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        Preface 
      

      As the New Labour era draws to a close there will be no shortage of memoirs from those who have occupied the Olympian heights.
            This is a view from the foothills.
         

      I have occupied three vantage points: as chairman of one of the main select committees, as a junior minister in three departments
            and (when not in government) as a member of the parliamentary committee. This obscure body, which rarely leaked, was the means
            by which the backbenches and the government kept in touch; serving as a safety valve when times were hard. When Parliament
            was in session it met each Wednesday, usually in the Prime Minister’s room at the House of Commons and occasionally
            in the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street. Membership consisted of the Prime Minister, Deputy Prime Minister, Leader of the
            House, Chief Whip, two other members of the Cabinet (appointed by the Prime Minister) and six backbenchers elected at the
            beginning of each parliamentary session, of whom I was one. Membership of the parliamentary committee gave one a privilege
            denied to all but the most senior members of the government – regular access to the Prime Minister and a mandate
            to pursue with him whatever was exercising the minds of our colleagues, ourselves or our constituents.
         

      I began keeping a diary in May 1994, on the day that John Smith died. I cannot now recall what prompted me. Probably a vague
            feeling that I was well placed to chart the rise – and perhaps the fall – of New Labour. The notes on
            which this diary are based are more or less contemporaneous, recorded in one of the red notebooks that I always carry in an
            inside pocket. Usually, I typed them up at home at the end  of each week. I kept two manuscript copies. An uncorrected version
            stored in London and a master copy at home in Sunderland. For the first ten years or so no one but my wife, Ngoc, was aware
            of its existence. Later, I confided in my agent, the late Pat Kavanagh, and my friend of more than 30 years Ruth Winstone,
            who was in due course persuaded to edit them. Occasionally, I was on the receiving end of odd looks from colleagues who saw
            me furtively scribbling. My standard answer to frequent queries about whether or not I found time to write these days was,
            ‘I keep the occasional note.’
         

      
        This volume covers the period from July 1999 to May 2005. It includes both my visits to government and the period in between
               when I chaired the Home Affairs Select Committee for the second time. It begins and ends with a call from the Prime Minister
               – the first saying hello, the last saying goodbye – and amounts to nearly 200,000 words ruthlessly distilled
               from an original manuscript three times that length. Inevitably a great deal of worthwhile material has fallen on the cutting
               room floor. I hope one day to place a fuller version in the public domain for those with a more detailed interest. I also
               hope one day to publish an earlier volume, from 1994 to 1999, provisionally entitled A Walk-On Part, and perhaps a later one.
            

      

      Inevitably a work of this sort entails the breaching of confidences.

      In my defence I can only say that, where they are political rather than personal, I have taken the view that any duty of confidentiality
            has been nullified by the elapse of time. To those who feel let down, I can only apologise. I apologise, too, to those who
            feel they have been unfairly treated by some of the snap judgements recorded here. I am well aware that first impressions
            are frequently wrong and it may be that some of the views expressed here are more a reflection of my own shortcomings rather
            than those of anyone else.
         

      I cannot claim to have led a life as colourful as Alan Clark (how many of us can claim to have seduced three women from the
            same family?) or to be as well-connected as Chips Channon, Jock Colville or Alastair Campbell. Nor were the events to which
            I bore witness as momentous as the Abdication or the Second World War. My only claim is to have provided a snapshot of political
            life in the last part of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first as the grim certainties of the Cold War
            have given way to the mayhem of  the failed state. And as we struggle to come to terms with the inexorable rise of the global
            market and a growing realisation that we cannot go on using up the resources of the planet as if there were no tomorrow.
         

      I have tried, too, to provide a flavour of life as a representative of a northern working-class city in the aftermath of the
            Thatcher decade which gave rise to the growth of a huge underclass of alienated people trapped in a benefit culture –
            ironically one of Mrs Thatcher’s most enduring legacies.
         

      Many colourful visitors flit across these pages. The great Mandela, the Dalai Lama of Tibet (whom I have known for more than
            30 years), a clutch of African presidents, HM the Queen, George W. Bush. And some – successive heads of M15, for
            example – who rarely see the light of day. Not everyone is a politician or an apparatchik. True, there is a Sir
            Humphrey, or rather a Sir Humphry and he is no mandarin, but my friend Sir Humphry Wakefield, who rescued the magnificent
            castle at Chillingham from dereliction. Chillingham, in the north of Northumberland, is the most magical place in England.
            I had dreamed of spending my declining years there, presiding over the restoration of the walled garden, but alas it was not
            to be.
         

      I have wasted no time on feuds or vendettas, never having been angry with anyone for more than about half an hour. I have
            always known there is a life outside politics and tried to reflect it in the good times my family and I have enjoyed in the
            wonderful countryside of Northumberland and the Borders. One of the great advantages of living in the north-east is that it
            is rarely necessary to go on holiday more than about two hours’ drive from home.
         

      Above all, I have never lost sight of my enormous good fortune, a sentiment reinforced with every visit to Africa. The Aids
            orphans encountered at a sugar plantation near Beira in Mozambique; the tiny blind beggar glimpsed in the centre of Addis
            from the comfort of the British Ambassador’s land cruiser as we sped between engagements; Kathleen, a refugee girl
            about the same age as the older of my daughters, who lived with her family in the darkness of the derelict starch factory
            in Lira, northern Uganda – for all I know she is there still:
        these are the images that will live with me long after the encounters with the big men have faded.

      What kind of politician am I? Had I been asked when I first went into Parliament, I might glibly have replied that I saw it
            as my mission ‘to comfort the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable’. But over the years I have learned
            that there is more to politics than that. If you are to stand a chance of changing very much for the better, you have to be
            capable of forming a government and to do that you have to take with you a swathe of the comfortable. It follows, therefore,
            that in an age of majority affluence, any serious politician has to spend a fair amount of time attending to the needs of
            the comfortable. Today, if I were asked to define my politics, I would reply that I am ‘a socialist with a small
            “s”, a liberal with a small “1”, a green with a small “g”
         

      and a Democrat with a capital “D”‘. I hope that is apparent from these pages.

      As Enoch Powell once said, all political lives end in failure. Mine is no exception. In May 2005, after 18 years in Parliament,
            I suddenly found myself ejected from all the little vantage points that made political life worthwhile. I can only hope that
            I did something useful along the way.
         

      Anyway, here it is: my life and times as seen from the foothills. Whether it is of any lasting interest is for others to judge.

      
        Chris Mullin 
Spring 2009 
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         CHAPTER ONE 

         
         
         
         
          1999 

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 28 July 1999 
St Bede’s Terrace, Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         A message from Kate Garvey at Number 10. I am to expect a call from The Man within the next 15 minutes. In the event it was
            more than an hour before the phone rang. ‘I want you to go to Environment,’ he said. My heart sank.
            Of all the possibilities, I never anticipated being on John Prescott’s team.* I asked what my responsibilities
            would be and he replied that he didn’t yet know, but would be talking to JP tomorrow. I asked what the options
            were and he replied vaguely that it might involve ‘something in the housing area’. Perhaps sensing my
            lack of enthusiasm he said this was only a starting job. ‘If you make a success of it, you can work your way up.’
            He didn’t ask whether or not I wanted it and rang off saying, ‘We may want you to come through the door
            of Downing Street tomorrow.’
         

         
         
         
         
         I rang Alan Meale in the hope of finding out what the job might entail. His wife, Diana, answered the phone and said, ‘He’s
            been bumped.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who’s got his job?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You have.’

         
         
         
         
         Even so, she was friendly and gave me Alan’s mobile number, saying he was in a pub in Millbank. I decided to wait
            until tomorrow before ringing. I then called Michael Meacher who was as upbeat and cheerful as ever. He said that JP, contrary
            to what I had supposed, was  a good man to work for and that there was a good spirit in the Department.
         

         
         
         
         
         To bed, feeling miserable at the thought of the avalanche of tedium to come.

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 29 July 

            
            
         
         
         
         Awoke early wondering if I could pluck up the courage to say No. At 8.30 I rang Kate Garvey and asked to speak to The Man.
            She replied that he was in a meeting, but advised me to get on the earliest train ‘since he will want to see you’.
         

         
         
         
         
         She was burbling about how wonderful it was that I was to be a minister. I said very slowly, ‘My – instinct
            – is – to – decline.’
         

         
         
         
         
         It took a second or two for the penny to drop and then she sort of skidded to a halt. ‘In that case he will want
            to talk to you in the next few minutes.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Sixty seconds later the phone rang, an operator asked me to stand by … I waited … The operator said
            stand down. ‘He will ring later this morning.’ That’s that, I thought.
         

         
         
         
         
         A tremendous sense of relief. Ngoc came down. ‘I’m no longer a minister,’ I said cheerfully.
            Ngoc looked a bit dismayed. Secretly I suspect she likes the idea, although she has no concept of what it entails. I went
            upstairs to have a bath feeling relaxed. Life had returned to normal. I would continue to occupy the little niche I had carved
            for myself in Parliament. The holidays were safe. Weekends with the family would be uninterrupted.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Man rang at 9.30. ‘Why?’ he asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Because I will disappear without trace. Besides, I don’t get on well enough with John to make a success
            of it.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I promise I won’t lose sight of you. You are the one person on the backbenches who most obviously should
            be a minister.’ He went on to explain that being a minister was very different from being a backbench MP. ‘You
            can’t be a minister of state at once, but I have you in mind for something in home affairs, the Foreign Office
            or international development.’ It might only be a matter of months, he added.
         

         
         
         
         
         I thought he wouldn’t much care, but he obviously did. ‘We get on well, don’t we?’

         
         
         
         
         I assured him that we did.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You have drive, energy. It would be a waste to stay on the backbenches being a wise man.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are you saying that the job is still open?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I am.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Well since you put it like that…’ 

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly I was a minister again.

         
         
         
         
         To Number 10 to be anointed, walking as nonchalantly as possible past a battery of cameras.

         
         
         
         
         The Man was on the terrace deep in discussion with JP so I sat outside the Cabinet Room chatting to Bruce Grocott, who quoted
            advice which Cabinet Secretary Richard Wilson had given recently in a symposium for junior ministers: First, be sure to demonstrate
            to the civil servants that you have a good relationship with the Secretary of State [difficult in my case], then they will
            be less inclined to go over your head. Second, remember, you are not going to be there for long so don’t try to
            put the world to rights – have just two or three modest aims.
         

         
         
         
         
         To which Bruce added a third which might come in handy in my case, ‘If you have the ear of the Prime Minister,
            play it up.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Bruce remarked that the present system of annual reshuffles was crazy. ‘There is massive inbuilt insecurity. Ministers,
            who may not be there in a year, are on top of a civil service which is permanent and who have nothing more to worry about
            than who gets what gong. The chances of moving anything more than 0.1 per cent are slim.’
         

         
         
         
         
         We were joined by Gisela Stuart and Beverley Hughes, who are also joining the government. They, needless to say, were overjoyed.

         
         
         
         
         While we were sitting there JP came out. He was about to walk past when, by way of an afterthought, it occurred to him that
            he ought to go through the motions of welcoming us, not least since two of us – Bev and I – are in his
            department.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was then ushered in. The Man was in the small sitting room adjacent to the Cabinet Room. My audience lasted about ten minutes.

         
         
         
         
         He said how glad he was to have me on board, adding that Dennis  Skinner would have been a good minister, if only he’d
            been willing to take responsibility. I said I was apprehensive. ‘People have been known to disappear without trace
            into Environment.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘At the moment,’ he said cheerfully, ‘they are coming out rather fast.’ (Four
            of the eight ministers have been sacked or reshuffled.) I said that I would miss the parliamentary committee. He asked who
            was likely to replace me and said it was important to get someone suitable. This is probably the last time our paths will
            cross until I’m sacked or reshuffled – most junior ministers do not have access to the Prime Minister.
            He shook my hand warmly. ‘Don’t forget me,’ I said.
         He promised not to, but we shall see.

         
         
         
         
         I stood around in the hall outside the Cabinet Room chatting to Bruce and Alastair Campbell, who said that yesterday, despite
            the fact that the hacks had been watching all exits, The Man had managed to slip out of Downing Street and over to his room
            at the House in order to spare The Dismissed the ordeal of having to walk past the cameras.
         

         
         
         
         
         Alastair said how unpleasant it was. A ‘nightmare’ was the word The Man used when he rang last night.
            Alastair told the story, which I heard before, of how after the election the Downing Street switchboard had confused Brian
            Donohoe with Bernard Donoughue and as a result Brian had been a minister for about four seconds. By now there were three other
            new ministers assembled: Gisela, Bev and David Hanson. We formed up into a line and went out and stood before the cameras
            and then walked out of Downing Street, chased by a young woman from the Press Association, who kept asking how happy we were.
            I couldn’t bring myself to respond.
         

         
         
         
         
         Bev and I shared a taxi up Victoria to Eland House. All the while her mobile phone kept ringing with people offering congratulations. For her this was a big moment. For me it is something of a humiliation. I have done what I always said I would never do, traded
            the little niche I had built for myself on the backbenches for the Department of Folding Deckchairs.
         

         
         
         
         
         Our private secretaries were waiting for us at the Department. Mine is a pleasant young woman called Jessica, who exudes competence and good sense. She took me upstairs to my office on
            the sixth floor, previously occupied by Nick Raynsford, who has been  promoted. The walls are hung with old prints of Woolwich
            and large photos of the Millennium Dome. I have a staff of four, all bright young people. David, the diary secretary, Shayne
            and Nicola, assistant private secretaries. They all refer to me as ‘Minister’.
         

         
         
         
         
         I am also entitled to a car and a driver. Entirely pointless since, as I pointed out, the 159 and 3 buses will continue to
            run past my door, even though I am a minister. Jessica, who cycles in from Brixton, was sympathetic, but explained that the
            situation is a little more complicated than I might suppose. For a start, red boxes cannot be transported by public transport.
            Secondly, there will be times when a vote is called without warning and we will need to get to the House quickly.
         Thirdly, I might be glad of a lift home at 3 a.m. after an adjournment debate.

         
         
         
         
         She also explained that the funding of the government car pool is geared to encourage maximum use of the car. The drivers
            are on a low basic wage and are heavily dependent on overtime. So, if I accept a driver, he will be hanging around all day
            doing nothing and hating me for not giving him enough to do. A trap I must avoid at all costs.
       (Later, I discussed this crazy situation with Keith Hill, who has the office next door. He is in charge of making sure the
            Department lives up to its green rhetoric. We agree that use of official cars is the obvious place to start. For the time
            being I intend to do without, although I shall make no public statements for fear of being accused by my colleagues of showing
            them up. And also because I may, eventually, be forced to retreat.)
         

