
‘Hinterland reveals Mullin to be as shrewd a political operator as they 
come, but fiercely principled and blessed with a rare insight, too. 
Parliament … must miss him.’  Observer

‘Another canny, deceptively casual Mullin performance … With 
luck, Labour’s current left-wing phase will produce a new Mullin or 
two before it is snuffed out.’ Guardian

‘Fluent, accessible, candid, likeable, literate and unpretentious … 
[Mullin has] decency, humanity and generosity in abundance.’ Irish 
Times

‘Chris Mullin has been, at different times in his life, a successful 
novelist, a fine investigative reporter and a hugely successful diarist. 
So it is hardly surprising that now he has come to write a memoir he 
would make a fine job of it … [He] can’t be categorised. He fits no 
predetermined political mould. His writing style is that of the wry 
observer, almost detached, even in observations of himself, with 
humour never far below the surface.’ House Magazine

‘Mullin takes us through a career rich in incident and experience … 
As this entertaining and revealing book shows, it was outside 
government that [he] pulled off his finest achievements.’ Daily 
Express

‘He attractively underplays his heroism while being comically 
candid about his many failings … You can’t keep a good politician 
down, especially not one who writes as well as this.’ New Statesman

‘Moving … he never quite conforms to what people expect a left-
leaning, middle-class journalist-politician to be.’ The Tablet
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praise for chris mullin’s diaries

‘Mullin will join Alan Clark in the pantheon of truly great diarists’ 
Matthew d’Ancona, Evening Standard

‘Mullin’s supreme virtues are an eye for the absurd, and an 
incorruptible independence of outlook … an indispensable 
hangover cure for anyone who has ever been drunk on the idea of 
power.’ Guardian

‘A treat to be savoured. What’s more, they are written by a creature 
the public does not believe exists: an honest politician.’ The Times

‘Destined to be handed out as leaving presents in offices across 
Whitehall for years to come.’ David Cameron

chris mullin was the Labour MP for Sunderland South from 1987 
until 2010. He was for four years chairman of the Home Affairs Select 
Committee and served as a minister in three departments. He is the 
author of three volumes of diaries, A View from the Foothills, Decline & 
Fall and A Walk-On Part, and the bestselling novel A Very British Coup, 
re-published by Serpent’s Tail, which was turned into an award- 
winning television series.
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Every so often i am approached by a young person seeking advice 
about how to embark on a political career. My advice has always been 
the same: Go away and do something else first and then you will be 
more use if and when you are elected to Parliament. on reflection this 
may be wrong. The careers of many of today’s brightest and most suc-
cessful politicians have followed an entirely different trajectory: uni-
versity (usually oxford), a job in the office of an MP or as a policy wonk 
in a think tank, leading perhaps to work in the private office of a min-
ister or a member of the Shadow Cabinet, before being shoehorned 
into a safe seat (often with the help of powerful allies acquired en 
route). This trend was especially apparent during the new Labour era. 

rightly or wrongly, Tony blair had a low opinion of the parlia-
mentary Labour party and was determined to lever into Parliament 
bright young people in his own image and likeness with a view to 
making them ministers at the earliest opportunity. As a result, a sort 
of first- and second-class carriage developed in the House of Commons 
tea room. once elected, the former special advisers were a race apart 
from those of us who had laboured in the salt mines of opposition for 
decades. To be sure, they were usually highly intelligent and person-
able, but many of them had never knocked on a door on behalf of 
anyone but themselves at election time. Most had never asked a ques-
tion even mildly sceptical of the official point of view. nor had they 
done much else in life, apart from politics. They did not linger long 
on the back benches. usually they were wafted into government 
within months of election and the brightest of them were soon in the 

Preface
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Cabinet. by their early forties some had burned out and moved on. 
This cult of youth was not confined to the Labour Party. remarkably, 
by the 2010 general election all three main party leaders had been 
elected to that post within five years of entering Parliament.

i must not exaggerate. not all blair’s protégés were young. And 
not all of them lacked hinterland. Alan Johnson, a most capable poli-
tician who would have made an excellent Labour leader, had hinter-
land in spades. Likewise, no one could argue that Charlie Falconer 
was not up to the job. nor is the cult of youth an entirely new phe-
nomenon – Harold Wilson was in the Cabinet by the age of thirty-
one. There is, however, such a thing as political nous, which cannot 
be learned from textbooks or policy papers and tends to be acquired 
gradually as a result of experience. one can’t, for example, help won-
dering whether, had he spent more time at ground level, Liam byrne 
would have left that notorious note for his successor at the Treasury, 
to the consternation of both byrne himself and his party.* Anyway, 
for the time being at least, the astonishing rise of Jeremy Corbyn has 
(if only temporarily) brought the cult of youth in politics to a shud-
dering halt.

