with technology. He preferred to write his
 speeches with a pen in longhand, just as Gladstone might have done. As he scribbled last-minute amendments to the script,
 they were collected from the bedroom and taken down to the lounge to be typed into the text. Suddenly, at a quarter to two, Sky abruptly switched its coverage to New York,
 where it was a quarter to nine in the morning.

The lounge television was now broadcasting pictures of a massive gash in the North Tower of the World Trade Center. The wounded
 citadel of finance was on fire and belching grey smoke. ‘Oh my God,’ cried Anji Hunter, the personal aide who had known Blair
 for even longer than his wife. Like people all around Britain and the rest of the world, the Prime Minister’s staff and police
 bodyguards were transfixed by the images coming from Manhattan.

‘I was just looking up and saw a plane go into one of the Twin Towers, and just thought, it was some dreadful accident like
 most people.’8

‘It wasn’t at all clear to us that it was terrorism.’9

Working away upstairs, the Prime Minister was not even watching. His Political Secretary, Robert Hill, nipped up the short
 set of stairs to the bedroom to tell him. ‘God,’ said Blair. ‘That’s dreadful.’10

The Prime Minister said it quite levelly, in the way that he often responded to news that was slightly astonishing or mildly
 shocking. After a brief conversation with Alastair Campbell about whether he should refer to the event in front of the TUC,
 Blair put it out of his mind and asked to be left alone so he could start psyching himself up for his difficult speech. He
 paced the small bedroom, he patted his hair, he toyed with his tie in the mirror, he twitched at his cuffs, the little rituals
 he always performed to ‘get in the zone’ for delivering a major speech.11 Downstairs, Campbell was on the phone to Adam Boulton, the Political Editor of Sky. The Prime Minister’s chief propagandist
 cracked a characteristically black joke: ‘I just knew you guys would set fire to some building in America when you’ve got
 an important speech by Tony to cover.’12

At just after two in Brighton – just after nine in Manhattan – United Airlines Flight 175, the second plane, plunged into
 the South Tower. The room instantly sensed, as did anyone else watching that day, that they were no longer looking at a freak
 crash.

Robert Hill rushed back up the flight of stairs to alert Blair. ‘What is it?’ he said to his Political Secretary, irritated
 to have his pre-speech rituals interrupted. ‘I said I wanted to be left alone.’ ‘A second plane,’ replied Hill.13 Now Blair did come down the stairs to look at the atrocious scenes being broadcast from Manhattan. ‘Get Alastair back,’ he
 said. Campbell had already gone over to the conference centre. There was a frenzy of phone calls between Brighton and London.
 Campbell was rung by Tom Kelly, one of his deputies, who was back at Number 10. ‘Don’t worry, we’ve seen it,’ Campbell told
 Kelly. Everyone had ‘the same thought. One is an accident, two isn’t.’14 One of the Downing Street secretaries, known as the ‘Garden Girls’ because their room in Number 10 overlooks the back garden,
 was typing up Blair’s speech. She turned to Anji Hunter and asked: ‘Is there any point going on with this?’15 There was not. After the second plane struck, Blair and his aides rapidly agreed ‘that there was no question he had to abandon
 the speech and get back to London’.16

The Cabinet Secretary was lunching at Gran Paradiso, his favourite London restaurant. Sir Richard Wilson heard about the first
 plane from his driver, Gary. ‘I bet that’s some amateur,’ remarked Sir Richard as he got into the back of his limousine. As
 they set off back to Number 10, he learnt about the second plane from the car radio. Jeremy Heywood, the Principal Private
 Secretary, rang as Wilson’s car was rounding Parliament Square. ‘We’ve been told that the White House is evacuating,’ reported
 Heywood. ‘Should we be evacuating?’ ‘If you evacuate, where would you evacuate to?’ responded Wilson. He had a mental image
 of the entire staff of Number 10 and the Cabinet Office standing in the street clutching their laptops and mobiles looking
 lost. ‘I think it is a good rule not to evacuate unless you have an idea where you are going to evacuate to,’ Wilson drily
 told Heywood.17

Jonathan Powell, the Prime Minister’s Chief of Staff, didn’t believe the official who ran in to tell him another plane had
 gone into the towers. ‘Don’t be silly – they’re just repeating pictures of the first plane,’ scoffed Powell. ‘It really is
 a second plane,’ insisted the official. ‘Oh, fuck,’ said Powell.18

He and Wilson made a conference call to Blair in Brighton. ‘This looks bad from here,’ they told him. ‘You’d better come back.’
 ‘Yes,’ Blair replied. ‘I’m coming back.’ He added: ‘Do you know how the Americans are reacting?’19 No-one did.

After a rapid debate with Campbell, Hill and Hunter, Blair agreed that he could not now possibly deliver the intended speech
 about public service reform, one of the more minor casualties of that seismic day. At just after 2.30 p.m., the Prime Minister
 left for the Brighton conference centre. Though the Grand Hotel is right next door, the protection squad insisted that he
 was driven the short distance between the buildings. At 2.39 p.m. in Brighton, 9.39 a.m. in Washington, American Airlines
 Flight 77, the third plane, smashed into the west wall of the Pentagon. In the very short time available, Blair and Campbell
 had been exchanging thoughts about what the Prime Minister should say.20

At one minute to three in Brighton, one minute to ten in New York, the global television audience watched the collapse of
 the shattered South Tower, which engulfed lower Manhattan in a deathly blanket of smoke and debris. 

Moments later, Blair delivered his hurriedly prepared lines about the atrocities. ‘There have been the most terrible, shocking
 events in the United States of America in the last hours,’ he told the delegates, many of whom were only fuzzily aware of
 what was unfolding in New York and Washington.

 
This mass terrorism is the new evil in our world today. It is perpetrated by fanatics who are utterly indifferent to the sanctity
 of human life and we, the democracies of this world, are going to have to come together to fight it together and eradicate
 this evil completely from our world. I know that you would want to join with me in offering our deepest sympathy to the American
 people, and our absolute shock and outrage at what has happened.21



These were not words that he had any time to polish. This was pure reflex reaction to the moment on which his premiership
 would pivot. It was telling that his instinctive response was to reach for biblical language and frame what had just happened
 as a contest between good and evil.

The delegates rose to applaud, a rare occasion when the TUC gave him a standing ovation. Then Blair rushed off the stage and
 into his armour-plated Daimler to be sped to Brighton station. The train was ‘simply the fastest way to get him back to London’.22

While they awaited his return, back at Number 10 there was a frenzy to assemble a crisis meeting of key ministers and officials.
 Many of the crucial figures were scattered all over the country and beyond. The Home Secretary, David Blunkett, was on a train
 in the Midlands and first learnt about the attacks from a phone call from one of his sons.23 Blair’s senior adviser on foreign policy, Sir David Manning, was aboard a plane over Staten Island from where he observed
 the black smoke and at first assumed it had to be coming from a power station.24 The head of the armed forces, Admiral Sir Michael Boyce, was in Europe.25 The Commander-in-Chief of the British army, General Sir Mike Jackson, was on an exercise in Canada.26 Jack Straw was in his room at the Foreign Office holding a meeting about troop deployments in the Balkans with Geoff Hoon,
 the Defence Secretary. They ‘sat transfixed as we saw the first plane go into the Twin Towers and then saw the second one
 and realised that this was the world’s biggest ever terrorist outrage’. Straw said to the others: ‘This is going to change
 the world’, which was no less true for being said by so many people that it soon passed into cliché.27 The Director-General of MI5, Sir Stephen Lander, was at his headquarters in Thames House holding a meeting about ‘critical
 infrastructure protection’.28

The instant cause of understandable panic was the fear that if terrorists could strike at the Twin Towers and the Pentagon,
 then they might have a design to do the same to iconic British landmarks. Buckingham Palace, Canary Wharf and the House of Commons – the respective citadels of Britain’s monarchy, money and democracy – were the obvious
 targets. ‘Was London about to be attacked?’ the Cabinet Secretary asked himself. ‘My obsession was with protecting London.
 No-one knew what was happening.’29 One of the first calls he made was to Stephen Byers, the Transport Secretary. He ordered an air-exclusion zone over the centre
 of the capital. His Cabinet career had left Byers progressively more disillusioned about the power of ministers to achieve
 anything much. So he was pleasantly surprised to find that, on this occasion, his instructions were so swiftly executed that
 within twenty minutes there were no longer any planes to be seen from his window.30

Contingency planning had been exposed as pitifully inadequate during the first term. There was no plan to deal with the fuel
 protests when they erupted in the autumn of 2000, nor to manage the foot and mouth outbreak in the spring of 2001. As a result
 of those earlier failures, a Civil Contingencies Unit had been established to handle large-scale disasters. Wilson tried to
 activate the new unit now, only to discover that its staff were hundreds of miles away on a ‘bonding’ session in Easingwold
 in Yorkshire.31 Also absent were all the officials of the Overseas and Defence Secretariat of the Cabinet Office. They were en route to a
 meeting at the headquarters of the SAS in Herefordshire and had taken all the keys to their offices with them. The head of
 MI6, Sir Richard Dearlove, was not in town either. A new telephone system had been installed at the Cabinet Office the previous
 weekend. To compound the chaos, ‘it went down.’32 Had terrorists or a foreign power planned an attack on Britain, there would rarely have been a better time to strike than
 on 9/11.

Boarded on a train back from Brighton, Blair’s Special Branch protection squad created a makeshift area for the Prime Minister
 and his aides by sealing off part of a carriage with police ‘scene of crime’ tape. Blair tried to have phone conversations
 with colleagues only to be cut off when the train rattled through tunnels, a problem which repeatedly thwarted attempts to
 have sensible communication with London. Robert Hill passed on what news he could glean from the intermittent reception he
 was getting from a small radio he was listening to on an earpiece. The Prime Minister was subdued and pensive, spending long
 stretches of the journey staring out of the window with ‘that faraway look in his eyes’33 that those who knew him well had often seen at times of high stress. ‘The full weight of it – the implications of it – were
 sinking in. He was chewing it over in his mind.’34 The Prime Minister said to the others: ‘This will change everything.’ One of his staff concluded: ‘Tony Blair intuited within
 half an hour that this was a historic turning point and America would be transformed for ever by the experience of such a huge attack on its soil.’35

He asked for a pad so he could try to make sense of his thoughts about what had just happened and write down a list of the
 priority issues to address when he got back to Downing Street. He was increasingly apprehensive about the American response
 to what he knew they would treat as a military attack. ‘How are the Americans reacting?’ he again asked, but no-one with him
 could provide an answer. ‘What’s happened to Bush?’ he fretted and variations like ‘Where’s Bush?’36 He wasn’t alone in asking that question.