         
         
         
         
         Jessica explained that ministers must always be contactable. I will, therefore, need a mobile phone, a pager and a fax at
            home. I offered mild resistance, but I fear I shall have to give way on this before long. The first of what will no doubt
            be many little defeats at official hands.
         

         
         
         
         
         While we were talking the door opened and in strolled JP. He made a little show of being pleased to see me. The word ‘delighted’
            even escaped his lips, although his demeanour suggested otherwise.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thank you for having me,’ I said as he walked towards the door.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Glad you decided to join us,’ he said dryly. The sarcasm remained in the air long after he had departed.
            Of course, he must know that I turned down the wretched job.
         

         
         
         
         
         My induction over, I walked down Victoria Street to the House.

         
         
         
         
         Outside Westminster Abbey I ran into Frank Field, who wished me well but said what a shambles the reshuffle had been. He claimed
            that seven members of the Cabinet had been to see The Man and said they would not be moved and that, faced with this display
            of solidarity, he had simply backed down. Frank also confirmed that the government car service was a job creation scheme.
            He said that, when he was a minister, he had even been collected by car from Birkenhead, just to give the driver something
            to do.
         

         
         
         
         
         Home on the 20.00, feeling very depressed. The hardest part of the next few days will be keeping a straight face as the congratulations
            come in.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 30 July 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         Jessica faxed through a draft list of my proposed responsibilities – aviation, housing, science, planning …
            to crown all they include air traffic control. A few days ago I was sitting listening to Helen Liddell being pounded from
            all sides and thanking heavens that it was her rather than me. Now it is. It’s like a bad dream.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Saturday, 31 July 

            
            
         
         
         
         Everyone, except me, seems happy about my appointment. Lily at the paper shop says it will be good for Sunderland. A man called
            out from a car, as I went to get the papers this morning. I notice that most of the congratulations seem to come from people
            who know nothing about politics. Those who do – including one or two of the more perceptive commentators (Michael
            White, Paul Linford) – are more cautious. They know I had a better job in my last incarnation.*
         

         
         
         
         
         Glorious weather. We lunched in the garden and then our neighbour, Peter, and I picked up the litter in the street.

         
         
         
         
            
            Sunday, 1 August 

            
            
         
         
         
         Awoke at 3 a.m., still worrying that I have traded my self-respect and the respect of others for the lowliest rung on the
            political ladder – and one which has not the slightest influence over anything that matters.
        If I was to get out now, I could still retain my place on the select committee and on the parliamentary committee. I lay awake
            until six compiling a resignation letter.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 2 August 

            
            
         
         
         
         London is bathed in a Bangkok-style haze of exhaust fumes, temperature approaching 30 degrees centigrade. Our first meeting
            of ministers. JP in benign mode, wearing a blue short-sleeved shirt, slumped in an armchair, one leg over the side. He did
            most of the talking, much of it stream of consciousness but there were occasional moments of lucidity. We had a problem with
            transport and, he said, everyone was under an obligation to help out. ‘When Tony decided to make transport a priority,
            he didn’t bring resources with it.’ He added, ‘And the one thing that might have raised some
            cash – a congestion tax – Tony isn’t happy about.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Michael Meacher remarked, ‘We are challenging deeply held attitudes, but we have to stick to our guns.’

         
         
         
         
         JP said modestly that he himself had to change. ‘I just get angry.’

         
         
         
         
         Keith Hill, an ex-whip, said the rebellion over air traffic control was building up steam. We had to head it off.

         
         
         
         
         The unions were playing the ‘safety card’, but we were doing what everyone wanted us to do by separating
            safety from operations, said JP. Tony Benn, who made a hostile intervention the other day, had done something similar when
            he was in charge of North Sea oil.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Benn’s a hypocrite,’ he added, pointing for some reason at me.

         
         
         
         
         A stream of visitors. Among them Richard Mottram, the Permanent Secretary. A genial, easy-going grammar school boy in his
            mid-fifties.
        He assured me that, contrary to rumour, JP is a good man to work for and, if anything, too soft. I told him I’d
            turned the job down at first and he seemed surprised.
         

         
         
         
         
         I also raised the car pool. Needless to say he has his own driver and car in which he travels in most days from Blackheath.
            I put it to him that we couldn’t credibly hope to persuade the Great British Public to abandon the motor car if
            ministers and senior civil servants were being driven everywhere. He was decent enough to concede there is an issue, but I
            sensed he was in no hurry to resolve it.
         

         
         
         
         
         We discussed my rag bag portfolio. ‘What would make you happy?’ he asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘How about giving me countryside?’ In exchange, I offered to surrender anything. He suggested giving
            planning to Bev. I cheered up at once. Afterwards Jessica congratulated me on my first victory.
         

         
         
         
         
         Back to Sunderland on the 20.00 from King’s Cross.

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 4 August 

            
            
         
         
         
         We packed up the car and set off for London, stopping on the way for a picnic at Chatsworth, where the children played in
            the maze. Emma fell in the pond. We drove to London in torrential rain, arriving in Brixton at the flat just before midnight
            only to discover that the living room was in an inch of water (caused by a blocked drain) which had been lying for four days,
            giving off a foul odour.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 5 August 
Brixton Road 

            
            
         
         
         
         An hour pressing newspaper onto the living room carpet. At 9.30

         
         
         
         
         Jessica rang to ask when I was coming in. There was a definite tone of disapproval in her voice. I explained about the flood,
            but her tone suggested it was no excuse.
         

         
         
         
         
         Much of the day was taken up with official briefings by groups on my various responsibilities – aviation, water,
            science. On the first two I surprised myself by managing to ask some reasonably intelligent questions, but by the time we
            got to the third my eyes glazed over.
        The news that I am in charge of science at Environment would be the cause of much hilarity among any surviving witnesses from
            my  schooldays to my failure to come to grips with even the simplest scientific concept. Someone up there is playing a cruel
            joke.
         

         
         
         
         
         Graham Allen, the Department’s whip, came in to discuss how we are going to handle the proposed part-privatisation
            of air traffic control. He suggested an early meeting with Gwyneth Dunwoody and some of the other dissidents. He also suggested
            getting a Labour Party pager, which I am not so keen on. Perhaps, if it makes him happy, I could get one and leave it switched
            off in a drawer.
         

         
         
         
         
         Graham offered one other piece of advice: ‘Don’t make jokes about air traffic control. Above all do
            nothing to imply to dissidents that you are sympathetic to their case.’ Helen Liddell, he said, had kept her head
            down and ploughed on regardless. That was exactly the right approach. Which only goes to show how much I have to learn about
            being a minister. I thought her performance was perfectly disastrous and that a smile or two would have gone a long way to
            lighten her load. I discussed this afterwards with Nick Raynsford and was relieved to find that he agreed with me.
         

         
         
         
         
         Today I took my first decisions. All very simple. Jessica places a pile of files in my in-tray. Each one comes with a summary
            sheet prepared by the relevant experts setting out the issue, any relevant considerations and any ‘presentational’
            problems that might arise (i.e. will I get a bad press?). This is followed by a recommendation. All I have to do is signify
            agreement or disagreement by making my mark on the top of the page.
         

         
         
         
         
         The first file concerned a proposal that KLM/UK Air be permitted landing rights for its service to Poland. Next, an application
            by Thames Water to discharge a small quantity of treated sewage into the Thames near Henley. The attached brief explained
            why the alternatives were impractical and assured me that no solids would be discharged. A small number of representations
            had been received, including an objection from the town council, but none from the local Member of Parliament (Michael Heseltine).
            I hesitated. This is exactly the issue that has caused so much trouble in Sunderland (although our sewage was untreated).
            Upon inquiry I was told that the Thames would dry up if it wasn’t for the treated sewage discharged into it. What’s
            more, too rigorous screening (ultra-violet, for example)  would kill the bacteria upon which fish thrive. After due consideration,
            I signed.
         

         
         
         
         
         Next, I was asked to approve pay increases for the staff of the Housing Corporation. That was easy. I signed. Then I was asked
            to approve a Millennium fly-past across central London along the Thames by Concorde at a height of a thousand feet. I asked
            for assurances about safety on that one. And so it went on. Jessica loaded the files into one tray, usually with a little
            handwritten note attached, boiling the issue down to a single sentence. I read, reflected and usually signed, always remembering
            David Heathcoat-Amory’s remark: ‘Government is about hundreds of little decisions about which no one
            ever hears, unless something goes wrong.’ Concorde crashing into the Thames, for example?
         

         
         
         
         
         Finally, there were letters. Hundreds. Almost all in response to colleagues writing with queries from constituents. Each came
            in an orange folder with the MP’s letter plus supporting documents. One foolish Tory had sent ten letters from
            constituents making the same point about water meters and received ten identical replies. I left the letters neatly piled
            on my desk for Jessica to take away in the morning.
      I trust she will be impressed by my diligence.

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 6 August 

            
            
         
         
         
         More briefings. The first, from officials of the Countryside division. I asked about leylandii hedges (it is two years since I first took part in a delegation to Angela Eagle on the matter) only
            to be told that progress had been blocked by Downing Street. The boys and girls in the policy unit have apparently persuaded
            The Man that to legislate on so trivial a matter would spoil our image as deregulators. In my previous incarnation, I would
            have bent The Man’s ear on the subject at the parliamentary committee, but now (having been ‘promoted’)
            I am powerless. (Jessica says that JP gets very upset if he finds junior ministers going to Number 10 behind his back.) This
            ought to be one of life’s more easily resolvable problems. I intend to persist.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then a briefing on waste disposal. Not very sexy, but of vital  importance for the future of the planet. Household waste is
            apparently growing at 3 per cent a year which is clearly unsustainable.
         

         
         
         
         
         A call to Gwyneth Dunwoody, who threatened ‘strenuous resistance’ to the government’s plans
            for the sale of a majority stake in air traffic control.
         

         
         
         
         
         She wanted to know whether the Bill would be separate from the rest of the transport legislation. I replied that no decision
            had yet been made. ‘Well, I strongly advise you to keep it separate. Otherwise it could drag down the whole of
            the government’s transport programme.’ We arranged to meet in September.
         

         
         
         
         
         Two men came in to see me about security. Jessica was not allowed to sit in on the meeting or even to know what it was about.
            Apparently, I am one of five ministers in the Department whose responsibilities (in my case water and aviation) entitle me
            to see STRAP 2 (Top Secret) information. I had to sign a piece of paper promising to reveal nothing now and for ever more.
            One of the men was small, sturdy and grave. He was dressed in a grey suit and dark tie and had the demeanour of an undertaker,
            clearly relishing the titbits that came his way. The other was younger and more laid-back.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Undertaker said, ‘Some of the people we have to negotiate with are pretty uncivilised.’ He added,
            ‘Mind, we also deal with some very civilised people – and we spy on them, too.’ The only
            people we don’t spy on are the Americans, the New Zealanders, Australians and Canadians, who are all part of a
            little club that has agreed to share the products of their bugging, burgling and bribery. A pity about the Americans, since
            they seem to be the cause of most of our aviation problems.
         

         
         
         
         
         When STRAP information needed to be drawn to my attention one of them would bring it to me, I would read it in his or her
            presence and they would then take it away. If I needed to discuss STRAP material over the telephone, I would be taken to a
            room with a secure telephone system. Every government department has one and so do most of our embassies. The Deputy Prime
            Minister was also in receipt of STRAP material on a wider range of issues which came from the Cabinet Office. The Undertaker
            remarked that JP was ‘not averse to knowing the other side’s cards’.
         

         
         
         
         
         As I was leaving Jessica presented me with a mobile telephone 

         
         
         
         
         and pager. Only the office, she assures me, will have the numbers. I managed to persuade her that, since I shall be on holiday
            for the next two weeks, I don’t need them for the time being. As a result they remain lying in the in-tray.
         

         
         
         
         
         Home to our ruined flat by 8.30 p.m.

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 10 August 
Gamekeeper’s Cottage, Northchapel, West Sussex 

            
            
         
         
         
         Up early for a walk around the lake. En route I disturbed two deer, who went bounding off across a field and then stood nervously
            eyeing me from a distance.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 11 August 

            
            
         
         
         
         As the hour of the eclipse approached the sky clouded over, but when the moment came the cloud miraculously parted. We placed
            our bowls of water in the garden and stood poring over them. Old Bear was brought out to watch. The girls were under strict
            instructions not to look at the sun. An eerie twilight descended, accompanied by a chill. As we peered into our bowls the
            shadow of the moon passed across the sun until it was almost eclipsed and then gradually, but not before the elapse of some
            minutes, normal service resumed. Emma, oblivious, played in the rhododendron bush. She will be well into her nineties before
            such an event occurs again.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 23 August 

            
            
         
         
         
         Back to the Department, where a mountain of tedium awaits. I have set myself three modest targets for the (hopefully) short
            time I shall spend at Eland House: (1) to manage without an official car; (2) to do something about leylandii hedges; and
            (3) to play my part in the reorganisation of air traffic control with as little fall-out as possible.
         

         
         
         
         
         I am besieged with invitations to address conferences organised by obscure but no doubt worthy organisations. Mostly they
            are the crumbs that fall from the tables of my many superiors and my first  instinct is to reject the lot. However, they usually
            come with notes from officials advising acceptance and, reluctantly, I concede. Before long my whole life will be eaten up
            by pointless activity. One such invite, originally addressed to Nick Raynsford, came with a note from his Private Secretary
            still attached. It read: ‘This is very low priority. I suggest we pass it to Chris Mullin.’
         

         
         
         
         
         I wrote NO and waited to see what would happen. Sure enough, as I anticipated, someone was in my office within the hour, explaining
            why it was really of the highest importance … 
         

         
         
         
         
         Jessica has dug out a copy of the contract which this Department (and presumably every other) has with the government car
            service. It is truly incredible – designed to ensure maximum use of the car. Termination requires three months’
            notice and, if the car has to be sold, a payment for ‘unrecovered depreciation’ which would in my case
            amount to about £4,400. We are charged a basic £864 a week, not counting overtime, for a car and driver,
            regardless of how much use we make of it. The Department has ten cars – nine for ministers and one for the Permanent
            Secretary. For much of the time the cars and their drivers are idle. If – as in my case – a minister
            chooses not to have a driver, but to make occasional use of the pool facility, the Department is required to pay a penal £704.75
            a week. During my four weeks as a minister I have not had sight of – let alone travelled in – an official
            car and yet we have paid out nearly £3,000. The time has come to put an end to this nonsense.
         