Perhaps there is no right answer. Maybe what is required for a 
healthy democracy is a mix of politicians of all ages and professions, 
male and female. our political system requires not only MPs who are 
capable of governing, but also individuals capable of holding the 
executive to account for the power they wield. on balance, however, 
it remains my view that hinterland is a useful attribute for any 
budding politician, whichever path they follow. For better or worse, i 
was a politician with hinterland. by the time i was elected, aged 
thirty-nine, i had lived and campaigned for many years in one of the 
toughest parts of inner London. i had been active in politics for the 
best part of twenty years. As a journalist i had travelled widely, report-
ing from, among other places, the wars in Vietnam, Laos and Cambo-
dia. i had seen the sun rise over the Himalayas and go down over the 
Gobi desert. i was the author of three novels (one of which is still in 

* on leaving office in 2010, byrne wrote, ‘Dear Chief Secretary, i am afraid there is 
no money. Kind regards, Liam – and good luck.’ it was meant as a joke, of course, 
but the Tories exploited it mercilessly.
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print thirty-five years after publication) and i had travelled down 
some very dark alleyways in search of the perpetrators of the birming-
ham bombings. This is the story of my life.

Chris Mullin
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C H a P t e r  O n e

Poor sunderland

‘What has gone wrong in sunderland?’ asked neil Kinnock reacting 
to the news of my selection as a candidate for the labour stronghold 
of sunderland south. The leader of my party was on a visit to the 
north-east of England. Finding himself in the Dragonara hotel in 
Middlesbrough, and believing himself to be in safe company, he 
began to make his mouth go, as he was occasionally inclined to do.

‘First,’ he said, ‘sunderland has an MP who is a boil on the arse of 
the labour Party.’ A reference to my estimable former colleague, bob 
Clay. ‘now,’ he added, ‘they have gone and selected a certifiable 
lunatic.’

This had not always been his view. neil and i had once been good 
friends. i first got to know him and his lovely wife, Glenys, in 1973 
when they were living in Dysart Avenue, Kingston upon Thames, and 
i was the local labour candidate, standing against a young merchant 
banker called norman lamont. neil had been elected to Parliament 
three years earlier for an impregnably safe labour seat in the Welsh 
valleys. he was the life and soul of any party. A fund of hilarious anec-
dotes, a passionate orator with a fine singing voice and a leading light 
in the labour left, following the disappointments of the Wilson years. 
i was duly impressed. More than that, i felt utterly outclassed. on my 
first visit to Dysart Avenue the other guests were norman Willis, assis-
tant general secretary of the TuC, and his wife. The evening was a 
riot. From neil and norman, a continuous flow of wit and wisdom to 
which i had little or nothing to contribute. What’s more, i made the 
mistake of taking with me a young woman who was into Tibetan 
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mysticism and i could see their eyes roll whenever she opened her 
mouth.

From the moment i set eyes on him, i knew it was inevitable that 
neil Kinnock would one day lead the labour Party and i told anyone 
who cared to listen. As time passed, one or two reservations crept in. 
neil was sometimes long-winded, a common affliction for politicians 
from the valleys. he was ambitious – nothing wrong with that, the 
labour left urgently needed charismatic leadership – and had a quick 
temper which occasionally got him into trouble. i was with him in a 
restaurant in blackpool when he claimed to have spotted a fellow 
diner sporting a national Front tiepin. ‘i’m not eating my dinner with 
a fascist,’ he loudly declared, and it was all that Glenys and i could do 
to restrain him from launching an all-out assault on the hapless fellow 
diner whose nF tiepin might, for all i know, have been displaying his 
initials rather than his political affiliation. For months afterwards 
Glenys was apologising to me, but no matter, i took it lightly. he was 
a star. Even now the glow still lingers. occasionally there is a fleeting 
encounter. A tap on the shoulder followed by the inevitable, ‘how 
you doing, boyo?’ i still feel a twinge of nostalgia for the Kinnock of 
old.