As the hijacked planes converged on New York and Washington, George Bush was on his way to a photo opportunity at an elementary
 school in Florida. ‘It was a cloudless day’ and his Chief of Staff, Andy Card, told the President that it was going to be
 ‘an easy day’ as well: just talking to the children, parents and teachers. Bush was about to go into a classroom when Karl
 Rove, one of his most senior advisers, told the President that a small twin-engine prop plane had crashed into one of the
 towers. To Card and Rove, the President remarked: ‘The pilot must have had a heart attack.’37

Bush was already in the classroom when his officials learnt that it was not a light aircraft, but a commercial airliner. The
 photo op proceeded anyway. The TV cameras started to record the Commander-in-Chief reading to the children from The Pet Goat.

Card came into the classroom. He answered the inquisitive look on the faces of the reporters in the press pool by mouthing:
 ‘Two planes.’

The cameras were therefore able to capture the moment, though not the words, when his Chief of Staff went up to the President,
 bent over and whispered into his right ear: ‘A second plane hit the second tower. America is under attack.’38 Then Card deliberately stood back so Bush could not ask any questions while the cameras were trained on him.

At a loss what to do, Bush looked bewildered and frozen, an image that would be repeatedly used to ridicule him, notably in
 Michael Moore’s antiwar film, Fahrenheit 9/11. That lampooning would make him the more determined to later prove his machismo, to take the ‘eye-for-an-eye’ that he had
 spoken about at Chequers two months earlier.

Shortly afterwards, Bush abandoned the classroom to deliver a rushed and jarring statement. ‘Today we’ve had a national tragedy,’
 he said in a tone less assured than a local TV newsreader making his first broadcast. ‘Terrorism against our nation will not
 stand.’ He would be ordering ‘a full-scale investigation to hunt down and to find those folks who committed this act’.39

‘Folks’ was a strangely homely description of terrorists who had just perpetrated a mass murder which would be compared with ‘the day of infamy’ when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941.

These unconvincing and unnerving words were the last that the world would hear from the President for several long hours as
 he was rushed to Sarasota airport and bundled aboard Air Force One. The presidential plane took off to circle the skies until
 it was clearer whether the attacks were over or this was just a beginning. At just after ten o’clock in America came the news
 that a fourth plane, United Flight 93, inbound to Washington, was not responding to air traffic control. In terror that the
 White House and the Capitol were the next targets, there was absolute chaos around the American President. While he circled
 the skies, most of the White House staff were evacuated. The Vice-President and the Secretary of State were locked in the
 high-security bunker underneath the East Wing. America was left with no visible leadership. The President and his number two
 were having difficulty communicating with each other, never mind the rest of the world.40

At just before five in the afternoon in Britain, the commuter train carrying the Prime Minister pulled into Victoria station.
 He was hurtled back to Downing Street accompanied by a wail of police outriders. Watching from the doorstep of Number 12,
 one of his staff was struck by Blair’s profile as he strode through the front door of Number 10. ‘This was not someone floored
 by what had just happened. It was someone who had half expected something like this. By the time he got to Downing Street
 he had analysed the consequences. That was why he was able to respond with such certainty and such strategic sense.’41 The Cabinet Secretary agrees: ‘The moment he was in the building you could see that he regarded this event as of enormous
 significance.’42 Wilson checked whether the Prime Minister was content with the protective measures that the Cabinet Secretary had ordered
 in his absence. ‘Sure, sure,’ said Blair, a little impatiently. ‘Fine.’ He went straight into his small den accompanied by
 Wilson, Campbell and Powell. They were joined by Stephen Lander and John Scarlett, recently appointed as the chairman of the
 Joint Intelligence Committee, which collates the work of the intelligence agencies and GCHQ. ‘Blair comes alive when something
 exciting and dramatic is going on. The adrenalin was running. He was very focused, very alert.’43 The Prime Minister addressed the group in the den. ‘Who did this?’ he demanded. Lander of MI5 spoke: ‘This is not my territory
 particularly,’ he said. ‘But it’s got the whiff of al-Qaeda. I think people will be pointing the finger at al-Qaeda.’ Scarlett
 broadly agreed that was most probable. The intelligence chiefs talked about previous al-Qaeda attacks in Africa and the Middle
 East, and how they were being harboured by the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. Blair looked fuzzy at the mention of Osama bin Laden’s terrorist network. Turning to
 Lander, he asked: ‘Did I know about this?’ ‘JIC has been reporting about this. It was in the red book,’ replied Lander, who
 knew Blair well enough to be direct with him. ‘Perhaps you haven’t read them.’ Blair shrugged: ‘Fair enough.’44 One of the non-intelligence officials present comments: ‘I don’t think Blair knew much about al-Qaeda at this point. It was
 clear to me that he hadn’t taken in earlier warnings.’45

Jonathan Powell insists that Blair was already ‘slightly obsessive’ about al-Qaeda before 9/11, but agrees ‘we hadn’t focused
 on the Taliban at all.’46 Powell sent one of the duty clerks out to the Waterstone’s bookshop on the corner of Trafalgar Square to buy every book he
 could find on Afghanistan and al-Qaeda.47

Blair would later tell me: ‘September 11th was for me a revelation. They killed 3,000, which was a lot. But if they could
 have killed 30,000, they would have.’48

He was again asking: ‘What are the Americans doing?’ and ‘Where’s Bush? How will he react?’ Lander offered the opinion that
 there would be massive pressure on the President to retaliate against Afghanistan for harbouring al-Qaeda bases. The Americans
 might also have their sights on Iran, Iraq and Libya. Blair agreed that there was a big risk that Bush would feel compelled
 to lash out. He continued to fret about the whereabouts of the invisible President. In the words of one aide: ‘We were all
 thinking: where the fuck are they?’49

It was now approaching 5.30 p.m. Blair went down to the basement to chair a meeting of COBRA, the viperish acronymn for Cabinet
 Office Briefing Room A, Downing Street’s cheaper version of the White House situation room. Some sixty people were crowded
 into the windowless basement room. Ministers and officials had rushed there, invited or not, of their own accord. ‘Some Cabinet
 ministers just turned up.’50 People stood against the walls.

‘This is really big,’ Blair told the meeting, rather redundantly. ‘This is going to have a huge impact on America.’

Various Cabinet members reported on the action they were taking to protect Britain. Geoff Hoon worried some in the room with
 a ‘gung-ho’ declaration that the armed forces were ready for action. Gordon Brown was typically anxious about the impact on
 the economy, fretting that the evacuation of Canary Wharf and the closure of the Stock Exchange would send out a ‘bad signal’.
 Jack Straw told them that he had just come off the phone with Colin Powell, the US Secretary of State. The Americans were
 already certain that the atrocities were the work of al-Qaeda.51

One of the military reported that they had two fighter planes up patrolling the skies over London. ‘I’m worried,’ said the
 Cabinet Secretary to the Prime Minister. ‘If we do get an aircraft flying towards London, who takes the decision to shoot
 it down?’ Blair frowned and suggested that it wouldn’t be him. ‘He clearly didn’t want to be thinking about that.’52 Hoon seemed to some colleagues also reluctant to be given the responsibility for giving the order to shoot down a passenger
 jet. ‘It ended up that the poor bloody fighter pilot would have to take the decision.’53

Only later were proper rules of engagement agreed and it fell to Hoon to decide whether or not to shoot down a plane during
 a scare seven months afterwards.54

According to many present, there was an air of barely suppressed terror in the basement room. ‘There was the most intense
 anxiety that the attacks could continue and it would lead to a meltdown across the world.’55

The meetings inside Number 10 were interrupted to allow the Prime Minister to make a statement for the six o’clock news. As
 was ever the case with Blair, he was a master at camouflaging his own anxieties in order to present a face of calm and control
 to the public. ‘It is hard even to contemplate the utter carnage and terror which has engulfed so many innocent people,’ he
 said. ‘As for those that carried out these attacks, there are no adequate words of condemnation.’ He located some words of
 condemnation nevertheless. ‘Their barbarism will stand as their shame for all eternity.’ After listing the security measures
 that were being taken in Britain, he returned to his central theme, one which would now dominate the rest of his second term:

 
This is not a battle between the United States of America and terrorism, but between the free and democratic world and terrorism.
 We, therefore, here in Britain stand shoulder to shoulder with our American friends in this hour of tragedy, and we, like
 them, will not rest until this evil is driven from our world.56



Across the world, leaders expressed their solidarity with the United States. But Blair stood out in crucial respects. One
 was his clarity and conviction. ‘As with all his best statements, he had written it himself.’57 Another was the way in which he went much further than simply offering sympathy with the United States. He was already embracing
 America’s crisis as his crisis. When he showed the statement to his staff beforehand, there was ‘a question over the shoulder-to-shoulder
 remark’. Campbell was worried that it might be seen as too ‘poodling’ to America. Blair rejected that advice. ‘He was very
 clear that he wanted to send an unambiguous message because that was the way to make sure that his voice was heard in the
 White House.’ One thing Blair already understood about Bush was the premium the President put on loyalty. ‘Blair thought any quiver of equivocation would be misinterpreted. That was his consistent stance throughout.’58

This would make him an instant hero in the United States; not least because he gave much more eloquent voice to the shock
 and horror of this moment, and offered far more reassurance that it could be overcome, than America’s own leader who was still
 on his zig-zagging aerial tour. Bush had just delivered up another stumbling statement to the cameras, this time from an air
 force base in Louisiana.

Blair was becoming more anxious about how the wounded Prometheus might react. Again he was asking: ‘What will the Americans
 do?’

The consequences of 9/11 would entwine the fates of Blair and Bush, defining a presidency and a premiership which were both
 utterly changed by this event. What people usually forgot, if they had ever known it, was that they did not start off at all
 close.

Much of the world believed that George Bush stole the 2000 American election from Al Gore, the Democratic Vice-President.
 That belief ran especially deep and angry in the Labour Party. The Prime Minister’s personal pollster, Stan Greenberg, worked
 for the Gore campaign and there was no-one in the Labour Party who was not rooting for the Democrat. Blair tried to assist
 Gore’s chances by inviting him to make a status-boosting visit to Number 10 during the campaign. ‘The expectation had been
 that Al Gore would win.’59 Blair was looking forward to working with Gore, hoping it would be a continuation of his relationship with Bill Clinton but
 without all the embarrassing bits. When the British ambassador in Washington, Christopher Meyer, sent a cautionary note that
 Bush should ‘not be under-estimated’ and might win the election ‘this was very unwelcome news in Number 10.’60 They were stunned when the Supreme Court of the United States, with the assistance of the notorious hanging chads in Florida,
 tipped the White House to the Republican from Texas.