         
         
         
         
         My private office is the one bright spot in what I have so far seen of life at the bottom of the ministerial pile. They are
            bright, young, efficient and anxious to please. David, the diary secretary, is spending part of his holiday working with underprivileged
            children in London’s East End. Convention requires that they refer to me as ‘Minister’, but
            they are not over-deferential. Jessica exudes calm and competence. I must ensure that my general disenchantment does not rub
            off on them.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 24 August 

            
            
         
         
         
         The chief executive of the government car service came in to discuss the car. He was all charm and sweet reason. I invited
            him to justify the £700 a week we are being charged for a service of which we are making absolutely no use and he
            promised to come back to me with a lower price. He also agreed that there would be no difficulty about my using a pool car
            for the transport of boxes. He did remark in passing that the drivers were ‘heavily unionised’ and might
            not take kindly to a reduction in their numbers, but the matter was not pressed. He said that only one other minister –
            Charles Clarke at Education – had refused a car and since moving to the Home Office he has apparently been persuaded
            that a car was now necessary in the interests of security.
         

         
         
         
         
         All in all, a successful outcome. Jessica was anxious to confirm the details in writing since, as she put it, ‘the
            government car service is renowned throughout Whitehall for being slippery’.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Saturday, 28 August 

            
            
         
         
         
         To Newcastle in search of a new suit. Ngoc assures me that I cannot hope to be taken seriously as a minister who owns only
            one. In the event there was a sale at Fenwick’s and we ended up buying three. My reincarnation as a clone is almost
            complete.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 1 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         A pleasant chat with Hilary Armstrong, who confirmed everything I already know about the JP regime. She says John is hopelessly
            insecure, ever afraid of being shown up by one of his underlings, constantly interfering in matters best left to junior ministers.
            His vast responsibilities mean that he is often tied up elsewhere. She says weeks go by without her seeing him to talk to.
            Personally, says Hilary, she gets on well with JP, but he has an image problem on account of his stream of consciousness approach
            to interviews and his partiality for colourful one-liners. ‘John, have the courage to be boring’ was
            Gus Macdonald’s advice.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 2 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         To Number 10 where Alastair Campbell was briefing new ministers in an airless basement room. He said that, contrary to popular
            belief, the Downing Street press office was not run by control freaks. His only anxiety was to impose some sort of overall
            strategy. ‘We are not at all scared of ministers courting controversy or taking risks to get things up in lights.’
            His basic message was that ministers should raise their eyes to the big picture. ‘We have a good story to tell
            and we must be confident enough to spell it out.’ Alastair added, ‘Political coverage in this country
            is a joke. Most of the national media treat politics as a soap opera.’ He advised us to concentrate on the local
            media, who were generally far more receptive (did he mean docile?) and often had a wider audience.
         

         
         
         
         
         Several people complained about the quality of departmental press offices. Peter Kilfoyle said there were 109 press officers
            in the MoD and it was hard to work out what they were all doing.
         

         
         
         
         
         Alastair replied that one of the big difficulties was that the Whitehall press machine generally only worked weekdays, nine
            to five, which wasn’t much use when the media operated round the clock.
        ‘Whitehall is dormant at the time when the media is most active.’ At Environment there were about 30
            press officers, but when it had been suggested that they should provide weekend cover, some had resigned.
         ‘Find good people of whatever rank, and then bust the system to bring them up’ was Alastair’s
            advice. Sally Morgan said we must be nice to MPs in general and select committee members in particular. She rather spoiled
            her point by adding that select committees were often run by bitter and disappointed people. Everyone looked at me and laughed.
         

         
         
         
         
         Walked up Victoria with Charles Clarke, who recounted his battle to be rid of his official car. Apparently Blunkett wasn’t
            keen, for fear that it would show up other people. Clare Short had raised the subject at the first Cabinet meeting and been
            jumped on by The Man for the same reason. Charles got away with it in the end by saying that he needed to walk for health
            reasons.
         

         
         
         
         
         A talk with Gus Macdonald about aviation. He has an opinionated Private Secretary who, during a discussion of the air traffic
            control sale, remarked, ‘Someone should take Gordon aside and ask whether  it’s worth all the shit we
            are going to get for a gain of £350 million.’
      My sentiments precisely, but I was amazed to hear it coming from a civil servant. For a moment I thought he was a political
            adviser. Gus said that JP was the only person who could do that and he would have to move quickly since time was running out.
            He added, ‘The Treasury will only say that it’s not just a matter of the revenue. It’s about
            better management and attracting new investment that doesn’t count towards the PSBR.’ At this the discussion
            lapsed. I recounted it later to Larry Whitty, who said, ‘Dropping it would save everyone a lot of trouble. Gordon
            doesn’t need the money anyway. He’s got money coming out of his ears.’ I haven’t
            yet met anyone who is keen on this so-called public–private partnership.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 3 September 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         To the roof of the new Debenham’s store, where the mayor and I performed the topping-out ceremony. There are so
            many good things happening in Sunderland at the moment. A new shopping complex.
        A state of the art bus station. The metro on its way. A multiplex cinema in the pipeline. Mowbray Park being refurbished.
            The riverside reviving. I just pray that we have the economic base to sustain all this consumerism.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 6 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         Today I was allowed out on my own for the first time. To address the annual meeting of an organisation called Key Potential
            UK which has been set up to train housing managers. The Department had prepared a 20-minute speech full of impenetrable jargon.
            I managed to hone it down a little, but it was still excruciating. About five minutes in I realised – too late,
            of course – that I should have chucked it away and talked for five minutes off the cuff. That would have gone down
            far better and made me appear more than just a man in a suit. I was received politely, but without enthusiasm and hastily
            departed before anyone could ask questions. Humiliating.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was walking down Whitehall this evening when an elderly estate car pulled alongside. I assumed it was someone wanting directions,
            but it turned out to be the former Tory Home Secretary, Ken Baker, offering congratulations on my supposed promotion. I replied,
            gloomily, that commiseration was more in order, but he would have none of it. ‘You must be enjoying government.
            There’s a tremendous buzz about it.’ Early days yet, but so far the buzz has entirely escaped me.
         

         
         
         
         
         He sped off without offering a lift. I suppose he assumed I had a ministerial car waiting.

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 7 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         A meeting with Gus Macdonald and Keith Hill to discuss transport.

         
         
         
         
         Gus exudes competence and, unlike me, appears completely in command of his brief. Our difficulty, he said, is the long lead
            times.
       Money invested in transport now wouldn’t produce results until our second or third term. We were already getting
            flak for road pricing which wouldn’t come in for another five years. The difficulty with road pricing was that
            elsewhere it had been introduced to fund specific projects. No one has introduced it on existing roads as we are proposing.
         

         
         
         
         
         As for the extra money we were supposed to be spending on rural bus services, ‘I keep asking where these services
            are and no one can tell me.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Or whether anyone is using them,’ added Keith.

         
         
         
         
         We must avoid being seen as anti-car, said Gus. Why shouldn’t poor people enjoy the same advantages as the car
            had brought to the middle classes? There was no inconsistency about favouring wider car ownership but less use.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘What about the humble bicycle?’ I inquired. ‘We will never succeed in persuading people
            to ride bikes in cities until there are dedicated cycle lanes in which bikes are separated from vehicles by a kerb, as they
            are in Holland and Denmark.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Gus was very dismissive.

         
         
         
         
         The discussion ended inconclusively. It’s becoming clear that we are – rightly – terrified
            of taking on the car because we fear that, as  with taxation, in the privacy of the ballot box the Great British Public will
            exact revenge on any party that tries to separate them from their beloved vehicles.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 9 September 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         To the Hospital Trust for my annual general meeting with the chairman, David Graham, and chief executive, Andrew Gibson. Andrew
            is generally upbeat, but complains of being deluged by the Department of Health with circulars and guidance notes. ‘They
            contain up to four pages of “Actions”. It’s becoming a serious problem. You end up not doing
            anything properly.’ We are run by control freaks who, in the end, will finish up controlling nothing.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 10 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         Lunched with Jim Rafferty (the chief executive of Home Housing) at Picasso’s. He mentioned a local housing estate
            which had always enjoyed a good reputation, where the social fabric is now beginning to crumble. As if to prove his point,
            a woman came to my surgery in the evening who had just handed in her keys and fled, after living there 13 years. She had three
            sons and had spent a lot of money making her home comfortable, so she can’t have taken the decision lightly. The
            problem was a neighbour who was holding all-night parties and attracting ne’er-do-wells. Complaints to the housing
            manager had brought no action. She and her sons are now camped out in the living room of their brother’s small
            house in Hendon. She wants me to help her get rehoused. Yet another case of evacuating the victims rather than the villains.
            I shall get on to Jim on Monday and make a fuss.
         

         
         
         
         
         A Soviet defector has identified an 87-year-old woman living in Bexley as a spy. The security service has known about it for
            years, but neglected to inform ministers. The Prime Minister only found out yesterday as the newspapers went to press. An
            ideal moment to press my campaign for parliamentary scrutiny of the intelligence services.
       Alas, however, I am sworn to silence – and impotence. I must concentrate on privatising air traffic control and
            keep my nose out of matters that no longer come within my remit.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 13 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         Paul Taylor, a local journalist, called in to see me with a recently retired regional crime squad detective. Their purpose
            was to convince me – which they succeeded in doing – that the police weren’t trying hard
            enough to catch a villain who has defrauded a number of gullible (and in some cases villainous) local citizens out of several
            million pounds. The ex-policeman asked about the Birmingham Six case. I replied that I knew it was an article of faith among
            the police that they were all really guilty. ‘I don’t know about that,’ he said. Adding,
            ‘You’ve no idea what impact you’ve had on the way the police work.’
        In the seventies, he said, it was commonplace for policemen to write up their notebooks days after the event. No one ever
            checked. Since the Birmingham and Guildford cases, everything had changed.
         

         
         
         
         
         Let’s hope so.

         
         
         
         
         To London on the 6.43 a.m. Jessica is back from her holiday. Things are looking up: she called me ‘Chris’
            instead of ‘Minister’ when we talked on the phone this afternoon.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Bill Deedes has a story in today’s Telegraph saying that Kosovo is littered with unexploded cluster bombs. A large number of people, many of them children, have been injured
               so far and many more casualties are expected. The problem could go on for years. Exactly as I predicted to The Man –
               and George Robertson and Robin Cook – at the start of the war. Were I still on the parliamentary committee, I could
               confront him with it, but of course such matters are now far outside my remit. I must be silent. What a useless specimen I
               have become.
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 14 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         Lunch with the British Airports Authority top brass, which included Des Wilson, founder of the charity Shelter. It was preceded
            by a briefing which revealed that demand for air services is growing at an astonishing rate, especially in the south-east,
            which accounts for about 80 per cent of traffic (although no one wants an airport in their backyard, of course). By 2015,
            even assuming that terminal five is built at Heathrow, all the main airports will be choked to capacity with no prospect of
            further expansion. Until now it seems to have been a case of Predict and Provide. Exactly the mess we have got ourselves into
            with the motor car. Sooner or later politicians are going to have to pluck up the courage to call a halt. Needless to say
            the airport fraternity won’t be satisfied until they have concreted over every blade of grass. Des Wilson (once
            a great radical, now a corporate fat cat) seemed to think that the right to cheap holidays took precedence over all other
            considerations. He bleated about all the business we would lose. So be it. One day we shall have to go back to being peasants.
            There are times when I think it can’t come soon enough.
         

         
         
         
         
         Among the papers which crossed my desk today a note from Jack Straw to the Prime Minister saying that the number of asylum
            seekers had reached ‘unprecedented levels’ (80,000 so far this year). He says there are hundreds more
            camped out at Calais waiting to cross and asks for emergency measures to tide him over until the Asylum Bill becomes law.
            He wants special detention centres run by prison staff, and a visa regime imposed on Croatia, the Czech Republic and (possibly)
            Poland. Also, transit visas for Colombians. The world outside Fortress Europe is disintegrating. If this goes on, we shall
            need a new Berlin wall to protect the fortunate from the depredations of the destitute. Will Europe be overwhelmed in the
            end? As Rome was by the barbarians.
         

         
         
         
         
         JP has overruled my decision – one of the few I have so far been asked to make – to approve the line
            that officials were proposing to take in negotiation with Pakistan Airlines about slots at Manchester airport.
         

         
         
         
         
         He just wrote ‘No’ on the memorandum without explanation and attempts to discover his reasons have so
            far proved unsuccessful. Which poses a problem because the official concerned is already in Pakistan trying to negotiate. Jessica says this is a fairly
            common occurrence. The odds are that by the time JP has been tracked down, he will have forgotten why he intervened in the
            first place. So, for the time being, officials are sticking to the line that I approved.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 15 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         Up at 6 a.m. and to Cheltenham to address 150 councillors on rural development. Then back to London for a meeting with Gwyneth
            Dunwoody about air traffic control. Keith Hill and a couple of officials were also present. Gwyneth was affable, but uncompromising.
            With magnificent aplomb she brushed aside our feeble attempts to justify the government’s plans. Were any of us
            to appear before her committee in our present state of unreadiness, she would reduce us to mincemeat. A useful wake-up call
            for all concerned. There is much work to be done, if we are to emerge from this alive.
         

         
         
         
         
         Jessica has heard back from the government car service. Magnanimously they have agreed to reduce their standing charge from
            £700 to £400 a week. Still an outrage. I favour cancelling forthwith, but Jessica says we must wait to
            see whether Michael Meacher will take on the Nissan car reserved for me so that they have no excuse for selling it and charging
            us depreciation, which they are itching to do.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 16 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         To Lancaster House, where among the gold leaf and the painted cherubs Jack Cunningham had organised an induction course for
            new ministers.
         

         
         
         
         
         Lots of sensible advice. ‘Control the diary.’ ‘Don’t take boxes home.’
            ‘Big problems don’t necessarily demand big solutions.’ ‘Keep your eye on the big
            picture.’ Some of the advice bore no relation to my situation. This, for example, from Richard Wilson: ‘Your
            relationship with the Secretary of State is the key. Your clout will depend on whether you have his confidence.’
            That let’s me out, then. Apart from a team meeting three days after I was anointed, I’ve only seen my
            Secretary of State on TV. Still, I look on the bright side. Jessica says Alan Meale was in and out of JP’s office
            every five minutes – and a fat lot of good it did him.
         

