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Th e reasonable man adapts himself to the world: the unreasonable 
one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Th erefore all 
progress depends on the unreasonable man.

George Bernard Shaw, Man and Superman (1903)
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THIS IS not a conventional autobiography. Th at daunting task 
will have to wait until the other side of my bus pass. Instead, this 
is an account of an eye-opening and turbulent period in my life 
during which I discovered the shadowy side of British politics and 
the unacceptable face of national newspaper journalism – not as a 
spectator, but as the prime target.
 As the survivor of hundreds of gruelling commercial deals and 
some of the most vigorously contested boardroom battles of my 
generation, I thought I had seen it all. Nothing I had witnessed 
in my business career, however, prepared me for the dirty tricks 
and the criminality that I encountered from the summer of 1999 
onwards. By that point, a year into my tenure as Treasurer of the 
Conservative Party, most people outside the worlds of business 
and politics would not have heard of me. In the City, I had ac-
quired a reputation – one that I was not altogether unhappy with 
– of being a successful, if tough and unconventional, business-
man. At Westminster, I was a relative new boy charged by William 
Hague with turning around the fortunes of the Tory Party’s fragile 
fi nances.
 Unwittingly and reluctantly, I was propelled into the pub-
lic spotlight as I became the target of concerted attacks aimed at 
removing me as Treasurer.  As the momentum of the assaults on 
my position increased, I began to see that their underlying pur-
pose was a more sinister, indeed undemocratic, one: to damage 
the fi nances and credibility of Her Majesty’s Opposition and to 
destabilise William Hague’s position as leader of the Conserva-
tive Party. Th ose trying to undermine my position as Treasurer 
– and in the process harming my business interests on both sides 
of the Atlantic – were Th e Times, one of Britain’s oldest and most 
infl uential newspapers, and the Labour Government, led by Tony 
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Blair and his cronies. Both were formidable opponents. Among 
my adversaries, I soon discovered, were some who thought little 
of using deception, falsehoods and law-breaking in trying to harm 
my reputation, seemingly indiff erent to the impact on my ability 
to work as an entrepreneur. Th e old saying about ‘not seeing a belt 
without hitting below it’ was tailor-made for them.
 Once the campaigns against me had begun in earnest, I had 
to make a choice: to duck for cover, step down quietly, desert my 
friends and allow the bully-boys to claim another scalp – or to 
defend myself, my family, the values I uphold and the political 
party I have supported all my adult life. In short, I had to decide 
whether to surrender or to fi ght and, as has been my instinct over 
the years, I chose the latter, confi dent that I held the moral high 
ground. 
 When I decided to stand up to Th e Times and New Labour, I 
had no idea how long, tortuous and costly such a confrontation 
would be – or how low some of my enemies would stoop to try 
to destroy me. Indeed, it is only recently that I have become fully 
aware of the extent of the machinations against me and the inde-
fensible tactics that were employed in the attempts to defeat me. 
In order to survive, I had to challenge Th e Times and New Labour 
on many fronts: courtrooms on two continents, Parliament, the 
media, government offi  ces and departments of state. I had to de-
fend myself in the two countries that I love: Britain, where I was 
born and largely raised, and Belize, where I spent three years of 
my childhood and which, three decades later, became my home 
for a second time.
 Eventually I achieved what I set out to do – I won my battles, 
and my enemies were embarrassed and punished. I forced Th e 
Times to publish a prominent front-page statement clearing my 
name. Th e illegal sources the newspaper had been happy to use in 
order to blacken my name were exposed. I successfully sued the 
Government, forcing it to give me an unequivocal apology for its 
attempts to damage my reputation. Furthermore, I gained access 
to thousands of documents containing ‘confi dential’ information 
held on me, and I forced the Government to pay hundreds of 
thousands of pounds in costs that I had spent fi ghting an unnec-
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essary legal battle against those who should have known better. 
Th e Times and New Labour, in contrast, failed to destroy either 
of their targets: I emerged with a knighthood, a peerage and my 
good name intact, while the Conservative Party, aided by a fi rmer 
fi nancial base, regrouped, reunited and, I trust, will soon redis-
cover its winning ways.