‘Our hearts sank when the result was finally ratified,’ says Cherie.61 Blair ‘just could not imagine that Al Gore was not going to be elected which is why it was such a shock’.62 Soon after, Greenberg came to visit the Prime Minister in the Blairs’ flat above Downing Street. ‘Stan, if you had done your
 job, I wouldn’t have to deal with this problem,’ complained Blair. The problem being ‘how to build a relationship’ with this
 very right-wing President.63

Blair was worried about Bush’s lack of experience in international affairs. The worst crisis he had ever faced as Governor
 of Texas was comforting families who had lost their homes in a flood. ‘No-one needs to tell me what to believe,’ Bush had
 said on the campaign trail. ‘But I do need somebody to tell me where Kosovo is.’64 The Kosovo conflict had been Blair’s most significant moment on the world stage in his first term and the new President couldn’t
 even find it on a map. There was more apprehension when Colin Powell, the new Secretary of State, only referred to Britain
 once in his confirmation hearings before the Senate. Meyer had done his best to cultivate relationships with the Bush team.
 Karl Rove, Bush’s senior political strategist, sent both encouragement and a warning via Meyer: ‘You’re going to start with
 a blank sheet of paper. By your works shall ye be known.’65

The new President was acutely aware that there was no love for him in Britain’s Labour government. Blair and Clinton had their
 combustions, but they were soulmates of the Third Way. On the campaign trail, Bush expressed contempt for the internationalist,
 centrist politics which were exemplified by both Clinton and Blair. During the Lewinsky Affair, Blair flew to Washington and
 stood by the scandal-stained Clinton when no-one else, Hillary included, would. ‘Blair was a Friend of Bill, a FOB as they
 used to say,’ says William Cohen, a member of Clinton’s Cabinet. ‘Anyone who had dealt with President Clinton, the Bush administration
 was wary of.’66

Before Bush’s election, he and Blair had never met nor even spoken to one another. On a host of issues, Bush looked like trouble.
 While Blair was becoming increasingly possessed by the need to take action on climate change, Bush didn’t look like he’d be
 convinced that there was a threat from global warming until the Great Lakes dried up. One of his most senior officials says:

 
When President Bush came to office, he was sceptical that Tony Blair would embrace him. Prime Minister Blair was seen as very
 close to Bill Clinton and they shared a party base. And so the President was concerned that they might have a professional
 relationship, but it would be very hard to have a personal relationship.67



Bush might have been even more wary had he known where Blair was when they had their first phone conversation. He was at Warwick
 University to see Bill Clinton deliver a valedictory speech.

That first call was not much of an icebreaker. On one account ‘it was the standard stuff about the special relationship and
 the importance of working together. They didn’t really get into substance at all.’68 On another account: ‘It basically consisted of Bush talking about various places in Scotland where he’d got pissed when he
 was young and asking Tony whether he knew them and Tony not really knowing what to say.’69

After Bush’s inauguration, the race to be the first European leader to get to the White House was won by Jacques Chirac, the
 President of France. Though this did not turn out to be a reliable indicator of the future pattern of relationships, Blair was highly annoyed at
 the time.

Many voices, including those of the American Stan Greenberg, were telling him that ‘the Bush White House is pretty black and
 white. They wanted people to know that they didn’t like shades of grey.’ You were either his loyal ally or you were nothing
 to him. Precisely because he feared being regarded as hostile, Blair tried extra hard and ‘decided that a close embrace’ was
 imperative for both his and Britain’s interests.70 One of the people urging that course on him was, paradoxically, Bill Clinton. At the end of his presidency he came to Chequers
 for a farewell stay. Clinton counselled Blair on how he should approach Bush. ‘Hug him close’ and ‘make him your friend.’
 Confirming that he had offered this advice, Clinton later explained to me: ‘I told Tony to get close to Bush because that
 was the way to have influence with him.’71

This was advice for which Blair had open ears. It had been an orthodoxy of British foreign policy since the Suez Crisis of
 1956, when Anthony Eden’s premiership was broken by President Eisenhower’s opposition to the Anglo-French invasion of the
 canal, that there should never be a rupture in what the British liked to regard as the ‘Special Relationship’. Though he saw
 himself as a moderniser, Blair was an absolute traditionalist in this respect. Giving a toast at a White House dinner in 1998
 when Clinton was President, the Prime Minister quoted the biblical remarks of Harry Hopkins, FDR’s envoy to Churchill, at
 a wartime dinner: ‘Whither thou goest I will go, and whither thou lodgest I will lodge. Thy people shall be my people, and
 thy God my God.’72

Even Robin Cook marked Bush’s inauguration in January 2001 by declaring that the ‘uniquely warm relationship’ between Britain
 and America would ‘renew and deepen’, prose so purple that it suggested an alternative career for the then Foreign Secretary
 as an author of romantic fiction.

Blair also saw a domestic imperative to get close to the new President. Always anxious to protect his right flank, he told
 the Cabinet that it was important to show that a Labour government could work as well with a Republican President as it had
 with a Democrat.73

In January 2001, I wrote a column predicting that the Bush presidency would ‘test to destruction’ Blair’s conceit of Britain
 and himself as ‘the bridge’ between Europe and America. ‘The effort of spanning a conservative, unilateralist America and
 a social democrat, collectivist Europe will stretch even Tony Blair’s legendary ability to straddle the mutually incompatible.
 The Atlantic will be a bridge too far.’74 The next time I saw him, Blair spent most of the conversation trying to convince me that this was utterly mistaken. It made
 the role he saw for himself, as the bridge across the Atlantic, all the more essential.75 He told Jack Straw that ‘regardless of whether we agreed or disagreed with particular administration policies, it was crucial
 that we stayed close to the United States wherever possible.’76 The alliance with America was ‘fundamental’, believed Blair.77

Before Meyer took up his position in Washington, he went into Number 10 for a briefing with Jonathan Powell. As they sat in
 one of the grand rooms on the first floor, Powell said, in the typically blokeish way of Blair’s Downing Street: ‘Basically,
 Christopher, what we want you to do is get up the arse of the White House and stay there.’78

The frost in the relationship began to thaw in early 2001 when an American spy plane was shot down over China. Blair had been
 anxious about how little communication there was from the new White House. The silence was suddenly broken when the Americans
 asked Number 10 for advice on how to handle the regime in Beijing, who were screaming foul about the spy plane incident. The
 rationale for this seemed to be that the British, with their long history in Hong Kong, might have extra insight into the
 working of Chinese minds. China experts from the Foreign Office were rushed over to Downing Street to furnish Blair with useful
 advice for Bush.79

There was still a lot of nervousness about the relationship in February when Blair crossed the Atlantic for his first face-to-face
 encounter with the new President. After landing at Andrews Air Force Base, the Prime Minister, his wife and officials were
 flown down to Camp David in a couple of helicopters from the presidential air armada. At the end of the forty-five-minute
 journey, they began to descend on to the pad at Camp David. They looked out of the window to see George and Laura Bush waiting
 to greet them. Cherie groaned: ‘I don’t expect they are looking forward to this any more than we are.’ Her husband looked
 pained, but said nothing. Christopher Meyer, whose stomach was already knotted with nerves about how this meeting was going
 to work out, watched this from his nearby seat and thought to himself: ‘Jesus Christ, this is going to be a disaster.’80

Unknown to the British party, Cherie was not far wrong: Bush was also nervous before his first encounter with Blair. ‘He was
 sceptical that Tony Blair would embrace him. He was concerned that it would be very hard to have a personal relationship,’
 says his Chief of Staff.

He was nervous about meeting Tony Blair and finding out whether or not there would be a dialogue of trust or one of scepticism.
 When they first met, I had the same feeling from Tony Blair, that he was nervous about the relationship he would have with
 George W. Bush, this Texan former Governor, who had replaced Tony Blair’s friend in the White House.81

The Americans found Cherie ‘stand-offish’, though things warmed up when Laura was around.82

The two leaders and their entourages sat down to lunch in Laurel, the big log cabin in the centre of the rustic compound which
 has the President’s office. As waiters poured iced tea, Bush and Blair sat facing each other across the table. ‘Welcome to
 Camp David, Tony. May I call you Tony? It’s great to have you here,’ opened Bush. Blair, not missing a beat, replied: ‘Well,
 it’s great to be here, George. May I call you George? What shall we talk about?’

The British ambassador began to relax. ‘You sort of knew in the first fifteen to thirty seconds that the chemistry was going
 to be OK.’83

Bush very quickly said: ‘Look, I’m not Bill Clinton, but I like you and we’re gonna work together.’84

He went on to ‘pepper Blair with questions’ about international issues and other world leaders, flattering the British guest
 with interest in his views.85

After lunch, the two men went out for a walk in the woods designed to fake some intimacy for the cameras. Blair was so anxious
 to get this relationship right that he flapped to his aides about what he should wear. Seeing Bush in his presidential bomber
 jacket and casual slacks, Blair changed into a pair of crotch-clutching corduroys so tight that he could not get his hands
 into them when he attempted a casual swagger. They were much mocked. The Prime Minister could at least be relieved that the
 American seemed to want to hug him almost as tightly as his trousers.

In the evening, the Blairs, the Bushes and their staff relaxed in the Camp David cinema. They watched Meet the Parents, a comedy which features a desperate-to-be-liked Ben Stiller as a prospective son-in-law trying to get friendly with Robert
 de Niro, a hard-faced, right-wing CIA man. No-one there seems to have spotted the potential lurking metaphor.

Though many expressed surprise that Blair could so effortlessly switch from buddydom with Clinton to a best pals act with
 Bush, it made sense that both men try to get along. Both were politicians governed more by their intuition and their instincts
 than by ideology. They had other things in common. Both were impatient of formality and ceremony, both believed in God, both
 were talented mimics, both tended to be bored with detail, both came over as easy-going and affable, and in both cases that
 concealed streaks of ruthlessness and cunning. Both were believers in the power of their personal charm to induce others to
 co-operate with them. Cold calculation of their interests gave them another incentive to make the relationship work. For tactical
 reasons at home and strategic ones on the international scene, Blair wanted to get close to the American. Bush was in desperate
 need of a friend in Europe. He would say to Blair: ‘I know they call me the toxic Texan.’86

At the closing news conference, the President remarked: ‘He really put the charm offensive on me.’87 For all the bonhomie, the British thought: ‘Beneath it you got a real sense that if he didn’t get his way he would be, to
 quote himself, a tough son of a bitch.’88

This became known as ‘the Colgate Summit’ because the President uttered one of his famously goofy Bushisms at the closing
 news conference. Asked what the two leaders had found in common, he struggled to articulate an answer and fell back on his
 trademark flippancy: ‘We both use Colgate toothpaste.’ To cover his own bemusement, Blair lightly responded: ‘They are going
 to wonder how you know that, George.’89 Bush’s National Security Adviser, Condoleezza Rice, ‘wondered what the Prime Minister could possibly be thinking, but at
 least he laughed’.90 The banal explanation was that Colgate was the brand provided in all the log cabins at Camp David. A couple of nights in
 Maryland and one sleep-over at Chequers had brought the two men closer by the autumn of 2001, but it could hardly be said
 that they knew each other intimately as they faced the seismic event that was 9/11. When he declared his solidarity with Bush,
 Blair was not standing ‘shoulder to shoulder’ with a leader he knew at all well. He was aligning himself with a man whom he
 had not yet fully fathomed.