         
         
         
         
         Richard Wilson, who I first came across at the Home Office, is not at all the stereotypical mandarin. A tall, ungainly man
            with huge ears, a big nose and a mouth that doesn’t seem to co-ordinate with the words coming out of it. He positively
            enthused about New Labour and its works. ‘This government is focusing on delivery in a way that has never happened
            before.’ He seemed genuinely committed to diversifying the upper levels of the civil service. Perhaps he was just
            chanting the slogans of the hour (Jessica says that civil servants are very good at changing their spots), but I don’t
            think so.
         

         
         
         
         
         Among the speakers in the afternoon, Michael Bichard (Permanent Secretary at the Department of Education and Employment).
            An extraordinary-looking man with tiny eyes, massive forearms, Mick Jagger lips and a scruff of beard on his chin. More like
            a Canadian lumberjack than a permanent secretary. He has just caused a stir by publicly criticising his colleagues. Apparently,
            he was brought in from the private sector and so the normal rules don’t apply. He talked of ‘putting
            pressure on officials to think outside their silos’. Civil servants, he said, were not sufficiently focused on
            outcomes. ‘They tend to take it for granted that intellect equals creativity, which is often not the case.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Finally, we heard from Sir John Kerr of the Foreign Office, the nearest we came to an archetypical mandarin, but even he could
            hardly suppress his enthusiasm for The Man and all his works. ‘The PM is the big act in Europe. We need to capitalise
            on that.’ Sir John has been representing our interests in Europe for most of the last decade. ‘In Margaret
            Thatcher’s day we lurked in the shadows. We won very few battles, except on the single market – I will
            give her credit for that,’ he said. ‘The trick,’ he continued, ‘was to break up
            the Franco-German alliance.’ Our strategy had been to forget about the French and get in close to the Germans,
            knowing that the French would soon come running when they found the other two big players lining up against them. According
            to Sir John, it had worked a treat.
         

         
         
         
         
         He was a total, unabashed Europhile. Goodness knows how he survived under Thatcher. He spoke only about Europe, nothing else,
            making no pretence of sticking to the official line. On the Euro: ‘There is no point in asking, “Will
            it work?” The point is, it will happen. It’s not going to fall apart. It’s only going to
            be a problem for one or two peripheral countries like Finland. There is no point,’ he added with a mischievous
            smirk, ‘in holding a referendum until we were sure that we were going to win.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Don’t believe the civil service has been Thatcherised,’ whispered Jeff Rooker afterwards.
            All very interesting, but so much of what we heard today has little or no relevance to my situation. I am now a figure of
            absolutely no influence, reconciled to a period of total obscurity. I must sit tight, keep my head down and await rescue.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 17 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         Another day another speech. Today’s was at the Institute of Electrical Engineers. Again, I read slowly with plenty
            of meaningful pauses. At the end I even felt confident enough to take a few questions. Gradually, I am mastering the art of
            reading out speeches that someone else has written.
         

         
         
         
         
         Michael Meacher has said he doesn’t want my Nissan Primera so it looks as if the government car service are going
            to try and sting us for £4,000 depreciation for disposing of it. If they dare, I shall threaten a select committee
            inquiry, which ought to do the trick. They must know as well as I that if ever this nonsense were exposed to the light of
            day they wouldn’t have a leg to stand on. Jessica has written to cancel our contract, which means that they will
            demand several months’ notice at £400 a week. After that we will be shot of them.
         

         
         
         
         
         Home on the 18.30. This weekend I am the duty minister, which means I must be contactable at all times. As a result, the mobile
            phone and pager have reappeared. Jessica assures me that they are unlikely to be needed. I shall hand them back as soon as
            my stint is over.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Saturday, 18 September 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         With Sarah and Emma for our weekend stroll. As instructed, I carried my pager and mobile. Which was just as well. Just as
            we were admiring the view from a hill above a quarry the pager began to vibrate with a message saying that three people had
            been killed in an air crash at Luton and would I ring Jessica at home. A panic ensued while I attempted to work the mobile,
            and then because I didn’t have Jessica’s home number. Eventually I got through to a duty clerk at the
            Department and he got on to Jessica, who rang me back. It turned out there was nothing to worry about since the Department
            was just putting out the standard line saying that there would be an inquiry. I bet she only activated the pager to see if
            I was carrying it.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 20 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         To the office for an hour and then to London on the 10.45. These days I hardly notice the journey. Every minute is taken up
            with constituency correspondence.
         

         
         
         
         
         A brief chat with Bev Hughes, the first since we were appointed. She shares my surprise (and Keith’s) that we have been given so little responsibility. She had been talking to
            Jacqui Smith at Education, who has her own distinct policy areas. Bev used to be Hilary Armstrong’s Parliamentary
            Private Secretary and so she is familiar with JP’s way of working. Like me, she has only seen him on TV during
            the last six weeks. There is, she says, no sense of being part of a team. At the so-called team meetings, which she has been
            attending for the past year or so, JP just talks all the time. ‘No one dares express a view for fear he will round
            on them.’ We agreed that, if nothing else, we must keep talking to each other.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 21 September 
Secretary of State’s office, Eland House 

            
            
         
         
         
         JP, grim-faced in shirtsleeves, standing near the window. He beckons a minion who meekly follows him out onto the huge balcony
            where  they briefly confer. It soon becomes clear that the reason for this morning’s angst is yet more interference
            by Downing Street in the business of the Department. Speed limits are the subject of today’s intervention. ‘Every
            time Number 10 interferes, we’re worse off,’ JP mumbles as we take our seats. His black mood is compounded
            by the fact that he has come to work this morning wearing shoes that don’t match. We are permitted a brief giggle
            at this. Towards the end of the meeting the said minion re-appears with a pink plastic bag containing an assortment of shoes,
            after which all is well.
         

         
         
         
         
         JP has no concept of how to get the best out of people. His idea of conferring is to lie slumped in an armchair and deliver,
            at breakneck speed, a series of diatribes on whatever has hit him on the way into work in the morning. Occasionally he invites
            the briefest of contributions from one or other of his ministers, who are arranged around him on a circle of easy chairs.
            Now and then he solicits information from one of the advisers who sit behind us on upright chairs. There is barely time, however,
            for the interlocutor to complete a single sentence before JP races off again leaving the rest of us scrambling to keep up.
            Our main role is to laugh sycophantically at his jokes. This is how it must be at the court of Boris Yeltsin.
         

         
         
         
         
         We discuss our plans for air traffic control. Or rather JP does. It appears that Downing Street is nervous. One hundred and
            sixty MPs have signed an early-day motion and the whips are predicting a substantial uprising. JP is anxious that, if there
            is to be any retreat, it should take place now and not – as he puts it – ‘after we have entered
            the valley of death’. He and Gus are meeting Gordon Brown later today after which the picture might be clearer.
            Gordon is said to be gung-ho. JP himself says he has no difficulty with selling off half of air traffic control. The arguments
            are sound. We need the investment and the project management skills that the private sector will bring in. Plus it will relieve
            the pressure on the tax payer. He attacks the unions for playing the safety card. Something, he says, they always do when
            faced with demands for change.
         

         
         
         
         
         A meeting of transport ministers in Gus Macdonald’s office. Several people expressed concern about the fuel escalator on which Gordon is said to be very keen. On lorry tax, Larry Whitty
            said ours was ten times some continental levels ‘and we have no explanation’.
         

         
         
         
         
         Gus said we must stop setting targets for everything. As far as cars were concerned, the number was going to increase anyway
            and so we would only be shooting ourselves in the foot. Most targets were, as he put it, bollocks. He added, ‘I
            sense a rising derision. We are getting a reputation as a party of busybodies.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Keith Hill told me later that there has even been talk of setting targets for the number of people persuaded to walk to work.
            A later draft of our walking document had substituted ‘benchmarks’ for ‘targets’.
            Later still, ‘benchmarks’ had given way to ‘reference indicators’. Orwellian.
         

         
         
         
         
         Keith and Joe Irvin agree that we are not doing enough for the humble bicycle. Indeed we are doing nothing. I may draft a
            little paper on the subject in the hope of persuading Gus to take cycling seriously.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 22 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         Gus Macdonald confided his surprise at the absence of team working in government. The Scottish Office (where he previously
            worked) was run by ‘a bunch of affable freelances’. At Environment the problem is worse. ‘We
            need a chairman at the top, not a charismatic.’ He concedes, however, that JP will never change. We are stuck with
            a charismatic. Gus says he’s been sent here to take the heat off John. If we can quieten things down for a while,
            the tabloids will find someone else to take it out on. ‘Being attacked by the tabloids,’ he says, ‘is
            like being mugged by skinheads.’
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 24 September 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         To Durham County Cricket Club’s splendid new pavilion at Chester-le-Street to address a housing seminar. The speech
            that has been drafted for me is so dire that I dare not read it out. It comes accompanied by a thick yellow folder containing
            briefings covering just about every eventuality except the possibility that I might be talking to intelligent human beings
            who would prefer not to be addressed by an  android. ‘When you become a minister,’ I say, ‘you
            get given dull, impenetrable, triple-spaced speeches to read out. This is the one I have been given for today …’
            Pause to display the fat yellow folder. ‘I propose to ignore it.’ Ostentatiously placing the folder
            on the table I proceeded to give a more or less on-message account of government strategy, illustrated with reference to my
            experience in Sunderland. It seemed to go down well. I had thought there were no officials present, but as I was leaving,
            a man from the Central Office of Information bore down upon me. ‘Minister, I hope you won’t take this
            the wrong way.’
         

         
         
         
         
         I braced myself.

         
         
         
         
         ‘That was very refreshing.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘By the way, who wrote the speech?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Ah, do you see that man over there …?’

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 27 September 
Labour Party Conference, Bournemouth 

            
            
         
         
         
         This year’s conference symbol, a rising sun. Increasingly the proceedings come to resemble those that take place
            in Beijing’s Great Hall of the People. The speeches are for the most part bland, lacking passion or spontaneity.
            Nothing is left to chance. I even saw an arrow pointing to a room marked ‘delegate training’ –
            goodness knows what goes on there. And yet, just as one begins to despair that there is any life left in the poor old Labour
            Party, the comrades rise up and inflict a little pinprick on The Apparatus. This afternoon’s defeat was prompted
            by the refusal of the chairman to allow a vote on two or three controversial paragraphs in an otherwise unexceptional document.
            All or nothing, he insisted. Conference took him at his word and voted the whole thing down. It won’t make any
            difference, of course, but it did cheer everyone up.
         

         
         
         
         
         Everyone keeps congratulating me on what they suppose is my good fortune at being made a minister. They then ask, ‘How
            are you finding it?’ Lacking the ability to lie or bluster, I tell them and end up sounding like an ungrateful
            old misery. Audrey Wise says I have sold myself too cheap. I am afraid she may be right.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 28 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         To Channel Four breakfast, where I sat next to Tony Benn, who amused himself filming the proceedings with his latest gadget,
            a small video recorder. Tony seems genuinely pleased by my elevation, although privately he must be contemptuous.
         

         
         
         
         
         During the lunch break there was a large demonstration of foxhunters baying ‘Listen to us’ and sounding
            horns and whistles. A mixture of tweedy toffs and ruddy-faced retainers. Many of the male toffs had caps perched on their
            heads and chins thrust arrogantly outward. I stood for half an hour watching them pass. By and large it was a good-natured
            affair, although there were some nasty posters depicting Tony Blair as Hitler. The more I watched, the more obvious it became
            that we have nothing whatever to fear from these people.
         They were by and large the blood sports wing of the Tory Party. To aid identification they held up placards saying where they
            came from.
       More or less a list of the safest Tory seats in the country. I came away greatly encouraged.

         
         
         
         
         Decided not to stay for The Speech. I made my escape and watched on television. Typical Blair fare. Long on vision, short
            on specifics. Addressed to the nation, rather than the party (a lesson that poor Neil Kinnock never learned). He began with
            a reference to the demonstration. ‘I know farming is in crisis. We are doing our best to help, but I don’t
            believe that the future of the countryside depends on fox-hunting.’ Hooray, he’s decided to come out
            fighting.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 29 September 

            
            
         
         
         
         To the conference hall for JP’s speech. As I was entering, two cars sped down the hill from the Highcliff Hotel
            to the conference centre and disgorged JP and Pauline. Alarm bells rang. Is it wise, when you are about to utter on prime-time
            telly lots of fine sentiments about reducing car usage, to travel 300 yards by car?
         

         
         
         
         
         The speech went well. I sat next to JP’s special adviser, Joe Irvin who had the text on his knee. It was laid out
            like a long poem. The sentences were short and each clause was on a separate line. Two new national parks – South
            Downs and New Forest – were announced. Air  traffic control was tackled head on. A two-minute standing ovation
            followed. In contrast to yesterday’s much longer one for The Man, this was the real thing. The Man is respected,
            JP is loved. He may be a curmudgeonly, impossible minister, but at the end of the day people know that he is on their side.
         

         
         
         
         
         All would have been well had it ended there but, alas, it was not to be. Fresh from his triumph, JP went off to give a series
            of disastrous television interviews. Inevitably, he was asked about his 300-yard car ride to the conference centre. Equally
            inevitably, he lost his temper.
         The interview is running high up the television news bulletins. Tomorrow’s tabloids are awaited with trepidation.

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 30 September 

            
            
         
         
         
            
            ‘HYPOCRITE’ proclaims a headline in the Mirror this morning over the story of JP’s short car ride. The Sun and the Star are just as bad. Poor old JP. I do feel sorry for him. So much effort went into that speech. There was a lot of good stuff in it and this is	
               what he ends up with. And not only in the tabloids. Simon Hoggart has a wickedly funny piece in this morning’s
               Guardian commenting on the angry tone in which all JP’s pronouncements are delivered. Says Hoggart, ‘He announced
               the creation of two new national parks in the way you might announce the annexation of the Sudetenland.’
            

            
            
         
         
         
         To the Department, where several feet of paperwork awaited. Jessica produced a note from the press office headed ‘Ministerial Travel’:

         
         
         
         
         As a result of this week’s press coverage from Bournemouth we are likely on Monday morning to have photographers
            outside Eland House looking at Ministers’ modes of travel … Private secretaries will want to give some
            thought to travel arrangements for ministers over the next few weeks. We will need to be whiter than white.
         

         
         
         
         
         I, at least, have nothing to fear.