The Americans had spotted him, too. Every American embassy 
has political officers whose job it is to attach themselves to upwardly 
mobile politicians in the main parties. There was nothing particularly 
sinister about it. They were usually sympathetic people of broadly 
similar politics. republicans for the Tories. Democrats for labour. 
over the years i, too, received the occasional visit, and sometimes an 
offer of lunch, from the political officer whose job it was to monitor 
the labour Party and report back to Washington. but in the case of 
the Kinnocks they became close personal friends. Each new year’s Eve 
there was a party, the venue for which used to alternate between the 
homes of neil and several of his close friends. one memorable gather-
ing was held at the us political attaché’s residence in Connaught 
square. in my mind’s eye i can still see the marvellous spectacle of 
norman Willis, later to become general secretary of the TuC, on a 
table leading a chorus of ‘i am the man, the very fat man, wot waters 
the workers’ beer’. some years later, outside the Winter Gardens in 
blackpool, i was approached by an American who said how much he 
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had enjoyed reading my novel, A Very British Coup, ‘particularly the 
scene in the house at Connaught square’. he added, ‘Mr Mullin, i live 
in that house.’

As the 1970s drew to a close, the civil war that rent the labour 
Party intensified. The disappointments of the Wilson years increas-
ingly gave rise to demands that the party leadership be made more 
accountable to members. The Callaghan government’s controversial 
surrender to the iMF and the savage cuts in public spending which 
followed served only to fuel the flames. uprisings among the foot 
soldiers were nothing new in labour Party history, but this one was 
better organised. neil Kinnock was an early member of the Campaign 
for labour Party Democracy and, as a result, was quickly swept on to 
the labour Party national Executive Committee, where he provided 
a sympathetic ear for the advocates of reform and voted accordingly. 
in the late 1970s he had been offered a job in the Callaghan govern-
ment which he turned down, preferring instead to build his base 
among the grass roots. his friend and hero, Michael Foot, a veteran of 
earlier uprisings in the 1950s and 60s, took the opposite track and 
accepted a job in the Cabinet.

by the late 1970s the left in Parliament were pretty much clapped 
out. Exhausted, ineffective, content to remain powerless and in many 
cases resentful that the focus for dissent in the party had moved 
beyond Parliament to a new generation of younger members for 
whom newly elected MPs like neil Kinnock and Dennis skinner 
became the standard bearers. This was reflected in Tribune, the weekly 
journal of the labour left, which had once provided a platform for 
such luminaries as nye bevan, Michael Foot and George orwell. by 
the late 1970s Tribune was in steep decline. Edited for more than 
twenty years by Dick Clements, an affable, verbose stakhanovite, it 
had lost its way and was shedding readers rapidly. it was neil who in 
1978 suggested that i give up my job as a sub-editor in the newsroom 
of the bbC World service, and go to work for Tribune in the hope of 
injecting some new life into it. To begin with all was well. ‘Glenys has 
started reading Tribune again,’ he remarked a little while after i joined. 
Four years later, when Dick Clements finally stood down, it was a dif-
ferent story: neil and others moved heaven and earth to stop me 
taking over the editorship. As he left the board meeting at which i was 
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appointed, he was overheard to remark, ‘Tribune will be dead in six 
months.’ Thirty years later it was still going, but it was – to quote the 
Duke of Wellington – a damn close-run thing.

The decision of Tony benn to challenge Denis healey for the 
deputy leadership of the labour Party was the event that caused the 
parting of the ways. by January 1981, despite the bitter resistance of 
the party Establishment, the long struggle to democratise the labour 
Party was triumphant on all fronts. Future leaders would no longer be 
chosen solely by MPs, but by an electoral college representing all 
three wings of the party – MPs, members and unions. Also, labour 
MPs who had the good fortune to be elected for safe seats could no 
longer assume they would be there for life. instead, once during every 
Parliament, they would be obliged to compete for renomination.