By late on the evening of 9/11, the Prime Minister had spoken to other key leaders: Jacques Chirac, Vladimir Putin and Gerhard
 Schröder. What he had not done was what he most wanted to do. He had still not spoken to Bush, now back on board Air Force
 One and headed for another air base, this time in deepest Nebraska. Blair, not yet grasping the degree of chaos and panic
 on the other side of the Atlantic, was increasingly baffled that Bush had not returned to Washington to show that he was in
 charge. ‘There’s something not right,’ he said.91 Not only could they not get the Prime Minister in touch with the President, but Number 10 was finding it impossible to communicate
 with anyone in Washington while the White House was still in lock-down.

Blair was not to know that the Americans feared a threat to Air Force One. His Secret Service told the President that it was
 not safe for him to return to the White House, now largely evacuated and useless. This lack of communication aggravated Blair’s
 anxieties about how the Americans would react to the atrocities. He knew that Bush would face immense pressure to retaliate.
 He worried that a wounded, angry and frightened America might be panicked into an extreme and unilateral response. One reason
 he used the formulation ‘shoulder to shoulder’ was to send a message to America and its President that they were not alone.92

What impressed those working closely with him was that Blair was so quick to grasp that 9/11 was a hinge moment of history.
 In the words of David Manning:

 
He was very quick to understand that something very profound had changed, this wasn’t going to be an isolated act. 9/11 was
 going to change the way we looked at security policy, foreign policy and was going to have a very, very significant impact
 on how the Americans viewed the world too. His sense was that it was extremely important for the international community to
 come together behind the United States and convey this sense of solidarity.93



Alastair Campbell found Blair ‘worried about the advice Bush would be getting’.94 The Prime Minister was scared that the Americans would not be ‘thinking straight’, says Christopher Meyer: ‘Blair’s real
 concern was that there would be a knee-jerk reaction by the Americans in retribution for the attacks and that they would go
 thundering off to Afghanistan and nuke the shite out of the place.’95

That was why he was so agitated about speaking to Bush say his senior staff. ‘He wanted to get in and influence Bush’s thinking
 so that Bush responded in the right way and not the wrong way.’96 A Cabinet minister agrees that he was desperate to ‘stop them doing something silly … stop them being crazy.’97

This was a fear with foundation. When Bush finally overruled his Secret Service and ordered Air Force One to return to Washington,
 he arrived breathing fire. ‘I want you all to understand that we are at war,’ he told a crisis meeting in the White House
 bunker. Donald Rumsfeld, the Defense Secretary, pointed out that international law only allowed the use of force to prevent
 future attacks and not for retribution. ‘No,’ yelled Bush. ‘I don’t care what the international lawyers say, we are going
 to kick some ass.’98

Bush’s intentions remained Blair’s main preoccupation when he woke early the next morning to be briefed about events overnight.
 He learnt that the President had got back to the White House to deliver an address from the Oval Office. It was regarded as
 a poor performance even by Bush’s own speechwriting team, one of whom despaired that it was ‘a doughy pudding of stale metaphors’.99 The one thing clearly telegraphed was an intent to move against the Taliban regime. Bush declared: ‘We will make no distinction
 between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbour them.’100

There had been no further attacks in America and none in Britain or elsewhere in the world. Yet nerves were still stretched
 taut and would remain so for many days after 9/11. ‘We didn’t know what was going to happen next.’ One morning soon afterwards, the whole of Downing
 Street jumped when they heard the growl of a plane coming in the direction of Number 10. ‘It scared the shit out of everybody.’101 This turned out to be a Second World War bomber flying down the Mall as part of a commemorative fly-past. The night of 9/11,
 the lights burnt round the clock at the Foreign Office, Cabinet Office, MI5 and MI6 as they prepared ‘a mountain of paper’
 for Blair about al-Qaeda and likely American responses.102 Satellite photography of Afghanistan was included in the pack, showing the two types of al-Qaeda camps, those where they
 did ‘religious indoctrination’ and those where they did ‘the terrorist boy scout training stuff’.103 Dearlove, Lander and their experts then gave Blair a detailed oral briefing. ‘Blair punched questions at them and they gave
 really on-the-ball answers. He was operating at a high-octane level.’104 Blair was using his lawyer’s skill for absorbing and mastering a brief. ‘Blair was on the ball, unflustered. He was very
 quick to get the main point,’ says one of the intelligence chiefs.105 Foggy about the whole subject less than twenty-four hours before, he was soon rattling off references to ‘OBL’ as if he was
 now the world’s most renowned authority on bin Laden. He told the meeting: ‘We’re going to have to do Afghanistan.’106

At half past twelve, seven thirty in the morning in Washington, the call from the President finally came through. Blair was
 pleased to learn that he was the first foreign leader to speak to Bush. The President told the Prime Minister that he was
 not treating this as an act of terrorism. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘We are at war.’

Blair expressed his outrage about the atrocities and offered his sympathy about the deaths. ‘We stand with you.’ He was building
 up empathy between them before he tried to press his advice about what should be done.

Blair told Bush, not entirely truthfully, that he himself had ‘no concerns’ that America might react wildly. He then revealed
 that he did have precisely such concerns by arguing against instant retaliation.

Bush appeared to be reassuringly calm, replying that he was not going to order a knee-jerk response and ‘just pound sand’.107 He was not going to make Bill Clinton’s mistake when he ineffectually fired cruise missiles into Afghanistan and hit only
 an abandoned terrorist training camp.

On the American side, it was regarded as ‘a very comforting’ and ‘a very important conversation’ that established Blair as
 the most staunch of allies.108 On the British side, there was a feeling that the bond between the two was strengthened.109

Powell wrote up ‘a top-speed note of the phone call’.110 When Wilson suggested to the Prime Minister that he should follow up with a written message to Bush, he was surprised and impressed to learn that Blair had already drafted a memo designed to ‘steer Bush, keep him on
 the rails. The worry was that the Americans would do something stupidly rapidly.’111 In the note, Blair argued for a measured response, focused on al-Qaeda and the Taliban. The regime in Afghanistan should
 be given an ultimatum to give up bin Laden and shut down the terrorist training camps. If they failed to comply, only then
 should they be attacked. Even at this early stage, he was arguing for the publication of a dossier about al-Qaeda and Afghanistan
 to make the case against them to world opinion. He also grabbed the opportunity to argue for re-energising the Middle East
 peace process with the suggestion that this would help to sustain Arab support for action against terrorism. When he saw it,
 the British ambassador in Washington thought the note a ‘first-rate piece of work’.112 It delineated many of the themes which would dominate the years ahead: the imperative for conflict not to be defined as a
 clash of civilisations between Islam and the West, the need to maintain public support, and Blair’s emphasis on creating and
 sustaining an international coalition behind action.

It was already bothering him that the American President did not seem much interested in that. Bush and his advisers regarded
 the Middle East peace process as a marginal concern in their current crisis. He was also cool towards Blair’s idea that an
 emergency summit of the G8 should be called so that they could present a united face against terrorism. Bush was already talking
 about this being a long conflict. 9/11 seized the American with the sense of purpose that his presidency had hitherto lacked.
 Now, as he said to Blair and many others, he felt he had a ‘mission for a presidency’.113 It was a mission to which Blair was already binding himself tight. In doing so, he entirely changed the trajectory of both
 his premiership and New Labour.

The next day, Blair received a briefing at Number 10 from his military commanders. Admiral Sir Michael Boyce, the Chief of
 the Defence Staff, came with the latest intelligence about American intentions which he had managed to glean from conversations
 with General Dick Myers, his counterpart in the United States. Boyce reported that the Americans had started ‘gearing up for
 a response almost instantly’. Their first target was still not decided on. ‘Our worry was that their initial reaction would
 be to whack Iraq.’ That was a prospect that did not at all appeal to the British military, nor, at this stage, to Blair himself.114

Massive grey concrete slabs were hurriedly erected around Parliament like a bodyguard of tombstones and cohorts of armed police
 were mobilised to protect the building when MPs were recalled for an emergency session on Friday, 14 September. The vast majority
 of MPs murmured in agreement with Blair when he condemned the atrocities and, echoing Bush, warned that there would be no toleration of countries that
 harboured terrorists. ‘We have been warned,’ he said. ‘Terrorism has taken on a new and frightening aspect. The people perpetrating
 it wear the ultimate badge of the fanatic: they are prepared to commit suicide in pursuit of their beliefs.’ It also featured
 another consistent theme of the years ahead, and reflected a worry about community relations in Britain, when he said: ‘So-called
 Islamic fundamentalists … do not speak or act for the vast majority of decent law-abiding Muslims throughout the world.’ In
 answer to those already expressing alarm about what the Americans might do, he made a point of praising the United States
 for its restrained response to these ‘hideous and foul’ attacks.

‘They did not lash out. They did not strike first and think afterwards,’ he said, not voicing his own fear that this was precisely
 what the United States might have done – and might yet do.115

Bush was still struggling to give America the leadership that a terrified and scarred nation yearned for. ‘Where are you Mr
 President? New York has a right to know,’ bellowed one of the city’s tabloids about his failure to appear in Manhattan after
 forty-eight hours had passed since the atrocities.116

Blair’s apprehensions were exacerbated when the two men had another phone conversation that day. Though Bush thanked him for
 the memo, and claimed that it ‘mirrored’ his own thinking, Blair put down the phone worried that he was not yet wielding the
 influence he hoped for.

His officials found him troubled afterwards. ‘Tony wanted to get to Bush straight away,’ says Jonathan Powell.117 Alastair Campbell observes that he was frustrated by ‘having stilted phone calls, not knowing who was listening in’118. His most senior civil servant agrees: ‘He was very angsty. He wanted to get there.’119

Blair said to them: ‘I need to see him in a room and look in his eyes.’


3. Shoulder to Shoulder

As the Boeing 747 crossed the Atlantic, Tony Blair was sitting in his favoured seat, right up at the front in A1 in first
 class. A copy of the Koran lay on the table in front of him. He had been interested in the Muslim holy book before 9/11, taking
 it with him on his August holiday in the Lake District and the south of France that year. When he revealed his summer reading
 to Alastair Campbell and Philip Gould, his intimates thought this an illustration of his eccentricities, remarking to each
 other: ‘How very Tony that is … only Tony would read the Koran on holiday.’ Now it seemed ‘eerily prescient’.1 In the days since 9/11, those around him kept hearing Blair quote passages from the Koran, especially those about martyrdom
 guaranteeing a place in heaven. That was the belief they were up against, he warned.

They got to Manhattan in the early afternoon of Thursday, 20 September. There was a service at St Thomas’s, the vast, high-vaulted,
 neo-Gothic Episcopalian church on Fifth Avenue, not far from the still smoking ruins of the annihilated towers. The church
 was absolutely packed for the service for the known victims of the attacks and those that were delicately called ‘missing’.
 Tony Blair sat in the front row with Cherie, Kofi Annan, Bill Clinton and his daughter, Chelsea. Sir Christopher Meyer read
 a message from the Queen, its most beautiful line being the final one: ‘Grief is the price we pay for love.’ The poignant
 phrase was later chiselled into the stonework of the church.