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 11 October 

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Back to the Department after an absence of ten days. As I suspected, there is no truth in the Guardian story the other day alleging that the sale of air traffic control is to be abandoned. JP checked with Downing Street this
               morning and the line is that as long as he and Gordon are behind the sale, The Man will go along with it. I was told this
               by Richard Mottram, the Permanent Secretary, who I ran into in the lift.
          He added, ‘Of course that doesn’t mean they won’t pull the rug from under us later. We’ve
            been shafted by Downing Street so many times.’
         Richard made no secret about his view of the proposed sale. There was, he said, no reason why Gordon couldn’t come
            up with the money. ‘The sums involved are trivial.’ He added, ‘The problem is, if we were
            to sell anything less than 46 per cent, the Central Statistical Office would classify air traffic control as being still in
            the public sector. A great system we’ve invented.’
         

         
         
         
         
         We have managed to get the government car service off our backs at last. They had been demanding that we pay £4,000
            depreciation on the grounds that they have no choice but to sell the car allocated for me. However, when Jessica informed
            them that I would like another meeting with the chief executive, he suddenly discovered that he was able to redeploy the car
            after all. Total victory.
         

         
         
         
         
         The number of letters awaiting signature after my absence is so large that the overflow is housed in two large cardboard boxes
            on the floor of my office. According to Jessica, I sign more letters than any other minister in the Department. That’s
            all I am really, a glorified correspondence clerk. Much of the recent upsurge has been caused by a postcard campaign organised
            by Friends of the Earth. About 500 MPs have written in, enclosing copies of the postcard, and they all have to be replied
            to individually. Some lazy sods have sent in up to ten postcards, each with a covering letter, and each has been replied to
            separately. I have sent word, via Jessica, that in future I will refuse to sign identical letters to the same MP.
         

         
         
         
         
         Reshuffle. Peter Mandelson is back as Northern Ireland Secretary. Jack Cunningham is out, replaced by Mo Mowlam. Geoff Hoon becomes Defence Secretary, after just three months at the Foreign
            Office. Alan Milburn replaces Frank Dobson at Health. Frank, to  everyone’s amazement, has decided after all to
            run for Mayor of London. What on earth can have persuaded him? My guess is that The Man indicated that he would be leaving
            the Cabinet anyway and so Frank decided that he had nothing to lose. The most inexplicable appointment is Keith Vaz, who,
            after an undistinguished few months at the Lord Chancellor’s department, goes to the Foreign Office as a minister
            of state. Keith is an utter lightweight. How on earth does he fit into the New Labour masterplan? As for Mandelson, it is
            now inevitable that he will become Foreign Secretary after the election.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 12 October 

            
            
         
         
         
         Buried deep in the pile of letters awaiting my signature was one addressed to Elliot Morley suggesting that I am opposed to
            the UK raising farm-animal welfare at the World Trade talks which are due to open in Seattle next month. This was accompanied
            by a copy of a letter from George Foulkes saying that to do so would be seen by the Third World as a ploy by Europe to erect
            new trade barriers. Elliot’s letter, soliciting the comments of other departments, was dated 27 July and the deadline
            for responses had already expired. Since the views to which I was being asked to put my signature were the exact opposite
            of my own, I declined to sign and asked to see the officials concerned. In the meantime I rang Elliot, who urged me to stand
            firm.
         

         
         
         
         
         The officials duly appeared. I could get no sense from them as to why it had taken ten weeks to respond to Elliot. They then
            produced a new draft, which was a slightly watered-down version of the original. I refused to sign that, too. It then emerged
            that the matter had already gone to Cabinet committee last week and that our officials had pursued the line which I was being
            asked to endorse retrospectively.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘On whose authority?’ They then claimed that in my absence the papers had gone to Gus Macdonald. I bet
            they did, buried in a big pile a few hours before the expiry of the deadline. We have been bounced.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Great excitement in the private office because we have received what they call ‘a bid’ for an interview
               from the Radio 4 Today programme. In my last incarnation, requests for interviews on Today were ten a penny, but in my present obscurity they have rarity value. It is  no longer a case of a message left on an answerphone
               to which I may or may not respond. Nowadays all requests have to be channelled via the Department’s vast press
               office. Nor are they any longer a question of turning up at the appointed place at the appointed time. First the bid has to
               be cleared with JP. Then appropriate officials have to be consulted as to the ‘Line to Take’. This will
               eventually appear in the form of a note which has been copied halfway round the building.
          The subject of Today’s bid is air traffic control and safety, in advance of talks I am due to have with the unions tomorrow. I am not
               at all keen, since this is dangerous territory. Nevertheless, the wheels are in motion. A time and place agreed. A radio car
               is organised. Then comes word from on high that the interview is off. JP has vetoed it. No reason offered. I am forbidden.
               That is all. Perhaps he thinks I’ll make a mess of it. Or worse still (but unlikely given the subject matter) I
               might prove an unexpected success. It is not as though JP’s own appearances on Today have been such an unmitigated triumph.
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 13 October 

            
            
         
         
         
         A meeting with Michael Meacher to discuss the dreaded leylandii. After two years of faffing, the Department has come up with
            a leaflet designed to advise on suitable hedging for suburban gardens. As officials proudly point out, it has been produced
            with the co-operation of the industry and will be distributed via garden centres. ‘Where,’ asks Michael,
            ‘does it actually say that it is not a good idea to plant leylandii?’
         

         
         
         
         
            
            ‘Ah, well, Minister, it doesn’t quite put it as boldly as that. We have to be careful of upsetting the
               industry.’ Pure Yes, Minister. In fact, as one of the officials cheerfully points out, the leaflet could be seen as encouraging the sale of fast-growing
               hedging – the exact opposite of what we are trying to achieve. To be fair, it is not entirely their fault. On the
               contrary, our officials are keen to act against the demon leylandii – about which we receive hundreds of letters
               each year. The problem lies elsewhere. Objections have been received from the Home Office, the Lord Chancellor and Downing
               Street. Incredibly, we are asked to believe that The Man himself has given thought to the matter and has personally vetoed
               legislation. So instead we are consulting.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         Later, Brian Hackland – from Number 10 – comes to see me and I bend his ear on the subject of leylandii.
            Amazingly, it rapidly becomes clear that The Man has indeed given his personal attention to the matter. What’s
            more, according to Brian, he is likely to veto even a consultation which might lead to legislation. Unbelievable.
         It’s not as though we are upsetting anyone. We are in danger of exposing ourselves to ridicule if we can’t
            cope with a problem as simple as this.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the afternoon the air traffic unions came in to discuss safety with the regulator, the unfortunately named Mr Profitt.
            A heated meeting. They were an impressive bunch and put their case forcefully.
        Rightly they are angry about not having been consulted in advance.

         
         
         
         
         The more I think about this privatisation that we are not allowed to call privatisation, the more I wonder if it is worth
            the trouble.
         

         
         
         
         
         A brief chat with Michael Meacher in the evening. He obviously enjoys his job. He is very good at it and JP lets him get on
            more or less unmolested. Michael, however, remains as far from being a paid-up New Labourite as ever. Geoff Hoon’s
            promotion he called ‘outrageous’. The private finance initiative, he says, will come back to haunt us.
            Our inability to come to grips with leylandii he described as ‘risible’. I recounted this morning’s
            conversation with Brian Hackland. Michael rang him there and then and argued for 20 minutes. By the end it had become clear
            that Hackland himself, pleasant and mild-mannered though he is, is part of the problem rather than the solution.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 14 October 
Liverpool 

            
            
         
         
         
         Our first call was the Housing Action Trust set up by the Tories to take over a huge slice of Liverpool’s worst
            public housing which the city council was incapable of managing. Most of the Trust’s 67 tower blocks are in the
            process of being demolished and replaced with goodquality low-rise. It was given a huge sum of money – £260
            million – and told to get on with it. Needless to say there was a lot of squealing from Derek Hatton and friends,
            but from what I saw it’s a great success.
         

         
         
         
         
          I can’t remember what Old Labour’s line on Housing Action Trusts was, but I bet we were opposed. Something
            else the Tories were right about.
         

         
         
         
         
         Liverpool city council, now run by Liberals, has seen the light and is getting out of housing management. We visited two other
            estates.
         

         
         
         
         
         One which had been handed over to a housing association and transformed and one which was just about to be. On one we witnessed
            two large black dogs attacking a villainous-looking youth while the owner, another obvious villain, was trying to get them
            under control. Afterwards the villain who had been attacked beat one of the dogs soundly with a belt. I was later told that
            the dogs were Neapolitans, which are said to be fiercer than Rottweilers. The villain apparently owned six.
         

         
         
         
         
         As one of my hosts remarked, ‘You can’t accuse us of stage-managing your visit.’

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 15 October 

            
            
         
         
         
         Called Chief Whip, Ann Taylor, to put in a word for Jean Corston to be my successor as Home Affairs Committee chairman. Ann
            asked how I was getting on. I replied that it was every bit as dreadful as I had imagined. We discussed air traffic control.
            Ann is worried that it is going to cause us a lot of trouble. She said, ‘JP has been asked directly’
            – by The Man, I assume – ‘whether he still wants to go ahead and he insists on doing so.’
            She said it was a deal between JP and Gordon.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Number 10 was not involved.’ She added that it will hold up the Strategic Rail Authority, which JP
            is anxious to press ahead with. I asked if she had discussed this with JP. She said she had tried, but it was hard to get
            his attention. The sale has no friends apart from JP and Gordon. Number 10 is neutral. The Chief Whip is against. Parliament
            is hostile. So are the public. So is just about everyone in the Department, up to and including the Permanent Secretary.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Sunday, 17 October 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Jack Straw returned my call, ringing from the back of his car on the way back to London from Oxfordshire with his family.
               We chatted for half an hour. We were cut off four times, although he assured me the line was secure. Halfway through he relayed
               a message from his daughter Charlotte: her friend Rosa had recently read A Very British Coup and cried at the end.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         Leylandii was item one on the agenda. As I suspected, Jack is sound on the issue and was surprised to hear the Home Office
            were objecting. He promised to chase up the response to our consultation document and ensure it was friendly.
         

         
         
         
         
         We discussed JP. Briefly, I described his disastrous management style. ‘You can sack or reshuffle all the under-secretaries
            you like, but it doesn’t address the real problem.’ I added, ‘I accept that politically nothing
            can be done.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not any more,’ replied Jack. ‘That might have been true a year or two ago, but not now.’
            According to Jack, JP’s star is waning. ‘Floundering’ was the word he used. He wasn’t
            gleeful about it, just matter of fact, adding, ‘I like the guy.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Talk turned to air traffic control. Jack said, ‘If you think it can’t be delivered, let me know and
            I’ll talk to Tony.’ Suddenly it dawned on me that, were I to exert myself using my various back-channels
            to The Man (Jack, Ann Taylor, Bruce Grocott) I could probably get the whole thing called off. I hesitated, saying that I couldn’t
            yet be sure, but I would come back to him if need be. The truth is that, unlike many, I have no principled objection to what
            is proposed. Much of the huffing and puffing on the subject comes from people who haven’t got a clue what they
            are talking about. Many have disguised an ideological objection to the sale of any state asset with unfounded arguments about
            safety. So far as I can see there is no threat to safety. If anything, we are going to improve the safety arrangements. The
            problem is purely political, made worse by the rail disaster at Paddington.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 18 October 

            
            
         
         
         
         Another exchange about leylandii with Brian Hackland, the man from Number 10. ‘The climate in Downing Street is
            not right,’ he asserted.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘What climate? I bet the Prime Minister hasn’t devoted more than 30 seconds of his time to the matter.’

         
         
         
         
         He conceded that this was so. I pressed him on where the trouble lay and reluctantly he disgorged two names, Jonathan Powell
            and Anji Hunter.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Anji Hunter? Where does she fit in?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The Prime Minister values her political antennae.’

         
         
         
         
         So there we have it. Our entire effort is paralysed on the whim of someone officially described as the Prime Minister’s
            Special Assistant.
         Come back Marcia Falkender.

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 19 October 

            
            
         
         
         
         At my desk by 8.15, after a pleasant stroll through St James’s Park, which was swarming with police awaiting the
            arrival at the Palace of the Chinese President, Jiang Ximin.
         

         
         
         
         
         At 8.30 there was a meeting of ministers. It has now been decreed that these will be fortnightly (as opposed to monthly).
            JP, who was unusually subdued (although he still talked 75 per cent of the time), was slumped in his usual chair, tie undone.
            The royal standard on Buckingham Palace fluttered directly above his head. There was talk of Paddington. JP said it was nonsense
            to blame the accident on privatisation. Accidents had dropped by half since then. He added, however, that the number of trains
            passing red lights was up by a third.
         

         
         
         
         
         Leylandii surfaced briefly. To much nervous mirth JP revealed that he had 16 at the bottom of his garden. He’d
            better get them cut before the media find out, otherwise we shall have another public relations disaster on our hands. Somebody
            mentioned the problem we had encountered at Number 10. ‘As usual,’ muttered JP.
         

         
         
         
         
         To Birmingham, ostensibly to open the International Water Exhibition. I made a short speech to a handful of bemused visitors
            and cut a ribbon, but in fact the exhibition had been open a couple of hours by the time I arrived. ‘I wondered
            if you’d notice,’ remarked one of the organisers when I pointed this out. Of course I bloody noticed.
            Just as I noticed in Liverpool last week that the plaque I unveiled appeared to have been hastily erected in the middle of
            nowhere and no doubt removed soon after my departure. So much ministerial activity is entirely contrived and pointless. I
            spent an hour and a half touring stands, pressing flesh, and then sped back to London, where I rounded off the afternoon chairing
            a conference of prime ministers from the Overseas Dependent Territories, in the map room at the Foreign Office. Not as grand
            as it sounds since most of them represented populations no bigger than one or two local government wards. The Prime Minister
            of Anguilla (pop. 10,000) slept throughout, awaking briefly to demand that we build him a new international airport.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tonight’s Standard reports that the air traffic controllers are planning a strike. It’s not JP who needs to be leaned on, but Gordon.
               He’s the one pulling the strings and he will get off scot-free if the sell-off goes wrong. Just as he did over
               the single-parent benefit fiasco.
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 20 October 

            
            
         
         
         
            
            I am savaged by Polly Toynbee in her column in today’s Guardian for allegedly selling out the select committee system by joining the regime. She enumerates and then retracts all the good
               things she said about me when I took the chair of Home Affairs two years ago and then quotes me as saying, as I did, that
               I had no interest in being Minister of Folding Deckchairs. This she correctly observes is precisely what I have become. Some
               of it is unfair (it is not as though I just flitted through the select committee – I was on it for seven years),
               but she does have a point.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         This evening was my debut at the Dispatch Box, replying to a Lib Dem motion on transport safety. Needless to say, I was completely
            out of my depth since, apart from air traffic control, none of it fell within my brief. It is much more difficult to wind
            up than to open a debate.
        The opener can just read from a prepared text, but the winder-up is supposed to respond to points made during the debate.
            To make matters worse, no one except the handful who have attended throughout are interested in what is being said. The rest
            just chat among themselves while awaiting the division.
         