no sooner had these reforms been agreed than several senior 
members of the labour Establishment – the so-called Gang of Four – 
announced that they were leaving to set up their own social Demo-
cratic Party. A little later Tony benn launched his challenge to healey, 
and since the choice would now be made by the new electoral college 
and not, as before, by labour MPs alone, the result was not predicta-
ble. it was a struggle for the soul of the party. on the one side were 
the party Establishment, the trade union barons, wielders of the big 
block votes at labour Party conferences, and a majority of MPs, some 
deeply resentful of benn for the part he had played in bringing about 
the reforms that threatened the comfortable world many of them had 
so long inhabited. unlike in the 2015 leadership election, when much 
of Jeremy Corbyn’s political base comprised those who had given up 
on the labour Party, benn’s core support lay with rank-and-file 
members, the poor bloody infantry whose support the party leader-
ship had for so long taken for granted and who were determined that 
there would be no repeat of earlier disappointments. he also had con-
siderable support among active trade unionists. This came as an 
unpleasant surprise to those union leaders who had long behaved as 
if the block votes they wielded were their personal property. Caught 
between these two opposing camps was a large block of MPs, the so-
called soft-left, who just wished it would all go away. They had no 
love for healey, a former Chancellor, whose harsh pay policy many 
blamed for triggering the so-called ‘Winter of Discontent’ which lost 
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labour the 1979 election, but they were not keen on benn either. by 
now Michael Foot was leader of the labour Party and they had voted 
for him in the hope of a quiet life. As it turned out, however, life in 
the labour Party under Foot’s leadership was anything but quiet.

benn’s decision to stand unleashed near hysteria. At first the 
labour Establishment were confident that he would be defeated, but 
as the months passed and a number of trade union leaders were deliv-
ered to their conferences bound hand and foot by resolutions demand-
ing they cast their union’s votes in support of benn, nerves began to 
fray. Michael Foot at first appealed to benn to stand down and, when 
that failed, he launched an all-out assault. one after another benn’s 
erstwhile cabinet colleagues queued up to denounce him The denun-
ciations continued even after benn disappeared into hospital having 
been struck down with a mysterious illness (causing some to allege 
that he had been poisoned), later diagnosed as Guillain-barré syn-
drome, a condition which causes numbness in hands and feet. All this 
was lapped up by a grateful Tory press, only too anxious for ammuni-
tion that proved to its readers that labour – at this time still ahead in 
the polls – was in the grip of an extremist conspiracy. Even the Guard-
ian, which could generally be relied upon to report fairly all sides of 
an argument in the labour Party, abandoned any sense of balance. 
The paper’s usually sensible political editor even went so far as to 
remark that Tribune staff would be more at home chucking bombs 
rather than cricket balls.

by september it began to dawn on some of those who had not, 
thus far, contemplated the possibility, that benn might actually win. 
Members of the miners’ union, against the advice of their leaders, 
came out for benn. immediately the miners’ leader, Joe Gormley, 
went on television proclaiming the inevitability of benn sooner or 
later leading the labour Party. Gradually, imperceptibly, the middle 
ground began to shift. i received a call at home from the political cor-
respondent of a respected national newspaper, offering me a job as his 
assistant. ‘The labour right is all washed up,’ he said. ‘i realise that 
i’ve been talking to the wrong people. i feel like a journalist in south 
Africa whose only contacts are with the white regime.’ A labour front-
bencher, later a prominent member of the blair government, rang to 
say that he just wanted me to know that he would be voting for benn 
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and that he thought he could bring one or two others with him. sud-
denly, i began to realise what life would be like if we won. The entire 
centre ground would shift in our direction. MPs not previously fans 
of Tony benn would suddenly discover in him virtues that they hadn’t 
previously noticed – and many would end up in his government, if 
there was one.

by the end of september it was neck and neck. At which point 
neil Kinnock wrote a long article for Tribune denouncing benn and 
calling on Tribune Group MPs to abstain, which a number duly did. 
healey won by a whisker. Arguably, Kinnock’s intervention had tipped 
the balance. Passions ran high. At the Tribune rally a few days later, 
where Kinnock traditionally made the fund-raising speech, Margaret 
beckett, later to become one of new labour’s most impressive minis-
ters, remarked: ‘i thought i was soft left, but i’m not so soft that i can’t 
tell the difference between Denis healey and Tony benn.’