Blair read from Thornton Wilder’s The Bridge of San Luis Rey. He also brought some words of his own. ‘After the terrible events of last week, there is still shock and disbelief. There
 is anger, there is fear, but there is also, throughout the world, a profound sense of solidarity, there is courage, there
 is a surging of the human spirit.’2

After the service, he offered some further words of solidarity, comparing the atrocities to Hitler’s Blitz on London: ‘As
 you stood by us in those days, we stand side by side with you now,’ he told America.3 This was not entirely accurate history: the United States joined the Second World War after the Blitz. The sentiment was appreciated all the same. Every leader in the world of any significance was saying similar things
 in the days after the attacks. The French proclaimed that ‘we are all American.’4 Vladimir Putin of Russia, believing that signing up to a ‘war against terror’ would legitimise his brutal campaign against
 the rebels in Chechnya, was declaring his solidarity. Even the leaders of Iran expressed sympathy and horror. More importantly,
 they made secret offers of practical assistance in dealing with the Taliban regime in Afghanistan.5

There was nevertheless a unique quality to Blair’s response to 9/11. This was in part simply because his public performances
 were so masterly. The Washington Post opined that he and Rudolph Giuliani, the Mayor of New York, were the two political figures ‘who broke through the world’s
 stunned disbelief’.6

There were other distinctions that proved critical in sending him down the road to war in Afghanistan and then in Iraq. From
 the start, he treated this as much more than a terrible attack on a close ally. He viewed it as a defining event in world
 history which delineated a new threat. ‘The world now knows the full evil and capability of international terrorism which
 menaces the whole of the democratic world. To commit acts of this nature requires a fanaticism and wickedness that is beyond
 our normal contemplation,’ he said in one of the welter of speeches and statements he made in the days after the attacks.7 He emphasised it as a direct attack on Britain because of the high number of British casualties. At a news conference he
 gave just before he flew to New York, he called it ‘the worst terrorist atrocity since the war perpetrated against British
 citizens’.8 He went further than any other leader in making Bush’s ‘war on terror’ his war, telling MPs: ‘Murder of British people in
 New York is no different in nature from their murder in the heart of Britain itself. We have not just an interest but an obligation
 to bring those responsible to account.’9 He amplified these themes talking to journalists on the plane across the Atlantic. He also added a new argument about weapons
 of mass destruction which was going to be very important for the future.

 
What has been brought home to people is that this form of terrorism knows no boundaries … it knows no limits except those
 limits that are imposed on them by lack of technical capability. If these people could, then they almost certainly would get
 access to chemical, biological or nuclear capability. We have no option but to act.10



When Tony Blair crossed the Atlantic to see George Bush for the first time since the atrocities, he did not go simply as a
 sympathetic friend seeking to help an ally in its moment of high distress. He went as a man willing and eager to be a fully fledged partner in what he conceived to be a global struggle with a diabolical new menace.

The unconditionality of this support for America began to stir some dissent in Britain. On the Sunday before his visit, Clare
 Short, the International Development Secretary, came on to my Radio 4 programme, The Westminster Hour, to deliver the opinion that ‘strident action’ risked ‘inflaming’ the situation and that high civilian casualties in Afghanistan
 would be ‘unbearable’.11 Blair was furious with her for giving an interview which provoked the first rash of headlines about splits in his government
 over the response to 9/11. He wrote her an angry note, saying he was also cross because it sent the wrong signal to the Taliban
 about the seriousness of their intent. If the regime in Kabul thought the Western response was divided, they would be less
 likely to respond to the ultimatum to yield up bin Laden.12

Very early on, by talking about standing ‘shoulder to shoulder’, Blair wrote Bush an emotional blank cheque. He was signing
 up to a global campaign of unspecified duration. His ambassador in Washington came to believe: ‘Tony Blair put himself in
 his own box. Immediately after 9/11, he gave this tremendous, unconditional support for America and having set that as his
 standard, he never felt he could subsequently fall below it.’13

By the time they got to New York airport for the flight to Washington, Blair’s party was running two hours late. The traffic
 was terrible, the usual gridlock in Manhattan made even more hellish since the atrocities and now compounded by slashing rain.
 Heightened security at the airport led to further delay, adding to the agitation of the Prime Minister that he was going to
 get to the White House too late to have a proper conversation with George Bush before the President addressed Congress that
 night. ‘Tony was in a complete strop, flapping around the plane,’ recalls his Chief of Staff, Jonathan Powell. ‘Bush was about
 to make the speech of his life and we were two hours late.’14 To cap it all, as the plane stood on the tarmac waiting for clearance to fly to Washington, the British ambassador started
 to have a screaming fit in the first class cabin because Powell had just told Sir Christopher Meyer that he had been bumped
 out of a seat at the dinner with Bush to make room for Alastair Campbell. Meyer threatened to resign there and then, bawling
 at Powell: ‘If you do that, you’ll fucking well cut me off at my fucking knees for the rest of my fucking time in Washington!
 Is that what you fucking want?’15 That spat was eventually resolved by the quiet diplomacy of David Manning, who asked Condi Rice to arrange an extra place
 at the table.16

The public face of Blair’s visit to New York and Washington was to express Britain’s solidarity with America. The private
 business was focused on trying to ensure the American response to 9/11 would not sacrifice international goodwill by being wildly disproportionate. During
 the first Gulf War, Margaret Thatcher told George Bush senior: ‘This is not a time to wobble, George.’ On the flight over,
 Jonathan Powell joked that Blair was going to see the younger Bush with the message: ‘This is a time to wobble.’17 By that he meant Blair hoped to be a calming influence. The mood in America was fearful and vengeful as its leaders warned
 the country to brace itself for further attacks. Even the liberal New Yorker published a cartoon which had one citizen of Manhattan saying to another: ‘I agree we have to avoid overkill, but not at
 the risk of underkill.’

Blair picked up some useful information about Bush’s mood from Jacques Chirac, with whom the Prime Minister breakfasted at
 the Elysée Palace before flying to America. Chirac, who had recently seen Bush, reported that he was ‘calm and measured’ and
 more impressive than the Frenchman expected. The British were relieved that Bush was not being ‘the cartoon caricature of
 Bush, the gunfighter reaching immediately for his six-shooter’.18

Once Blair’s plane touched down at Andrews Air Force Base, a convoy of black Lincolns took the Prime Minister and his party
 into Washington. They were already getting intelligence that key figures in the administration wanted to seize on 9/11 as
 an opportunity to deal once and for all with Saddam Hussein. There was more to this than the British yet knew. Within twenty-four
 hours of the atrocities, Donald Rumsfeld, the US Defense Secretary, and Paul Wolfowitz, his number two, argued to go after
 Iraq immediately and pressed the case again at a weekend conclave at Camp David.19 Colin Powell, the Secretary of State, was the strongest voice against. He won the argument then. Not because Bush was against
 an attack on Iraq, but because he concluded that America would expect his immediate focus to be on al-Qaeda.

Blair got to the White House too late to have the one-to-one meeting with Bush originally planned for that evening. As their
 entourages were ushered into the Blue Room for pre-dinner drinks, Bush took Blair to one side. They spoke by the window that
 looks out on the South Lawn with a view of the Washington Monument. Here was the opportunity that Blair wanted to look into
 the other man’s eyes. When he again stressed the necessity for a measured response with international support, what Bush said
 to him sounded reassuring. ‘The job in hand is al-Qaeda and the Taliban,’ said the President before adding, almost as a throwaway
 remark: ‘Iraq we keep for another day.’20

Blair took this to be pleasing evidence that his strategy of engagement with the White House was proving effective. It may
 have encouraged him to exaggerate his assessment of his influence. In truth, he was one voice among many who persuaded Bush that he needed to deal first with Afghanistan. Bush gave Blair the broad outline of what he
 intended to say in his speech to the Joint Session of Congress later in the evening. This was merely a courtesy, not a consultation.
 The highlights of the speech had already been briefed to the White House press corps.21

It was much the same – briefing, not consulting – at the dinner that followed. Bush dominated the conversation as he told
 the British how they planned to attack the terrorist sanctuaries in Afghanistan and the quasi-medieval Taliban regime in Kabul
 – ‘a bunch of nuts’, said Bush.22 As they ate their way through scallops and veal, Bush said he would issue an ultimatum to the Taliban to surrender bin Laden
 and his most senior co-conspirators, but the American President was already assuming that he wouldn’t get an answer from the
 regime in Kabul that satisfied him. Bush also began to scope out a ‘war on terror’ which would go much wider than Afghanistan.
 ‘We’ve got to make sure that al-Qaeda doesn’t have any safe haven in the world,’ he remarked. He wasn’t going to tolerate
 any regime that let ‘terrorists do their dirty deeds from their territory’. Blair wanted to stress the importance of carrying
 international opinion with them. Bush responded that he was happy to have allies on board, but they were going to do this
 come what may. He was clearly relishing the prospect of flattening the regime, telling the dinner that ‘bombers will be coming
 from every direction.’23

Blair got nervous on behalf of his host, who was about to make the most important speech of his life. ‘Don’t you want to go
 off and rehearse?’ he asked the President. With a calm that struck others listening as either impressive or disturbing, Bush
 replied: ‘No, I’ve done that already. I know what I’m going to say.’24 Jonathan Powell thought: ‘It was like he’d had a nerve bypass.’25

When it was time for Bush to travel over to Capitol Hill, he flattered Blair by asking the Prime Minister to accompany him
 in the presidential limousine. Once the cavalcade arrived, Bush went in the direction of the podium and Blair was guided to
 a seat in the ‘heroes’ gallery’ next to Laura Bush. He had the ego-engorging satisfaction of being the only foreign leader
 there that day.

Bush delivered up an aggressive speech, declaring: ‘Our war on terror begins with al-Qaeda, but it does not end there.’ Watched
 by 80 million Americans, he threw down a gauntlet to the rest of the world: ‘Every nation, in every region, now has a decision
 to make. Either you are with us or you are with the terrorists.’26

This would cause a shudder in many foreign capitals. Trailblazer was the Secret Service codename for the President and apprehension
 that he was a trigger-happy gunslinger was already being aroused by his cowboyish talk of ‘whuppin’ terrorism, ‘smokin’ out’
 the killers, taking bin Laden ‘dead or alive’ and having ‘his head on a platter’. He also showed verbal clumsiness about the sensibilities of Muslim countries when
 he spoke of ‘a crusade’. Unlike his British visitor, Bush had not read the Koran.

Before his domestic audience, though, the American President was hitting all the right buttons. The performance created an
 intensely patriotic fervour which won the roaring approval of Senators and Congressmen on both sides of the aisle. It completed
 a recovery in the eyes of his country from the anxieties aroused by the ineptitude of his stumbling performance in the immediate
 aftermath of 9/11. In the wake of the speech to Congress, Bush’s approval ratings surged higher than those enjoyed by Franklin
 D. Roosevelt after Pearl Harbor.27 The speech was rewarded with thirty-one standing ovations, each one accompanied by a flutter of bangs as the audience rose
 and its seats flipped back. One of those ovations was for Tony Blair when Bush privileged him with a reference.