         
         
         
         
         My worst fear was drying up halfway through. I am absolutely hopeless at ad-libbing on matters that I know little or nothing
            about.
        As a precaution, I came armed with a 15-minute speech which, if the worst came to the worst, I could just read out. It was
            a low-key debate.
       No one, apart from Shaun Woodward (who spoke for the Tories) wanted to score cheap points in the wake of the Paddington tragedy. Don Foster led for the Lib Dems with a very competent, sober speech. Keith Hill, for our side, made a similar response. The complicating factor was the large, brooding presence of JP. Transport,
            of course, is something he knows all about. As Shaun Woodward got into his stride, JP started muttering, cursing, heckling.
            Before long he was keeping up a continual barrage, winding up Woodward still further.
         ‘You want the politics, I’ll give you the politics,’ he shouted. With that he started drafting
            notes for me to use in reply. There were references to dates (apparently plucked from the air), committees of inquiry headed
            by people of whom I had never heard, mysterious acronyms … All scribbled in barely legible black felt pen, accompanied
            by a continuous, high-speed, running commentary. On he went, long after Woodward had sat down. Confusion reigned. I began
            to panic.
        Visions of a breakdown at the Dispatch Box loomed. Notes were now pouring in from officials in the civil servants’
            box responding to points other speakers were making, but I could hardly absorb the contents, let alone hear what was being
            said, because of the overwhelming, disruptive presence of JP. Fortunately, with about an hour of debate to go, he finally
            shut up and I managed to sort the notes into some sort of order. At 9.15 a new crisis dawned. A whip, David Jamieson, appeared,
            to say that the debate was drying up and I might have to speak for more than half an hour instead of the expected 15 minutes.
            Oh terror. ‘Impossible,’ I replied. ‘When I’ve said what I have to say, I will
            sit down regardless of the time.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘You can’t,’ hissed Jamieson. JP, sitting next to me, overheard all this. I half expected
            him to come down on Jamieson’s side and tell me  not to be such a wimp. Not a bit of it. JP, God bless him, told
            Jamieson that it was unfair to expect me to busk. It was his job to keep the debate going. Jamieson slunk away. At this point
            I forgave JP everything. In the event John Heppell saved the day by getting up and speaking off the cuff for ten minutes.
            As it happened I probably could have filled the time. When my turn came I spoke very slowly and, using the notes that had
            come from the box, replied point by point to each of the speakers. Then I turned to my prepared script, but only managed a
            single sentence before time was called. It was a hesitant, nervous performance, but at least I scraped by.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 21 October 

            
            
         
         
         
         I am in danger of falling out with Jessica who is getting fed up with my constant whingeing about the rising tide of pointless
            activity that my job seems to entail. ‘Nick Raynsford worked much harder than you do,’ she complained,
            blushing as she spoke. I could tell she was angry.
         

         
         
         
         
         I pointed out that I was usually in the office by 8.30 a.m. and worked until 10 or 11 at night. I am frequently one of the
            last people to leave the building. ‘When,’ I asked, ‘did Nick do all the work that I don’t
            do?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘At weekends,’ she said. ‘He saved his letters up until then.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Weekends,’ I replied, ‘are non-negotiable. I have a family.’

         
         
         
         
         Whatever happens, I must avoid alienating Jessica.

         
         
         
         
         Bob Ainsworth, from the whips’ office, came in for a discussion with Keith Hill and myself about how to tackle
            the uprising over air traffic control. About half of backbench members have signed a motion objecting, although many will
            clearly fall by the wayside when the going gets tough. We agreed to divide them into groups of ten and invite them to the
            Department for a conversation.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 26 October 

            
            
         
         
         
         My first Question Time. A rising sense of terror. Answering is an entirely different art from asking. Gordon Prentice is first
            up. Needless to say he is asking about air traffic control and bound to attract supplementaries. In vain I try to memorise
            the brief. In truth, most of the answers are obvious, if only I could relax sufficiently to enable my brain to function. My
            greatest fear is being struck dumb.
         

         
         
         
         
         The moment comes. Gordon rises and welcomes me. Then he asks his question. I can hear someone muttering about political suicide.
            To my right Dennis Skinner murmurs, ‘He’s drawn the short straw.’ I affect nonchalance, leaning
            on the Dispatch Box, turning to face Gordon, beaming at him. I thank him, adding, ‘I hope I continue to justify
            the honourable gentleman’s confidence.’ Everyone laughs.
       There is goodwill everywhere. Even on the Tory benches. Everyone knows that selling air traffic control wasn’t
            my idea. The awful Shaun Woodward rises, his every word a sneer. By now my confidence has returned. I swat him easily. Cheers
            from our side. Even some of the Tories look pleased.
         

         
         
         
         
         Next, an exchange with Ann Winterton, who has asked about drivers under the influence of drugs. I treat her respectfully.
            Then one of our colleagues rises and refers to ‘spliffs’.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘The honourable gentleman is more conversant with the terminology than I,’ I begin. Laughter all round.
            Congratulations flow in.
         Even JP is pleased. On my part, huge relief. It is over. I have survived – until next time.

         
         
         
         
         Later, Gus Macdonald and I have a meeting with Sandra Osborne, whose marginal constituency is full of angry air traffic controllers. The poor woman has been attending meetings of up to 400 at a time. Before the election she was passing on assurances that we had no intention of privatising air traffic control. Now she is
            struggling to explain the difference between privatisation and a public-private partnership. She has been placed in an impossible
            position. She said that no one believes her assurances that Prestwick is safe.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 27 October 

            
            
         
         
         
         The more I talk to Gus Macdonald, the more I realise that he, too, is sceptical about selling air traffic control. He remarked
            today that he doesn’t have a single ally in the Lords. He says he told the PM two weeks ago that selling this is
            going to be very damaging. It will eclipse all the good things in the Transport Bill. ‘Up to you,’ Gus
            told The Man, ‘to decide if it’s worth all the aggro.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Congratulations continue to flow in for my little performance yesterday. Even JP went so far as to concede that it went alright.
            ‘You’ve got the humour. They like that. And they sympathise. They’re all saying, “That
            bastard Prescott’s dumped you in it.”‘ JP has strengths as well as weaknesses. Ann Clwyd,
            who worked with him in opposition, says he is loyal to colleagues. I must try harder to like him.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 29 October 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         A very heavy surgery. Three child abuse cases and a Somali whose children are trapped in a refugee camp in Kenya. His mother,
            who looks after them, is suffering from malaria and could die at any time, leaving them to fend for themselves. He is terrified
            of losing contact with them and desperately wants to bring them here. Rarely have I seen a man so depressed. His cheeks were
            sunken, his eyes downcast.
         

         
         
         
         
         Periodically, he burst into tears. ‘Life is horrible,’ he kept repeating, ‘I will kill myself.’
            He is an illegal immigrant and seemed to think that I had it within my power to let him stay. If only I did. I promised to
            do what I can to hurry his case along and he shuffled miserably away.
         

         
         
         
         
         Later, at home, I leafed through our photo album at the pictures of Sarah and Emma enjoying themselves in Cornwall, Sussex,
            Northumberland. What lucky little lives my children have.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Saturday, 30 October 

            
            
         
         
         
            
            ‘Just occasionally, even amid the waste of seaweed which characterises Commons debate in our dreary one-party state,
               something spiny shows through,’ writes Matthew Parris in yesterday’s Times. He goes on, 
            

            
            
         
         
         
         When this happens on the government benches a sensible chief whip makes sure to capture or destroy the creature.

         
         
         
         
         Chris Mullin is an example. A fearless interrogator and select committee truth seeker, he represented a small threat to the
            even flow of government in the subject he knew best: home affairs. So in the last reshuffle Tony Blair made him a junior minister
            – in the Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions. He has not been heard of since.
         

         
         
         

         
         Right about the last point. Wrong to blame it on the Chief Whip. The fault is entirely mine.

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 1 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         To London on the 10.45. Among my mail another piece of New Labour vulgarity: an invitation to have my photograph taken with
            Alistair Darling in the act of handing over a giant cheque to celebrate the fact that pensioners are about to start receiving
            their £100 winter fuel allowance. So far, so good, but the missive goes on: ‘To make a real story for
            your local paper you are invited to bring along a pensioner …’ It gets worse; ‘Speed is essential
            … If you are bringing a pensioner, please warn them there is no time to talk to Alistair and no autographs …’
            Yuk.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 2 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         Sarah’s tenth birthday.

         
         
         
         
         Walked up Victoria Street, self-consciously carrying my two, very heavy, red boxes. They are lead-lined so that in the event
            the unfortunate minister is blown up, the government’s papers will survive.
         People stared. Half the pedestrians in Victoria at 8.30 a.m. are civil  servants on their way to work and they aren’t
            used to seeing ministers lugging red boxes through the mean streets of London. All part of the price I pay for refusing an
            official car. Sooner or later some troublemaker, probably one of the drivers, will report me for breaching security.
         

         
         
         
         
         Behind Eland House I came across Roy Hattersley and his dog, Buster. ‘You’re looking immensely ministerial,’
            he said. Kindly adding, ‘I don’t know if you are aware, but your right-hand box is about to burst open.’
            I looked down and, sure enough, he was right. Disaster narrowly averted.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although she is not slow to point out (usually in a tone of exasperation) my many shortcomings I begin to notice that Jessica
            is reluctant to consider the possibility that she may sometimes be mistaken – not that she is very often. On the
            contrary, she is extremely competent.
         

         
         
         
         
         This morning, however, I had a little triumph. She couldn’t unlock one of my two boxes. A technician was summoned
            and about to force the lock when I appeared and offered to unlock it. ‘But we didn’t give you a key,’
            said Jessica in a tone that brooked no contradiction.
        Whereupon, in full view of the office juniors, I produced the very key with which she had indeed supplied me and triumphantly
               turned it in the lock. Voi-là. I threw it up, caught it and disappeared smugly back into my office leaving Jessica temporarily speechless. For at least
               the next half-hour I bathed in a warm, self-satisfied glow.
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 3 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         Jean Corston reported that, at today’s meeting of the parliamentary committee, The Man remarked, ‘It
            does seem strange without Chris.’
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 4 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         To bed at 1.30 a.m., up at 5.45.

         
         
         
         
         My existence is now almost entirely pointless. This week I have, among many other things, replied to two adjournment debates
            and made speeches to the British Geological Society, the Institute of Waste  Management and the Association of Residential
            Management Agents.
         In between I have worked my way through red boxes piled with letters to sign and papers, almost all of which are marked ‘To
            See’ rather than ‘To Decide’. People keep asking if I am enjoying myself. ‘Up
            to a point,’ I reply, but how could one possibly derive enjoyment from so pointless an existence? With hand on
            heart, I can say that I have less influence now over government policy than at any time in the last eight years. The only
            possible excuse for doing this is the hope that it will lead to something better.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 5 November 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         The Somali who came to my surgery last week now haunts the office almost every day. My assistant, Graham, says he cries and
            bangs his head against the wall. We have been asking the Home Office to fasttrack the case, but they refuse saying that there
            are hundreds of similar cases with equally tragic stories. I offered to contact the Red Cross to see if we can obtain some
            up-to-date information about his family, but for some reason he doesn’t want me to. Goodness knows what will become
            of him. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear he had been found floating under Wearmouth Bridge.
         

         
         
         
         
         This evening, to the monthly meeting of my management committee. The local party is visibly disintegrating.

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 8 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         To Leeds to see the chief executive of Yorkshire Water, Kevin Bond, a bright, pleasant man, not at all the stereotypical fat
            cat. He spent 18 years in the West Midlands police and, as a young PC, was on duty in Birmingham city centre on the night
            the bombs went off. He says he left the police because they were unwilling to change. ‘There was a ray of hope
            with Sheehy, but they saw him off, too.’ On water, he wanted (i) a stable and transparent system of regulation,
            (ii) to be allowed to take over smaller water companies – ‘otherwise foreigners will take over the entire
            industry.’ (The man from Thames Water, whom I saw  the other day, made the same point.) Mr Bond added that the
            water industry had been given away (by the Tories). ‘It was immoral.’
         

         
         
         
         
         In the evening JP, Gus Macdonald and I had a meeting with a delegation of backbenchers led by Martin Salter. It went off well
            enough, but JP was f-ing and blinding up to the moment of their arrival. Throughout the first part of the meeting he maintained
            an unprecedented silence while the MPs stated their case, which they did calmly and moderately. Gus responded while JP, eyes
            down, sat scribbling furiously. Then when everyone had said their piece, he suddenly sprung to life. Words spouted like a
            huge geyser from which a temporary blockage had been removed. He was still talking when the division bell brought the meeting
            to a close.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 9 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         To Brighton, to address 250 housing wallahs. One of Nick Raynsford’s hand-me-downs. Utterly pointless, since we
            have nothing to say.
         

         
         
         
         
         With as much enthusiasm as I could muster I read out the lacklustre speech that had been prepared. The applause was lukewarm.
            The announcement that the minister had to get back to London and would not, therefore, have time to answer questions was greeted
            with a cynical titter. Goodness knows why we do this sort of thing. It is so damaging.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 10 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         A talk with Richard Mottram about air traffic control and the Treasury.

         
         
         
         
         He referred to Gordon as ‘PM in all but name’. The first time I have ever heard it suggested that The
            Man may not be wholly in charge.
       Richard went on, ‘Gordon thinks his writ runs everywhere. To some extent we are protected by the Deputy Prime Minister,
            but some secretaries of state and permanent secretaries only find out about Treasury initiatives affecting their departments
            when they are announced.’
         