The 1981 deputy leadership election was the most intense power 
struggle i have ever witnessed. The final days were electrifying. The 
office itself was trivial but there was a widespread feeling that some 
real power was in danger of changing hands. it is hard to believe now, 
but at the time, before the Falklands factor entrenched her in office, 
the Thatcher government was deeply unpopular. in the space of two 
years they had doubled unemployment and collapsed a quarter of 
manufacturing industry. riots were breaking out in the inner cities. 
labour was well ahead in the polls. benn, then at the height of his 
powers, appeared to be sweeping all before him. There was a possibil-
ity, however unlikely it may now seem, that he could become prime 
minister. ‘no longer If, but When’, screamed a headline in one of the 
harmsworth newspapers over a full-page picture of benn. This being 
so, it would not be at all surprising if the ‘guardians of all we hold 
dear’ were taking a close interest in the outcome. We know from the 
memoirs of the former Mi5 officer Peter Wright, that some of his col-
leagues, apparently under the illusion that the prime minister harold 
Wilson was a soviet agent, were conspiring to bring down the labour 
government in the mid-1970s,* so it does not take a great leap of the 

* Spycatcher (Viking, 1987), pp. 368–9.
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imagination to think that they may at least have taken an interest in, 
or even tried to influence the outcome of, the struggle for control of 
the labour Party in the early 1980s.

There were two occasions during the course of the campaign when 
i sensed an unseen hand at work. The first was when Denis healey, 
interviewed on a sunday lunchtime political programme, accused 
benn’s supporters of orchestrating heckling at meetings of his support-
ers in birmingham and Cardiff. Pressed, he identified Jon lansman, 
one of benn’s henchmen, as the culprit. indeed, he claimed personally 
to have seen lansman trying to shout him down. immediately, while 
healey was still on air, i rang Jon’s home in Greenwich only to be told 
by one of his flatmates that he was staying with his girlfriend’s grand-
mother in mid-Wales. i asked for the telephone number and was given 
it. i advised the flatmate that a media feeding frenzy was about to break 
and that under no circumstances should he impart to anyone Jon’s 
telephone number or any details of his whereabouts. i rang Jon in 
Wales and asked if healey’s accusation was true. he denied having 
been at either event. on one of the dates in question he had been on 
holiday in sicily. i advised him to stay where he was and talk to no one. 
i then put out a short statement to the Press Association repeating his 
denial and the fact that he had a cast-iron alibi and demanding that 
healey apologise. Within two hours a photographer in the pay of the 
Daily Mail was staking out the house in mid-Wales. how and where the 
Mail got the address is a mystery. Could someone have been listening 
to his phone? or mine? There may well have been a simple explana-
tion, but i am unable to think of it.

The second incident was more curious. A week or so before the 
election, on the day that the executive of the Transport and General 
Workers’ union (which had the biggest say in the outcome) was due 
to decide how to cast its vote, The Times published profiles of the 
three candidates – benn, healey and John silkin. Each profile was 
divided into sections: a potted biography, views on key issues and so 
on. incongruously, in the middle of each, there was a section setting 
out the assets of the candidates. The assets of healey, who was not 
poor, were disposed of in a single sentence. likewise those of silkin, 
who was probably the richest of the three. The section on benn’s 
assets, however, contained the following sentence: ‘City sources speak 
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of a stansgate trust, registered with the bank of bermuda, the benefi-
ciaries of which are members of the benn family.’

This was obviously deeply damaging. indeed, it leapt off the page. 
As soon as i saw it i rang the bank of bermuda to be told not only that 
there was no such trust, but also that no one from The Times had been 
in touch even to inquire about it. i then rang Julian haviland, The 
Times’ political correspondent and a man of great integrity, whose 
name was on the article. Much embarrassed, he told me that the 
crucial sentence was not in the copy he had filed. it had been inserted 
without his knowledge. i eventually traced the culprit, a journalist on 
the financial section of the paper, who refused either to apologise or 
to reveal who had supplied him with his falsehood. Eventually, a 
grudging apology was wrung out of The Times, in those days edited by 
harold Evans. Again, it is difficult to think of an innocent 
explanation.

in the years that followed, labour’s prospects went from bad to 
worse. Margaret Thatcher, her popularity boosted by the successful 
outcome of the Falklands war, triumphed in the 1983 election. The 
opposition vote was hopelessly split between labour and the sDP. 
Michael Foot resigned as labour leader to be succeeded by neil 
Kinnock, who immediately set about purging the party of alleged 
Trotskyites and dumping unpopular policies. The year-long miners’ 
strike sowed yet more division and provided yet another triumph for 
Mrs Thatcher. At Tribune, which by this time i was editing, we had a 
number of memorable run-ins with our new leader. That in a nutshell 
explains why neil Kinnock was, to put it mildly, not best pleased to 
see me pop up in sunderland, deep behind the lines.
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