‘I’m so honoured the British Prime Minister has crossed an ocean to show his unity of purpose with America,’ said Bush, glancing
 up to Blair in the gallery. In Texan vernacular, he added: ‘Thank you for comin’, friend.’28

Blair adopted a mien of modesty at the rapturous applause. But it was bound to be head-swelling, noted Sir Stephen Wall, a
 senior diplomat who worked at Number 10. ‘He was seduced, as most British Prime Ministers are, by the relationship. The red
 carpet is laid out, the national anthems are played in the middle of Congress, all that stuff is very seductive.’29 The Prime Minister and his entourage left Washington ‘euphoric’ about their reception.30

Not so much Campbell, who worried ‘that some would use it to do the whole “Bush’s poodle” thing’31 that was beginning to run in parts of the Labour Party and the British media. He had even asked Meyer whether it would be
 possible for Blair to go to the dinner but skip Bush’s speech. ‘Do we really have to stay? Couldn’t he slip away before the
 speech?’ he wondered of Meyer beforehand. ‘Yes, he has to stay, Alastair. No, he can’t slip away,’ responded the ambassador.
 ‘This is going to be a huge occasion. To be invited to sit in the gallery with the President’s wife is a signal honour. They
 won’t understand, it will not go down at all well if he says no. It’s a moment in history.’32 Blair liked moments in history and he did not anyway see himself as a poodle. He preferred to think he was a guide dog.

He had prepared for his encounter with Bush by lunching with Silvio Berlusconi in London on the Sunday and dining with Gerhard
 Schröder in Berlin on the Wednesday as well as breakfasting with Jacques Chirac at the Elysée Palace on the Thursday. The
 idea was to collect intelligence about the positions of the European leaders which would enhance his value to Bush as an ally.
 

He’d also been working the phones, talking to the President of China and the President of Iran, the first time that a British
 Prime Minister had held a conversation with the leader of the regime in Tehran since the overthrow of the Shah more than twenty
 years ago. Bush was astonished when Blair told him about that call.

Just as Bush felt he had found ‘a mission’ for his presidency, so Blair believed that he had located an international calling
 for his premiership. ‘He saw it as a moment of destiny, ‘ says his friend Michael Levy. ‘Almost instantly, it became the focus
 of his energy.’33 Terrorism capable of causing death on a previously unimaginable scale was the new and most mortal threat facing not just
 the West, but all of what he liked to call ‘the civilised world’. In his view, one shaped by his religious belief, it was
 a Manichaean struggle between good and evil. The military response was inevitably going to be spearheaded by the Americans.
 It was essential that they sustained international sympathy and did not become isolated. Blair believed he could be instrumental
 in ensuring both. Among other things, that demanded that Britain make a substantial military commitment to accompany its leader’s
 rhetoric.

General Sir Mike Jackson, the Commander-in-Chief of the British army, began ‘force generation’ for Afghanistan in ‘quite short
 order’ after 9/11.34 Admiral Boyce started to redeploy elements of the Royal Navy towards the Indian Ocean. He told Blair ‘not to worry’ that
 this would look prematurely aggressive because ‘no-one would know.’35 Blair’s favourite man in uniform was his first Chief of the Defence Staff, General Sir Charles Guthrie, a foxy and smooth
 operator who always came with a can-do attitude. He’d been a reassuring ally and mentor in the first term when Blair ordered
 British forces into action three times: against Slobodan Milosevic in Kosovo, in Sierra Leone to restore democratic government,
 and in punitive action against Saddam Hussein in Operation Desert Fox. Blair did not gel so well with Guthrie’s successor,
 Admiral Sir Michael Boyce. He was a submariner, from the silent service. Boyce was a careful and precise man who always identified
 the hazards of military action. At a meeting with the Prime Minister on 27 September, Boyce outlined some of the difficulties
 of a campaign in Afghanistan. Air power was not sufficient for the task. ‘There’s not a lot to hit,’ pointed out Boyce. ‘There’s
 mud huts and people living in caves.’ They had to have ‘boots on the ground’. The Taliban were not going to be ‘friendly foes’.
 They had a record of giving their opponents ‘a hairshirt’: skinning alive captured enemy combatants.36

Cool with Boyce, Blair was developing a warmer relationship with Sir Richard Dearlove of MI6 and John Scarlett of the JIC.
 In the view of one senior spook, Blair was turning into ‘an intelligence groupie’.37 Members of the War Cabinet watched him ‘being seduced by the confidence with which they would assert things. MI6 did some really good
 work. He became very reliant on the intelligence services during this period.’38 This was a development which would have huge significance for the future.

Blair was about to send British forces into military action for the fourth time in his premiership. Silvio Berlusconi, the
 Italian Prime Minister, privately told him that he was supportive of military action ‘provided not too many people die’. Blair’s
 response revealed how he’d been battle-hardened by previous conflicts. He shrugged to Berlusconi that there was ‘no such thing
 as a painless war’.39

He was energised in the weeks after 9/11 because Blair was always happiest when he was ‘on a big stage trying to achieve grand
 things’.40 With his tremendous powers of persuasion, his experience of office and his range of international contacts, he believed he
 had a unique value to both Washington and the rest of the world. He also thought that 9/11 was evidence of a talent for prophecy.
 ‘You know, I saw this coming,’ he would say.41 He meant that he had foreseen that a radically altered foreign policy was required in the interdependent world of the twenty-first
 century where boundaries had been melted by globalisation. Before 9/11, Blair was already reaching for a different philosophy
 of international relations from the traditional one that had held since 1945, namely that states did not interfere in each
 other’s internal affairs. He first tried to formulate a theory in justification of liberal interventionism two years earlier,
 in April 1999, during the NATO action in Kosovo. In a speech delivered in Chicago at the height of that conflict, Blair tried
 to give intellectual underpinning to his interventionist instincts by formulating what he called ‘the doctrine of the international
 community’. He argued the case for military action against sovereign states when they threatened their own citizens, their
 neighbours or the rest of the world.42 In the changed world after 9/11 and in order to build support for action against the Taliban, he now amplified that doctrine,
 the most consistent belief of his premiership.

His most impassioned statement about interventionism was the speech he gave to the truncated party conference in Brighton
 at the beginning of October, three weeks after the atrocities. Blair usually agonised about his conference speeches, engaging
 his staff in endless discussions about themes, phrases and content and was rarely entirely satisfied even when he had won
 his usual standing ovation. This time was different. ‘That speech wrote itself,’ he told me. ‘I knew what I had to say.’43

The final text was not substantially different to a first draft that he had written one evening the previous week. It was
 his most definitive statement of the case for moral imperialism when confronted by global terror. 

First, he further hardened the commitment to fighting alongside the Americans. ‘We were with you at the first. We will be
 with you at the last,’ he declared. While this was the sort of oratorical flourish which Blair loved, it was also writing
 another large blank cheque to George Bush before the British Prime Minister knew exactly where ‘the last’ might take him.

There was then the importance of drawing a distinction between terrorists like the IRA, with whom he had negotiated for peace
 in Northern Ireland, and those like al-Qaeda, with whom he said there could be no bargaining. ‘There is no possible compromise
 with such people,’ he said. ‘Just a choice: defeat it or be defeated by it.’

This presented al-Qaeda as a more lethal foe than they actually were. While unquestionably ambitious to inflict as much death
 as they could, bin Laden’s murderous network did not represent an existential menace to Britain on a par with the Nazis in
 the Second World War or the Soviet Union during the Cold War.

He issued a direct threat to the regime in Afghanistan. ‘I say to the Taliban: surrender the terrorists or surrender power.’44 He put stress, in a way his American ally never did, on the need to reconcile Islam with the West. It had by now become quite
 well known that he travelled with a copy of the Koran nestling alongside his Bible in his luggage. It was not so well known
 that he read three different versions of the Koran in the quest to find passages that could be used against Islamist extremism.45

The main aim of the speech was to develop his thesis about international affairs in such a way that his current actions were
 located and legitimised in a grander moral design for the world.

‘This is a moment to seize. The kaleidoscope has been shaken. The pieces are in flux. Soon they will settle again. Before
 they do, let us re-order the world around us.’46

He contrasted Kosovo, where military intervention stopped an attempt at ‘ethnic cleansing’, with the absence of international
 action in Rwanda, where a million people were slaughtered in the mid-1990s. The speech dwelt on Africa, ‘a scar on the conscience
 of the world’.

That was sincerely meant. Ever since the British intervention in Sierra Leone, Blair was preoccupied with the state of Africa.
 As so often with him, high ideals were married with low politics. There were already voices in his party, and beyond it, protesting
 against saddling up to join George Bush’s Afghan posse. To one member of his Cabinet, Blair’s conference speech was also ‘a
 piece of triangulation’. He knew he was going to war so he wanted to project himself as ‘a generous and caring person on Africa.
 It doesn’t mean there wasn’t sincerity in it, but he was positioning himself.’47 Blair was hoping to ease apprehension about Bush by placing the campaign against the Taliban in the context of a grander
 cause of global renewal.

‘The starving, the wretched, the dispossessed, the ignorant, they are our causes too,’ he proclaimed in a passage designed
 to link his moral imperialism with traditional Labour values and concerns. He roped together climate change, the Middle East
 peace process and free trade into his theme of ‘the moral power of the world acting as a community’.

The speech then soared off into passages that might have been accompanied to the tune of ‘the whole world in his hands’. He
 took up as his cause ‘those living in want and squalor from the deserts of northern Africa to the slums of Gaza to the mountain
 ranges of Afghanistan’.48

One half-awed, half-apprehensive member of the Cabinet to whom I spoke afterwards described it as ‘the inaugural speech of
 the President of the World’.49 Colleagues regarded it as a stunning piece of oratory, but the moral fervour of the speech also fed a worm of concern that
 Tony Blair was beginning to exhibit a messianic tendency.

This had always been present in his character. It was made manifest during the Kosovo conflict, when he went much further
 than other Western leaders in his zeal to defeat the Serbian dictatorship. But the messianic Blair was largely concealed in
 the first term behind the cautious, popularity-hoarding dimension of his personality. It was in his second term that the conviction-driven
 Blair would be thrust to the foreground, transforming how the world looked on him and how he looked on the world.

The speech enjoyed adulatory reception in the hall and in the next day’s press. He was laurelled in admiring headlines from
 both left and right. The Daily Telegraph’s leader hailed it as ‘Blair’s finest hour’.50

The speech had a sweeping panorama and was a most eloquent expression of his personal credo. It was visionary, idealistic,
 inspiring, tremendously well delivered and pumped with moral uplift. It was also unanchored from much realism about his capacity
 to deliver the utopian world that he described. In the quieter, domestic passages, he conceded that many of the basics of
 British public services were still deeply unsatisfactory after four years of Labour government. ‘Parts of the railways,’ he
 admitted, were ‘a disaster’. There was a disjunction between his admission that they couldn’t get the trains to run on time
 at home and his vaulting claim that they could heal the world of conflict, poverty and disease.