         
         
         
         
         To the Department of Trade and Industry to take part in the launch of a report calling for bigger and better airports. The
            place was full of men in suits who, happily, had been infiltrated by someone  from Friends of the Earth. It was left to me
            – and to be fair Lord Marshall (of British Airways) – gently to draw attention to the environmental
            consequences. I had to send back the original lily-livered draft of the speech I was given to read out. It came back much
            improved.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Our consultation document on leylandii has been given a very low-key launch. Downing Street is worried that, if we do anything
               about leylandii, we’ll be accused of introducing a nanny state. I’ve never heard anything so pathetic.
               We’ve even got the Daily Mail on our side.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         To Number 10 for the official photograph of last year’s parliamentary committee. I am included. My first contact
            with The Man since my demotion. ‘Hello, Minister,’ he said. He seemed a little distant. I’m
            not sure he entirely approved of my being there. The picture was taken upstairs at one end of the state rooms. The walls were
            hung with bright new portraits of cultural glitterati – Naomi Mitchison, Dirk Bogarde, P. D. James, Kazuo Ishiguro
            and Darcey Bussell, to whom The Man referred as ‘that Tory dancer’. I assumed that the paintings (which
            were much better than all that modern junk in Gordon’s salon) were his choice, but he said they are changed without
            reference to him.
         

         
         
         
         
         Two photos were taken. One of last year’s committee and one of this year’s. After the camera had flashed
            for the first one, I stood up and bowing slightly in the direction of The Man said, ‘Positively my last appearance.’
            This triggered a touching little round of applause in which even Prescott joined. Afterwards JP took me aside and indicated
            that he’d prefer me not to write to Ian McCartney (who is conducting a review of the government car service) on
            the grounds that a letter could cause embarrassment if leaked. Instead he suggested I communicate orally with Ian. He was
            perfectly affable, even conceding that I had a point, but he doesn’t want a letter sent.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 11 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         Yvette Cooper, Ed Balls and their beautiful baby were on the train going home. A golden couple. He an intimate of one of the
            most powerful men in the land and she, in her early thirties, already a minister. Yvette is bright and pleasant, but a swot
            rather than a natural talent. Lacks the magic to reach the top, but she will get close. Who knows, one day she and Ed may
            sit together in the Cabinet. I took the opportunity to bend his ear about air traffic control, ‘We urgently need
            help.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘We want to help, but first we have to be asked,’ he replied.

         
         
         
         
         ‘But you have been asked. I saw the letter.’

         
         
         
         
         We talked obliquely to avoid being overheard.

         
         
         
         
         ‘How many pages?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Three.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The one that arrived was less than a page. It didn’t ask for anything. Just listed five principles.’

         
         
         
         
         Would you believe it? JP, or someone, has backed down. We are still steaming full speed ahead towards the rocks.

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 12 November 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         Rang Jessica and asked her to find a copy of JP’s letter to Gordon. She faxed it back within the hour. Sure enough,
            it consists of just half a page. Pages two and three of the draft which was circulated have been deleted. All it asks for
            is ‘an early discussion of the best way forward’.
         

         
         
         
         
         A fat lot of good that will do.

         
         
         
         
         Jessica also reported that the unions have blabbed about our talks the other day and JP has blown a gasket. Word has come
            that I am not to organise the other meeting that we promised. Oh dear, whenever JP gets involved the misunderstandings multiply.
         

         
         
         
         
         The sad Somali turned up at the surgery again. He simply won’t accept that I don’t have the power to
            legalise his entry. I offered to make inquiries about his family, but he won’t have it, which makes me a little
            suspicious of the story he tells. I gave him a tenner to get himself something to eat, since he had missed supper time at
            Camrex House, the hostel for homeless where he is staying. Graham thought that was unwise.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 15 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         Another dreadful cold and another little homily from Jessica about my refusal to use a pager. As ever, I replied that I could
            think of no reason why I needed to be constantly in touch with HQ.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘We haven’t been busy yet,’ she says.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What about last week – there was not an evening when I was in bed before 1 a.m. or up later than 6.30
            a.m.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘That was only medium busy.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Well, I am not proposing to manage on any less than five hours’ sleep a night.’

         
         
         
         
         Officials take no account of time spent at the House. So far as they are concerned, the day ends when they go home. The fact
            that the wretched minister’s working day still has another eight hours to go is of little or no relevance. Well,
            I ain’t standing for that.
         

         
         
         
         
         A talk with Gus Macdonald about the letter to the Treasury that never arrived. It transpires that, although I am laughingly
            known as the Aviation Minister, there have been a number of developments of which I am unaware. In particular Gus has just
            had a meeting with Crédit Suisse at which there was discussion as to whether we could get away with selling only
            20 per cent. The conclusion was that there were not likely to be any takers for so small a stake. Gus apologised for not inviting
            me, but I am not in the least concerned. Let events take their course, say I.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 16 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         JP was in subdued mode at the ministers’ meeting this morning. His conduct was businesslike, going out of his way
            to solicit other opinions. He even made a couple of self-deprecating jokes. Has someone – Gus perhaps –
            given him a talking to? It won’t last, of course. Indeed before the hour was up the strain was beginning to show,
            but it was interesting to behold.
         

         
         
         
         
         A complicated little minuet is taking place over air traffic control. One possibility discussed this morning is for the State to retain the 5 per cent that was destined for the unions thereby
            giving the public  sector a majority. But, as Joe Irvin remarked, the key question is whether – if we kept 51 per
            cent – any borrowing would count as part of the PSBR. JP wasn’t all that concerned. He seems to have
            made up his mind to go with what was agreed. As we were leaving I remarked, ‘It would be useful at least to see
            whatever options the Treasury has come up with. We wouldn’t want to find out in two months’ time that
            the Treasury had thought of an alternative, but hadn’t told us because we didn’t ask nicely.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Pah, it’s fucking dancing on a pinhead,’ snorted JP. And that seems to be the end of the
            matter.
         

         
         
         
         
         Gus reported on the review of our press office. It appears it has a staff of 118 rather than the 40 or so that we originally
            supposed.
        Which makes it all the more inexplicable that we are unable to find anyone to turn out a decent speech. Many of them apparently
            concentrate on specialist magazines. Others are churning out pointless releases. Some are engaged in ‘research’
            into goodness knows what.
         

         
         
         
         
         The consensus seems to be that we need to concentrate on putting out a few simple, common messages. The real difficulty, however,
            is that JP has a serious image problem. This ‘Two Jags’ business has taken hold and he just can’t
            shake it off. Unfair, but the plain fact is that he just isn’t taken seriously by the world at large and no press
            machine, however well-oiled, can cope with that.
         

         
         
         
         
         To Number 10 for the reception on the eve of the Queen’s Speech.

         
         
         
         
         The Man made only a brief appearance and told a lovely little story about the computer course he is taking. Students are apparently
            tested repeatedly to see how they are getting on and Tony kept failing. He noticed that the young man at the neighbouring
            terminal was getting extremely agitated.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Am I making you nervous?’ he asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No,’ the lad replied.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s the matter then?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s because you keep failing these tests and I keep passing – and I’ve been
            unemployed for 18 months and you’re the Prime Minister.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Elliot Morley and I bent Home Office Minister Mike O’Brien’s ear over fox-hunting. ‘All this
            dithering is inflicting serious damage on the  Party,’ said Elliot. Mike was unclear whether the inquiry recently
            announced by Jack is intended to kick the issue into the long grass or to resolve it.
         

         
         
         
         
         Back to the office, where I worked until past midnight.

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 18 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         Environment was the theme of today’s Queen’s Speech debate so I spent most of the day at the House.
            We escaped lightly on air traffic control. Only Gavin Strang and Martin Salter made much of it.
         Gwyneth Dunwoody was particularly merciful. I remarked on this when I saw her afterwards in the taxi queue. ‘It’s
            going to get a lot rougher from now on,’ she replied amiably.
         

         
         
         
         
         The word is that we go ahead as planned. No more discussion of alternatives. A few concessions designed to offer reassurance
            on safety, but that’s all. I am relaxed. The arguments about safety are tosh. There is no great principle at stake,
            unless you believe that state ownership is by definition safer than the private sector. In which case presumably you would
            prefer to travel Aeroflot than British Airways. The only issue is a practical one. And on that front, unless I am mistaken,
            things are calming down.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 19 November 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         A meeting with the Grove Cranes unions. The American owners have decided to close the plant with a loss of several hundred
            jobs. ‘We were better off under the Tories,’ they whined. ‘The government has done nothing
            for the north-east …’ 
         

         
         
         
         
         When we shook hands at the end only two of six could bring themselves to look me in the eye. I came away as depressed as they
            and the blackness stayed with me all day.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 22 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         To the Cabinet Office to see Ian McCartney. I put it to Ian that it is not credible for ministers to go around making speeches
            about reducing car use while being driven everywhere themselves. Junior ministers at least could do without cars and drivers
            – they could have access to the pool when necessary. Ian listened politely, but I had the impression that he was
            rather attached to his car.
         

         
         
         
         
         We talked of the Great London Mayor Fiasco in which Ian has been closely involved. Ian said he thought The Man had been illadvised
            to denounce Ken – because he may well end up having to work with him.
         

         
         
         
         
         Swallow Hotels are to be taken over by Whitbread, which means Sunderland will lose the head office as well as the brewery.
            Exactly what everyone has been predicting since they got rid of Vaux. The directors have just taken the money and run. Derek
            Foster said that a businessman of his acquaintance had remarked to him that ‘our entire manufacturing sector is
            up for sale’.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday 25, November 

            
            
         
         
         
         To Swanwick to see the new state of the art Air Traffic Control Centre.

         
         
         
         
         An impressive space age concoction of glass and stone set tastefully among trees and lakes just outside Southampton. It is
            not yet up and running but the training has started. I was shown the computer screens which will track every incoming and
            outgoing flight, sector by sector. Terrifying.
         

         
         
         
         
         Later, at Great Minster House in Horseferry Road, I sat in on a meeting between Michael Meacher and representatives of non-government
            organisations – ranging from Friends of the Earth to the National Farmers’ Union. On Sunday Michael
            is off to Seattle for a big meeting of the World Trade Organisation and he wanted to sound them out before going. The NFU
            rep urged him to raise farm animal welfare. Now there’s a sign of the times.
         

         
         
         
         
         Afterwards I walked with Michael to Parliament. We talked of JP. I asked how he handled sophisticated negotiations like Kyoto. According to Michael he can be formidable. ‘I have seen him in a room full of people much cleverer than himself,
            drive things through by sheer, raw force.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Jessica says she is having trouble persuading the drivers to carry me on the rare occasions when I need the use of the car,
            even when sharing with another minister. ‘They see you as having done one of their colleagues out of a job.’
            The more I learn about it, the clearer it becomes that the government car service is run for the convenience of the drivers,
            not the government. They can be as pig-headed as they like, but I shall not give in to them. I heard today that another minister,
            Ross Cranston, has refused a car. The revolt is spreading.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 30 November 

            
            
         
         
         
         Ministers’ meeting. The first 29 minutes – I timed him – were occupied by a monologue from
            JP. Mercifully, he was interrupted by a fire alarm about halfway through which brought some light relief, but he paused only
            to swear at the disembodied voice, and then ploughed on regardless. Gus Macdonald just stared blankly at the table. Keith
            Hill sat with his eyes raised to heaven, occasionally pulling a face to which I dared not respond since I was in JP’s
            direct line of fire.
         

         
         
         
         
         Question Time. The second of my short incumbency. Not a single one of the questions on the order paper related to my brief
            (I later discovered that this was because most of them had been planted by the parliamentary private secretaries and no one
            had thought to consult me). In the closing minutes, just when I appeared to have muddled through, Desmond Swayne, one of the
            Tory troublemakers, got up and asked, ‘What about particulates?’ That’s all he said and then
            he sat down. I hadn’t a clue what he was talking about. I opened my mouth, but no words came. The place suddenly
            went quiet. The Tories began poking fun. ‘Help,’ someone called. Then JP, whose interventions are not
            usually helpful, mumbled something about ‘difficulties with Europe’. I duly repeated this with as much
            authority as I could muster, adding with a smile, ‘The Hon. Member can rest assured that  our finest minds are
            working on the problem.’ A masterstroke. The House erupted. Betty Boothroyd beamed. Everyone was suddenly on my
            side. With one leap I was free. Once again disaster narrowly averted, but it is a dangerous way to live. The ice is very thin.
         

         
         
         
         
         Despite his utter alienation from the regime, Tony Benn continues to be nice to me, poking only gentle fun whenever our paths
            cross.
          Today in the Tea Room he insisted on getting my cutlery, reciting as he did so, Gilbert and Sullivan:

         
         
         
         
         … the privilege and pleasure 
That I treasure beyond measure 
Is to run on little errands for the Minister of State.

         
         

         
         
            
            Wednesday, 1 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         To the weekly meeting of the parliamentary party to hear JP address the troops on the forthcoming Transport Bill. He spoke
            well, promising ‘blood, sweat and tears’ and giving a passionate defence of his – I should
            say ‘our’ – plans for air traffic. There was one hilarious moment when the following words
            escaped his lips, ‘I’ve had more sex with Gordon …’ 
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Success’ was what he meant to say. However, he recovered well and was warmly applauded. Still no sign
            of this great rebellion we keep hearing about in the media – only one person, Mike Connarty, raised the subject.
         

         
         
         
         
         Today I have addressed a conference of industrial water users in the City, spent an hour and a half in committee debating
            an Order on aircraft training regulations, addressed the all-party animal welfare group on the regulation of zoos and circuses
            and held a half-hour telephone discussion with EU Commissioner Neil Kinnock about how to defuse the row between Britain and
            the US over hush kits. None of these are subjects I know anything about. I live from hour to hour, never staying with any
            subject (except air traffic control) long enough to learn anything useful, praying that I can retain just sufficient information
            from the briefing to enable myself to bluff my way through  without humiliation. As soon as it is no longer required, I press
            the mental delete button and the information is wiped from my mind, lost beyond recall. This is how it is every day. No wonder
            barristers flourish in this environment. I am beginning to lose my identity.
        Who am I?

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 2 December 

            
            
         
         
         
            
            ‘Prescott under siege’, declares the front-page headline in today’s Guardian over a classic piece of synthetic journalism. ‘Chaos’, ‘disarray’, ‘disaffection’
               – all the usual buzzwords so beloved of political journalists with nothing better to do. The report goes on to
               predict ‘the biggest revolt of this parliament over air traffic control’, although the only evidence
               for the proposition is quotes from Martin Salter and Gavin Strang, who are Usual Suspects. Poor JP, it is true he is sometimes
               his own worst enemy, but he does not deserve all the shit heaped upon him. First, because many of his so-called U-turns have
               been forced upon him by Number 10, which has had a failure of nerve when it comes to taking on the car lobby. Second, because
               he is up against problems for which there are no overnight solutions. To read the nonsense in the press anyone would think
               that traffic jams started in May 1997.
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 3 December 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         Seventy mile an hour winds. The street is littered with debris. The big ash tree by our gate sways menacingly. One of the
            flower pots on the front steps was blown over and smashed.
         