I could not resist mocking the more overblown passages, writing in the Observer: ‘Missionary Tony will cleanse the planet of disease, poverty and conflict. The sun will never set on the Holy British Empire. The tough and tender third way will rule from Kinshasa to Kabul.’51

Looking back at it now, the speech is the most ambitious attempt by any politician of that time to visualise building a better
 world order from the ruins of the Twin Towers. But it also reads as the quintessential example of Blair’s weakness for oratorical
 over-reach, to promise much more than he could conceivably deliver. ‘I thought at the time that it was a bit high-flown,’
 says Sir Christopher Meyer. ‘You read it now, it is sheer hubris. It is bonkers.’52 The slums of Gaza are still the site of endless conflict. British soldiers still fight the Taliban in Afghanistan. The deserts
 of Africa are still stained by genocide. He left office having got nowhere close to realising the dream world that he presented
 as within reach in the autumn of 2001.

At the end of the party conference week, Blair flew to Pakistan to lobby its leadership to break with the Taliban. The trip
 was made against the advice of those responsible for his security and in the face of protests from Cherie, who had become
 highly strung about her husband’s personal safety. Having failed to argue him out of the trip, she turned on Campbell. ‘Do
 you want to be a martyr or what?’ she cried, her bottom lip trembling with rage.53

They flew to Islamabad in an elderly RAF VC-10, an aircraft despised by Blair and his staff for the antiquity of its communications
 equipment and the embarrassingly old vintage of the plane compared with those employed by other leaders. Even in good aircraft,
 Blair was frightened of flying. Few knew about this fear except those closest to him who had watched him battle the phobia.
 ‘He hated flying, but he had taught himself to live with it.’54 Downing Street frequently toyed with ordering a better aircraft for the dedicated use of the Prime Minister, only to be stymied
 by a combination of penny-pinching by Gordon Brown and his own fear that the media would ridicule him for desiring to possess
 a ‘Blair Force One’.

As the old plane rattled towards the capital of Pakistan, he had with him Campbell, Hunter, Powell and Tom Kelly, along with
 two of the intelligence chiefs, Scarlett of the JIC and Dearlove of MI6. The fear was that terrorists might use surface-to-air
 missiles to bring down the VC-10. Some on board kept their spirits up by cracking black jokes about being hit by a stinger.
 The pilot implemented evasive manoeuvres, throwing the plane into a steep, twisting and sickening dive on the approach to
 the airport. ‘That was probably the scariest journey into a major capital we ever did. It was a corkscrew descent followed
 by a journey through a city on the edge.’55

As was often his habit, the Prime Minister was sitting up in the cockpit, which afforded the best view, with Anji Hunter next
 to him for company. Blair was usually quite sanguine about physical danger, but he suddenly became ‘very morbid’ as the plane corkscrewed towards
 the tarmac. ‘Tony started talking about his own death, something I’d never heard him do before,’ one of those on the trip
 told me later.56

Safely conveyed to his meeting with the President of Pakistan, Blair delivered the message: ‘You’ve got to choose which side
 you are on.’ He was pleased to extract from Pervez Musharraf an assurance that Pakistan was abandoning its support for the
 Taliban and offering intelligence to assist against al-Qaeda. The British believed it ‘corralled Musharraf in the right place’,
 which gave Blair the feeling that this hazardous trip was worthwhile.57 The most important pressure on Pakistan was from the Americans, who mixed menaces with promises of dollars to induce the
 General to be co-operative. Pakistan proved to be a highly unreliable ally and its short term co-operation a tactical ruse
 to appease the United States. It secretly helped North Korea with its nuclear programme. Two months after Blair’s visit, Musharraf
 released two Pakistani scientists who had been detained for providing bin Laden with information about making weapons of mass
 destruction.

Blair flew on to India and then back to Britain, where he landed at lunchtime on Sunday, 7 October. He was in the car on his
 way back from RAF Northolt when the Downing Street switchboard put through a call from George Bush. Tony Blair might make
 himself sound like the man in charge of Western policy, but he was about to get a reminder that the shots were called from
 the White House. The American President told him that the first air strikes against al-Qaeda camps and Taliban forces in Afghanistan
 were commencing that evening.

‘None of the leaders involved in this action want war,’ Blair declared as the first bombers were reaching their targets. ‘None
 of our nations want it. We are peaceful people … We only do it if the cause is just, but this cause is just.’ The Taliban
 had it coming: ‘They were given the choice of siding with justice or siding with terror and they chose to side with terror.’58

At their dinner at the White House, Bush had told Blair that bombers would come from all directions. Now they came, B-1, B-52
 and Stealth bombers, supplemented by cruise missiles fired from a naval task force. Some of the missile salvos were launched
 from Triumph and Trafalgar, two British nuclear submarines which Admiral Boyce had secretly moved into position. The British contribution was not essential
 to the military effort, but a symbolic act to show that this was not an entirely American campaign.

Shortly after the bombs and the missiles came the first insertion of ground troops in the form of American Special Forces
 and their British counterparts. 

Within forty-eight hours, Blair was again travelling the globe as the coalition’s chief advocate to the world. Not everyone
 was impressed. Even the saintly Nelson Mandela jibed that Blair was turning himself into ‘America’s Foreign Secretary’. The
 Americans were happy for him to take on this role. The Secretary of State, Colin Powell, was preoccupied trying to cover his
 own back from his enemies inside the administration.59 George Bush ‘felt pinned to Washington’60 and anyway had little time and even less inclination to trot the globe nurturing allies. It was ‘a really trying and stressing
 time for the United States’, says Condi Rice, noting that 9/11 was followed by an alarming spate of anthrax attacks. Blair’s
 willingness to take on the role ‘was a multiplier effect for the United States that at that point had a lot to do’.61

The opportunity presented itself, and was grabbed with relish by Blair, to be the roving ambassador for the campaign against
 the Taliban. According to Bush’s Chief of Staff:

 
It was very important because Prime Minister Blair could move more nimbly than the President. When the President of the United
 States travels he has a very large footprint, and expectations are frequently beyond what can be realised. Whereas the Prime
 Minister could travel with a relatively small footprint, deliver very important messages and help to find allies that otherwise
 might not be found.62



Blair was not only willing, he was eager to effectively become an Ambassador at Large for Bush. ‘Tony is in his element. He
 loves this stuff,’ one of his senior aides told me during this period.63 ‘Blair was at the height of his powers. He had great domestic capital and great international capital,’ comments David Manning.
 ‘The role went with his natural activism and suited Bush at the time.’64 It made him feel pivotal to historic events on a stage much greater than Britain. During a parliamentary debate that autumn,
 Blair didn’t mind at all when a Conservative MP inadvertently referred to him as ‘the President’. He was transcending being
 the electorally successful leader of a European power to become a globe-girdling statesman.

In the eight weeks after 9/11, a period which covered the build-up and the execution of the military campaign in Afghanistan,
 Blair took thirty-one flights for fifty-four meetings with other leaders.65 He travelled nearly 50,000 miles, a double circumnavigation of the globe, on coalition-building and intelligence-gathering
 tours. He called on Berlin, Paris, Brussels, Geneva, Moscow, Islamabad, Delhi, Geneva, Muscat, Cairo, Damascus, Riyadh, Amman
 and Jerusalem. It was a commitment to the cause that was not displayed by any other ally of the United States.

It was not a role without risk and Blair would candidly confess in private that it meant ‘getting his hands dirty’ by shaking
 them with some of the grislier leaders of the unfree world. A tour of the Middle East in late October and early November reverberated to the sound
 of Arab leaders slapping him in the face. His first call was on Damascus, where Bashar al-Assad, the young new leader of Syria’s
 police state, seemed to offer the prospect of a more constructive relationship with the West than his father. Their private
 talks went tolerably well, but at the joint news conference afterwards Assad played to the Arab gallery, giving Blair ‘a total
 banjaxing’ by lambasting the war in Afghanistan and condoning terrorist attacks on Israel. The look on Blair’s face showed
 that he was already translating it into the headlines he would get back home.

As soon as he escaped that ordeal, he turned to Tom Kelly. ‘Don’t bullshit me,’ he said. ‘How bad is it?’ ‘Bad,’ nodded Kelly.66 The headlines were indeed terrible, speaking of his ‘disaster in Damascus’. Afterwards, Blair tried to laugh it off, saying:
 ‘It could have been worse, he could have taken out a gun and shot me.’67

Other legs of that tour were mildly more productive. While secretively supportive of the toppling of the Taliban, neither
 the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia nor the King of Jordan would publicly support the military action for fear of the reaction
 on the Arab street. Blair pointedly told the Saudis that George Bush also had ‘his street’. They should not think that they
 were the only ones with public opinion to satisfy.68 He came away empty-handed when he tried to persuade the Prime Minister of Israel, Ariel Sharon, that this was the moment
 to advance the peace process. The leaders of the Gulf States, worried that a prolonged conflict would inflame their own populations,
 urged Blair to tell Bush to hurry up and get the campaign over before Ramadan.69 Some of the Arab press expressed grudging admiration that he was prepared to engage with their grievances and take hostile
 questions, not something their own undemocratic leaders ever did.

The slights he was prepared to bear and the miles he was ready to travel enhanced his value to the White House. He was lionised
 in America. Enormously popular there,70 he became one of those rare British Prime Ministers – Churchill and Thatcher were others – whom Americans recognise almost
 as instantly as their own President. The conservative Wall Street Journal, which a few months earlier had been describing Britain as a Third World country, now saluted Blair as ‘America’s chief foreign
 ambassador’. The New York Post, Rupert Murdoch’s noisy tabloid, commended his ‘bull-dog spirit’. In the American media, his oratorical skills were elevated
 to the same pedestal as John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan. In the British media, he was variously compared with Churchill,
 Gladstone and Palmerston. These analogies, even when they were intended to be cautionary or jeering, further burnished his
 status. 

As he travelled the globe sustaining the 68-nation alliance against the Taliban, he looked like the staunchest of allies in
 the eyes of the United States and seemed a moderating influence on Washington to everyone else. Even some of his most vituperative
 critics at home regarded this period as a high point of his premiership. ‘I think this was Tony’s best moment,’ says Clare
 Short, who could never be confused with a member of his fan club. ‘Tony bestrode the world stage, started getting on aeroplanes,
 going around the world, trying to hold everyone together with America, have a sensible strategy towards Afghanistan. At that
 stage, he was doing absolutely the right thing. And I was proud of him.’71

It bred an uneasy mixture of respect and resentment among his counterparts in the European Union. European leaders – many
 more of them than Blair had originally intended – came for a dinner at Number 10 on 4 November. There was already an atmosphere
 about the way in which Blair had appointed himself as America’s voice abroad. Jacques Chirac then launched into a vigorous
 denunciation of the conduct of the military campaign. Waving his fork as he delivered a mordant warning, the French President
 predicted: ‘A mosque will be bombed during Ramadan.’72

The Afghan campaign was being run by a War Cabinet which met daily early in the morning. ‘Blair would come down from his flat
 looking tousled having just had his shower while the rest of us had been up for hours,’ noted one envious member of the War
 Cabinet.73 The Prime Minister would typically open by turning to Admiral Boyce and asking: ‘What are we achieving?’ He was visibly frustrated
 by Boyce’s frank replies that it was hard to interpret the impact of the bombing and missile strikes. His ‘impatience with
 the military’ was palpable, as was his lack of chemistry with the cautious Boyce.74 There had been three successful operations by Special Forces, but by their nature they could not be boasted about. The Admiral
 was badgered by an impatient Campbell: ‘We want to show that we’re doing something.’ Boyce in turn found it hard to conceal
 his distaste for Campbell’s obsession with how the campaign could be sold to the media and thought it ‘dangerous’ that all
 else was regarded as subordinate to Downing Street’s craving ‘for headline success’.75 Blair also vented some of his irritability on the Defence Secretary. Geoff Hoon remarks: ‘Tony was always more concerned
 about how it looked here rather than how it was going there.’76 The media was inevitably reporting the victims of the military attacks, refugees flooding out of Kabul and anti-American
 riots in Pakistan. The Americans started talking about ‘running out of targets’. Their use of cluster and daisy cutter bombs,
 which inflicted large civilian casualties, were alienating public opinion. The world was reacting in a fairly predictable
 way to the spectacle of the planet’s most powerful military machine unleashing so many munitions on one of the poorest countries on the face of the earth.

For ground forces, the Americans were relying on the Northern Alliance, a loose coalition of Afghan tribal chieftains who
 were united in their hatred of the Taliban but not a whole lot else. Colin Powell would joke that ‘they may be in the north,
 but they are not an alliance.’77

By early November, Blair and many of his team were fearful that the campaign was stuck.78 The apparent lack of progress in defeating the Taliban was accompanied by the flaking away of domestic support for the war.
 He did not share these fears with his Cabinet, who were only intermittently given progress reports and were never invited
 to debate strategy, setting a pattern for the future. Decisions were increasingly not taken in the War Cabinet either. The
 military ‘did not like Gordon Brown’s presence there. When you’re fighting a war, you don’t want the bean counter sitting
 in the corner telling you what you can’t spend,’ said one senior military figure.79 Blair was anyway averse to discussion, saying: ‘You cannot have a campaign run by committee.’80

The key debates took place in cabals convened by the Prime Minister in his den. When Boyce briefed on the progress of the
 campaign, it left the Prime Minister increasingly apprehensive. ‘The military command sounded alarmist about how badly things
 were going.’81 As was also totally characteristic, Number 10 displaced its own anxieties by lashing out at media criticism of the conduct
 of the campaign. Downing Street berated broadcasters for giving too much airtime to ‘Spin Laden’ as some in Number 10 took
 to calling him.

The real revelation of the Afghan campaign was about the Americans. Though this was not yet apparent in public, to some on
 the inside it was becoming clear that the Bush administration was riven with internal conflict. The Pentagon under Donald
 Rumsfeld and the State Department under Colin Powell were simply not communicating. Boyce found that the Pentagon relied on
 him to supply information to them about the thinking at the State Department and vice versa. Even more astonishingly, Boyce
 knew more about US military plans than did America’s most senior general, Dick Myers. Rumsfeld entirely bypassed Myers and
 the rest of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The US Defense Secretary instead gave orders direct to Tommy Franks, the General running
 the Afghan campaign. ‘The highest part of the American military command were entirely cut out.’82 This was an early warning, if Blair cared to heed it, of the perils of being too enthusiastic about tying himself to the
 dysfunctional Bush administration.

On 8 November, the Prime Minister made a quick dash across the Atlantic for a six-hour visit to Washington to try to convince
 Bush to display more sensitivity towards international opinion and make more effort to win over the Muslim world. A repeated Blair refrain was
 that the West had to be more vigorous about making its case, an implicit concession that bin Laden, who had become a poster
 boy terrorist for demonstrators in some parts of the Islamic world, was winning the propaganda battle in Muslim countries.
 There was also ‘a worry about how the Northern Alliance would behave when they occupied Kabul. Would there be a tremendous
 bloodbath?’83

At their joint news conference afterwards, Bush trowelled on the praise for his visitor, saying that America had ‘no better
 friend in the world than Great Britain’ and he’d ‘got no better person I would like to talk to than Tony Blair’.

The air campaign had begun exactly a month before. Bush shrugged off questions about the apparent lack of progress by saying:
 ‘This is a long struggle and a new kind of war’, which Blair echoed by adding: ‘This is not a conventional conflict.’84 In private, Blair was rebuffed when he attempted to interest the President in putting more effort into the Middle East peace
 process. There was also a clear and public retort to Blair’s multilateralism when Donald Rumsfeld declared: ‘The coalition
 must not determine the mission.’ Here was another warning of how little the Bush administration cared for the notion of ‘the
 world community’ advanced by Blair in his conference speech.

These differences did not erupt any more publicly at this stage because suddenly the campaign scored a sequence of rapid successes.
 As David Manning puts it: ‘There was a worry: “My God is this ever going to move” and then it all moves very quickly.’85 When the fall of the Taliban regime finally happened, it was swift. The Northern Alliance advanced with the support of the
 US air force directed by Special Forces teams on the ground. On 9 November, the key objective of Mazar-i-Sharif was captured.
 The major city in the west, Herat, was taken without a fight. On the 13th, Kabul fell and with it Mohamed Omar’s diabolical
 regime. The next day, Blair boasted to MPs of the ‘total collapse’ of the Taliban and hailed ‘the liberation’ of Afghanistan
 from ‘one of the most brutal and oppressive regimes in the world’.86

Never had regime change appeared to be so easy. Television images of US missiles and bombs flashing in the night sky over
 Kabul were deceptive about how the campaign was won. In reality, the unpopular Taliban mostly scarpered from their trenches
 before the bombs fell. Large bribes supplied by the CIA to local warlords also melted resistance. The war was basically won
 with ‘suitcases of money and buying the Northern Alliance. There was very little standing fighting,’ says Admiral Boyce. ‘The
 Taliban faded and disappeared with surprising speed.’87 Most of them vanished from their front-line positions and fled Kabul and Kandahar without putting up any resistance. The aim of closing down al-Qaeda training camps was
 easily achieved. The rapidity of this victory seemed to confound all the dire warnings beforehand about Afghanistan being
 a notorious graveyard for foreign armies.

Bush privately told Blair that he thought Osama bin Laden was dead, but could not say so in public in case he should pop up.88 Pop up he soon did, issuing bragging and taunting video tapes through al-Jazeera. The principal obsession of the Americans
 evaded the Special Forces and bunker busters that scoured and blasted the mountains of Tora Bora.

That failure only slightly diluted the triumphalist assessment of the campaign in the White House. One hawk wrote that ‘with
 less than a month to prepare, American troops and aircraft had charged into this country, overthrown its government, destroyed
 its terrorist bases, and hunted down their enemies, while losing only fifteen of their own to enemy action.’89

Bush’s approval ratings surged again. He did not have much to say about the future of Afghanistan, which made a striking contrast
 with his British partner. Blair bought into the argument that the West helped to create the monster of al-Qaeda by allowing
 Afghanistan to become a failed state in the years after the Soviet Union retreated from its disastrous attempt to occupy the
 country. ‘This time,’ he promised, ‘we will not walk away.’90

In the opening week of the New Year, he was the first foreign leader to make the hazardous journey to Kabul. Though it was
 now two months since the Taliban retreat, the capital was still like ‘a war zone’.91 Cherie, who decided to risk being ‘a martyr’ with her husband, joined the trip. They crossed the Khyber Pass aboard a Hercules
 fitted with counter-measures against missile attack from fighters on the ground. Conditions on board were primitive. The loo
 was a bucket. As they entered Afghan airspace, all the aircraft lights were turned off. After a corkscrew descent on Bagram
 air base, the Hercules landed in total darkness. A red carpet was laid out on the tarmac. It served more than an honorific
 purpose. The airport had been sown with landmines and not all of them were yet cleared. ‘Stay on the carpet,’ they were all
 warned before they disembarked. ‘Don’t deviate to left or right.’ 92

As Alastair Campbell got off the plane, his big black briefcase burst open, sending all his papers, including secret documents,
 fluttering over the runway. Campbell and Manning scrambled to retrieve them in the dark without getting themselves blown up.93

The Afghan national army band then struck up a welcome. Blair was taken to a former Soviet barracks, in which all the windows
 had been blown out, for his talks with Hamid Karzai, the interim leader who would become the Afghan President. Trying not
 to shiver in a temperature of minus ten, the Prime Minister pledged that the West would not betray Afghanistan again. He promised Karzai that the allies were ‘in this
 for the long term’.94

Was this a promise that Blair was in a position to keep? George Bush took an utterly divergent view. Much had been changed
 by 9/11, but one thing that had not was the Republican President’s visceral aversion to any sort of commitment to ‘nation-building’.
 The British embassy in Washington warned Blair that he should not even use the phrase, so allergic were the Americans to it.95

At a meeting of his National Security Council on the very day that the Taliban fled Kabul, the President declared: ‘The US
 forces will not stay. We don’t do police work.’96

This disastrous doctrine had a very influential advocate in Donald Rumsfeld. The British were beginning to recognise that
 he was ‘a consummate bureaucratic warrior who knew how to ruthlessly cut other people out of decisions’.97 Rumsfeld took the view that the mission should be confined to the installation of a US-friendly regime and the hunting of
 al-Qaeda. One senior British officer characterises the attitude: ‘The posse has arrived. We’re into Kabul. End of story.’98

David Manning was having constant conversations with Condi Rice about how to stabilise the ‘very tenuous new regime’ in Afghanistan
 and who was going to contribute to an international force.99 Blair was forced to spend some of his precious political capital with Bush persuading the American President to overrule
 his Defense Secretary. Even then, Rumsfeld succeeded in keeping the American deployment to a minimum. The Pentagon was neither
 interested in making a serious commitment to secure Afghanistan nor in taking action against the heroin trade. Michael Boyce
 ‘stitched together’ a NATO peacekeeping force almost from scratch using his personal relationships with other military commanders
 in Europe and the English-speaking world.100 The British ‘volunteered’ to provide the command of the force in the belief that ‘you get political clout by having one of
 your nationals as commander.’101 For all Boyce’s efforts, even he regarded the force as ‘not enough’ to do the job properly.102

The NATO forces lingered there without well-conceived political or military goals. The Taliban regrouped to eventually become
 so resurgent that America and Britain were forced to commit many more troops later.

In November 2001, though, the Americans were hubristically celebrating what they took to be a swift and famous victory. The
 White House focus was already swivelling from the mountains of Afghanistan to the deserts of Iraq. As for Tony Blair, he now
 needed to pay urgent attention to his battles on the home front.
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