         
         
         
         
         I visited Camrex House, a doss house now taking asylum seekers.

         
         
         
         
         Men from disintegrated societies – Somalia, Togo, Afghanistan … Only about 60 so far, but under Jack
            Straw’s plans for dispersal, Sunderland is due to receive a thousand by April. Little or nothing has been done
            to prepare for them. Many speak no English and they are very vulnerable. Disaster looms unless we get organised. I undertook
            to put pressure on both the local authority and the Refugee Council.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Saturday, 4 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         Ran into a boilermaker who was made redundant from the shipyards.

         
         
         
         
         To my pleasant surprise, he was upbeat. His daughter, he says, is £12 a week better off as a result of Gordon’s
            tax credits and he cites a single mother who has gained more than £20.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 6 December 
Brixton Road 

            
            
         
         
         
         The pear tree in our London garden has gone. It disappeared one day last week. It was 150 years old and 80 feet high and all
            that is left is a sawn off stump about six inches above the ground. True, it was dead and would have had to be removed anyway,
            but I had intended to cut it at a height of six feet and grow a clematis up the stump. I rang the neighbours. Jeremy knew
            nothing, but Katrina from the top flat said that men from Lambeth Council called last Monday and said they were going to cut
            it down. She did not object, assuming that Jeremy or I had made the arrangement. Why should Lambeth Council cut down our tree?
            I can only think that they believe they own our house.
       They don’t, of course. Theirs is the one next door. Several years back they put up scaffolding and decorated our
            house. Twice I told the decorators that they had got the wrong house, but they wouldn’t listen.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 7 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         The JP crisis is mounting. The Tories have called a debate for tomorrow. Effectively it is a motion of no confidence in JP,
            who is cutting short his trip to India and travelling back overnight to reply. The poor fellow will be exhausted. ‘We
            have to save John from himself,’ Hilary Armstrong whispered to me in the Tea Room. ‘He must be persuaded
            to lie low in the New Year. No interviews, no speeches. He must leave all that to Gus Macdonald and concentrate instead on
            preparing for the next public spending round.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Already there are signs that Downing Street is launching a ‘Save JP’ offensive. On 13 December he is
            to make a major speech at the ICA 
         

         
         
         
         
         in the Mall, relaunching our transport strategy to focus on some clearly defined, achievable targets. A note has come round
            outlining tactics. It says that JP will walk the short distance from his apartment in Admiralty House to the ICA accompanied
            by a pool television camera. He will depart immediately after delivering his speech. Questions will be left for Gus to answer.
            JP will give no interviews. The unmistakable hand of Alastair Campbell. The question is, of course, will JP listen to anything
            anyone is telling him?
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 8 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         The return of JP. He arrived in the early hours, taking care to travel from Heathrow by public transport, television cameras
            dogging his every step. Gus and I were upstairs, appearing before Gwyneth Dunwoody’s select committee, so I missed
            the debate. By most accounts it was a triumph. Redwood, who had risen from his sickbed for the occasion, performed poorly.
            JP, by contrast, was on good form. The crisis is over for the time being. The hacks will have to find somebody else to hound.
         

         
         
         
         
         To dinner at the Congress Club in Great Peter Street for a stimulating discussion about waste disposal. Most of the guests
            were businessmen involved with recycling. The gist of their message was that it cannot be left to the market. Unless we pull
            our finger out, we stand no chance of meeting the EC recycling targets to which we have signed up. They wanted more green
            taxes, laws to make producers take responsibility for their own waste, a tougher government procurement policy and state intervention
            to ensure a stable market for recycled goods. Overall, they want a regulator to drive progress. All very reasonable, but not
            a message the deregulators in Downing Street or the Department of Trade and Industry will want to hear. Perhaps this is an
            area where I can make a difference. We have to break out of the pointless cycle of consultation documents, task forces and
            working parties in which we are presently trapped.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 13 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         I set out from Sunderland to address the OFWAT Christmas knees-up in Birmingham. My fifth dispatch to Birmingham in a month.
            As ever, the omens were inauspicious. The sky was raining grey slush. Every horizon dominated by prefabricated concrete. My,
            how the Brummies love their concrete.
         

         
         
         
         
         I had been given the usual 15-minute speech, typed triple-spaced, to read to the assembly. Had I been addressing a crowd of
            men in suits it would have been fine, but this was the office party. Everyone down to the typing pool and the cleaners was
            there and most were utterly uninterested in the minutiae of water regulation. They had come for the karaoke and the dancing,
            not for a ministerial speech. Not until I was about five paragraphs in, did it dawn on me that all that was required was to
            thank them for their hard work, wish them merry Christmas and sit down. On I ploughed, my morale sinking at their palpable
            indifference. Even my feeble attempts at humour fell on stony ground. Someone on the top table was whispering to his neighbour,
            no doubt about my inadequacy. Why on earth invite me – or rather Michael Meacher (for this was yet another of his
            hand-me-downs)? The only consolation was that Ian Byatt’s speech received no better reception, and he was playing
            on home ground.
         

         
         
         
         
         Departed for London feeling down. Seven hours of travelling only to show myself up in front of 200 people.

         
         
         
         
            
            The papers are full of JP’s alleged demotion and Gus Macdonald’s alleged elevation. This latest round
               of hysteria has apparently been triggered by a piece in yesterday’s Sunday Times. In truth, all that has changed is that the hacks have finally caught up with what happened in July. Gus has indeed been
               sent in to get a grip on transport – and by implication persuade JP to take a back seat, but that happened five
               months ago. The hacks are really falling over themselves to do down JP and, as ever, the Guardian is the worst. ‘Rail fares shock for Prescott’, shouts today’s main headline over a story
               that ordinarily would have merited a few paragraphs on an inside page.
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 14 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         Gus tells me that JP was, as ever, the author of his latest misfortune. Apparently he got wind that the Sunday Times was intending to run something on his son’s property dealings and, no doubt without consulting anyone, rang to
               offer what he thought was a better story in the hope that the hacks would be deflected. Which, of course, they weren’t.
               Result: the worst of both worlds. The story about the prodigal son duly appeared on page five and the front was dominated
               by the news that Gus is to take charge of transport. Once again, JP has set himself up. An exact repeat of Bournemouth three
               months ago. This time he has chosen the day of his big speech at the ICA which was supposed to relaunch our transport policy.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         Somehow, says Gus, we have to persuade JP to stop interfering. Gus has talked to Richard Mottram who agrees that JP’s office should cease monitoring every press release and details
            of every petty little decision that ought properly to be the job of us underlings. JP’s job should be strategy,
            something woefully lacking in the Department.
        ‘Look at Gordon Brown,’ says Gus. ‘He disappears for months at a time and only goes public
            when he has something important to announce.’ Gus added that, contrary to rumour, neither Downing Street nor Gordon
            are fanning the flames. ‘Alastair and Gordon have been brilliant.’
         

         
         
         
         
         He said that JP is very down. ‘I tried to cheer him up by saying it will all blow over, but he thinks his credibility
            is damaged beyond repair.’
         

         
         
         
         
         So do I. The shadows are lengthening. Most people like John and want him to do well. Among those who know him, there is a
            general recognition that, under that volcanic exterior, there lurks a decent human being. At the same time there is a barely
            concealed contempt among both civil servants and ministers for his absolute lack of management skills, his inability to see
            wood for trees and his flat refusal to listen to anything anyone is telling him. Deep down I am sure he, too, realises that
            he is out of his depth. That accounts for the tantrums. It was the same with Neil Kinnock, who is much nicer now he is back
            in a job he can do.
         

         
         
         
         
         Half an hour with Nick Raynsford. Again, the talk was of the latest JP crisis. For weeks Nick has been vainly seeking an audience
            to discuss the housing Green Paper and reducing VAT on brownfield developments – both matters which need urgent
            decisions. ‘The man is immersed in trivia, blowing his top left, right and centre.’ Nick went on to
            describe how at the weekend, at the Eastbourne policy forum, JP had needlessly alienated a roomful of people, all with goodwill
            towards him, by storming out of a transport workshop and retiring in a sulk to his hotel. Says Nick, who usually errs on the
            side of caution, ‘As soon as the election is over, he’ll be gone.’
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday, 15 December 

            
            
         
         
         
            
            There has been a U-turn on the Christmas boat trip we were all supposed to be going on tomorrow. Some weeks ago a memo came
               round from JP ordering ministers to stump up £75 a head towards the cost of a party on board a Thames cruiser for
               the private office staff. The note made clear that we were all expected to attend. However, Hilary Armstrong has persuaded
               JP that in the current climate it would not be a good idea. He had apparently forgotten about ‘The Ship of Shame’,
               a similar enterprise which he organised in Opposition and which made the front page of the Sun. Tomorrow’s trip had the smell of doom about it from the outset – the boat hired is a sister ship of
               the Marchioness. Anyway, thanks to Hilary, common sense has prevailed.
            The party will go ahead, but without ministers. Relief all round.

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 17 December 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         Ngoc reports the following exchange with Sarah. ‘Mum, I know all about Santa Claus.’

         
         
         
         
         Her friend Rachel told her, although Sarah has been suspicious since last year when Santa Claus foolishly wrote her a note
            using a word processor with a typeface suspiciously like mine.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ngoc neither confirmed nor denied. Sarah did not press the point since she is anxious not to jeopardise the prospect of this
            year’s  presents. She did, however, make Sarah promise not to share her suspicions with Emma.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Sunday, 19 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         Shaun Woodward has crossed the floor. I am astounded. He had his differences with the Tories – notably on tolerance
            of gays – but he never struck me, or anyone else, as terminally disaffected. On the occasions – the
            last being two weeks ago – that I have found myself debating with him, he was aggressive and unpleasant. There
            is speculation that he has done some kind of deal with our masters, but I don’t believe that. The cynical view
            in the Tea Room is that he will soon be given a job, but that seems unlikely. The best he can hope for, and not until after
            the election, is a peerage. It’s not as though we need him. In any case, the honourable course would have been
            to resign his seat. How anyone can justify being elected for one party and then simply switch to another without benefit of
            an election is beyond me. What’s more it discredits the political process. Were I suddenly to wake one morning
            and decide I was a Tory, I wouldn’t dare show my face in Sunderland again, let alone wish to go on representing
            it.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Monday, 20 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         Gus Macdonald was on the radio this morning enunciating our new line on the car, which is that we are not against cars, simply
            in favour of making more sensible use of them. He even went so far as to suggest, gratuitously, that increased car ownership
            was to be welcomed as an inevitable symptom of prosperity. On the same basis, everyone in China (where cars are killing an
            unbelievable 70,000 people a year) should have one. My own view remains that we would all be better off on bicycles.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday, 21 December 

            
            
         
         
         
         A meeting of transport ministers at which Gus reported that our ‘repositioning’ on cars was going well,
            although he had yet to discuss the subject with Michael Meacher, who might not share his enthusiasm since it was his job to
            cope with the pollution. In truth, I don’t suppose it matters much what spin we put on our transport policy, as
            long as we continue to pump money into buses and light railways. All the signs are that there is some big money in the pipeline.
         

         
         
         
         
         Keith Hill and I amused ourselves over lunch compiling a New Labour lexicon. We came up with the following: pathfinders, beacons,
            win-win, stakeholders, opportunities as well as challenges, joined-up government, partnership, best value. And, of course,
            ‘new’ as in New Partnership Company.
         

         
         
         
         
         These words increasingly crop up in official submissions. I am forever deleting them from letters and draft speeches. Jessica
            says that in John Major’s time official papers were full of cricketing analogies, but these have largely disappeared
            in favour of the new claptrap. One often hears it trotted out at Question Time. I am in awe of the facility with which it
            rolls off the tongues of some of our more flexible colleagues. Officials, of course, have a language of their own. ‘Taking
            forward’ is one of my favourites. It usually means doing nothing.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hope you are not writing a diary …’ Jessica remarked this afternoon, watching me scribbling
            in one of the little red notebooks that I carry everywhere. I neither confirmed nor denied.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was briefed by a group of men in suits about our plans for coping with environmental emergencies. The one who did most of
            the talking was the red-faced, puffed-up little fellow who came to see me about classified material soon after I was appointed.
            I asked what was the most likely cause of disaster and the answer, unsurprisingly, was nuclear power stations. I was shown
            a map of Europe on which they were all marked and several that are judged particularly unreliable were double-ringed. One
            was Chernobyl, one in Bulgaria and a third that was too far east to be included on the map, although there was a  mark in
            the margin. However, an official added that it was the French who worried him most. Their nearest nuclear power station was
            only thirty miles away and they wouldn’t necessarily tell us if they were in trouble.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Thursday, 23 December 
Sunderland 

            
            
         
         
         
         A call first thing this morning to say that Uncle Brian is dead. I feel bad about not having gone to see him. No one from
            the family was present when he died, except of course that his ‘family’ were the nuns who looked after
            him so well and they were there. I hope when I die those who love me will come to say goodbye. Eeerily, when I got to the
            office two hours later there was a Christmas card from Brian waiting. It must have been written even as he was dying. In a
            slightly shaky hand he had written, ‘Very many thanks for the best card I have received. I have never seen the
            Crypt* and find it quite lovely … I hope you will be able to come and see me again soon.’
         

         
         
         
         
         The first batch of refugees to be dispersed to Sunderland under Jack’s new asylum regime arrived yesterday. The
            council is arranging for them to be housed in empty private properties. A dozen Albanian Kosovars and Moldovans. Young, single
            males. One of the Albanians, the only English-speaker, said he came from the Serb-dominated town of Mitrovice and had fled
            to Macedonia at the start of the war. He arrived in England a few days ago, having paid 4,000 marks for a ride in a lorry.
            No one can blame these people for wanting to seek a new life in the West. In their place I would probably do the same, but
            it is hard to see how most of them can claim – now at any rate – to be fleeing a well-founded fear of
            persecution. I guess most are going to be sent back eventually. The sad thing is they have burned up their life savings to
            get here.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Friday, 31 December 
Brixton Road 

            
            
         
         
         
         Spent an hour raking up sawdust and clearing twigs from the lawn where Lambeth Council mistakenly cut down my pear tree.

         
         
         
         
         * The Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR).

         
         
         
         
         * As chairman of the Home Affairs Select Committee.

         
         
         
         
         * Brian Foley, RC Bishop of Lancaster, 1962–85; the House of Commons Christmas card depicted the crypt
            chapel of the Palace of Westminster.
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