 Th is book tells the story of my battle against what had once 
been great and respected institutions. In the years since 1999, 
those who acted illegally or overstepped the mark have been 
brought to justice. For instance, one overseas government of-
fi cial who broke the law in an attempt to discredit me has 
been jailed. Th e process of challenging my rivals has, at times, 
been wearing and frustrating, but overall it has been fascinat-
ing and instructive. My search for openness and the truth has 
encouraged others to turn on their unscrupulous paymasters. I am 
grateful for the co-operation that I have received from people on 
the fringes of the campaign. Th ey had been uneasy about some of 
the disgraceful behaviour that went on and therefore decided to 
share some of their inside knowledge of events with me.
 I have now been a working peer for nine years and it has taken 
me all that time to piece together the chronology of the various 
actions against me and to establish who was responsible for them. 
Th e gathering of such information has not come easily nor cheap-
ly. Fortunately, I have had the means that might not be available 
to others and the successful results of my endeavours have made 
the trials and tribulations along the way worthwhile. I believe, 
too, that my discoveries have raised important questions about 
the willingness of some of those people in government and in the 
media to exploit and abuse – and thereby tarnish – the positions 
they hold.
 For years, my detractors have accused me of being ‘secre-
tive’, ‘mysterious’ and worse in my personal and business lives 
when I thought I had little to tell and no reason for telling it. In 
order to recount my story now, I recognise that I need to reveal a 
little of my life. Th ere is, however, an important caveat: although 
I am willing to share intimate details of my life, my wife Susi and 
my fi rst wife Wendy and our three children have always fi ercely 
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guarded their privacy. I have to respect this and I will not betray 
the trust and the support that they have provided for so long, and 
for which I am extremely grateful. For that reason, my love for 
them and my appreciation for the happiness they have brought 
me will not fi nd expression in these pages. 
 Just as I feel I need to reveal a little of my early life, it would 
be odd to treat my battles against Th e Times and New Labour in 
isolation. I will explain how they coincided with my work as Treas-
urer of the Conservative Party and how they unavoidably became 
entangled with my business life. I will outline, too, how I learned 
from the mistakes of the 2001 election campaign and how I did 
my bit to try to ensure they were not repeated four years later 
– during the 2005 campaign. Finally, with David Cameron as 
leader of the Conservative Party, there is a new mood of confi -
dence and professionalism among Tories that I hope will enable us 
to be returned to power at the next general election.
 Knowing where to start my story is the hard bit. I will begin 
with a brief introduction to Michael Anthony Ashcroft, born 4 
March 1946.

IT WAS in the Queen’s Coronation year that I fi rst set eyes on 
the country that was later to become my adopted homeland. My 
father, an administrator in the Colonial Service, had been posted 
to what was then British Honduras – now Belize – following a spell 
in the African outpost of Nyasaland (now Malawi). Th e Ashcroft 
family arrived in late 1953 just as postage stamps from this remote 
part of the Commonwealth were beginning to display the image 
of Queen Elizabeth II. When my parents fi rst learned that they 
were going to British Honduras, they had to study an atlas to dis-
cover its precise location in Central America. Th e country borders 
Mexico to the north and Guatemala to the west and south, while 
to the east is the Caribbean Sea. It has a sub-tropical climate, with 
rainy and dry seasons.  Its forests are rich in wildlife – big cats and 
crocodiles, baboons and monkeys, parrots and hummingbirds.
 To a seven-year-old boy, the scenery of this small but 
beautiful land held less of a fascination than those exotic creatures 
lurking in the jungle or swimming in the Caribbean. Th is was just 
about as diff erent from my birthplace of Chichester, West Sussex, 
as anything I could have imagined. Th ese were carefree days and 
I recall them fondly. I attended St Catherine’s Academy, a mixed 
day school. I had an abundance of new friends, the children of 
local Belizeans and of the expatriate community. Weekends were 
spent on boat trips to the Northern Cayes, exploring the rain-
forest close to Belize’s disputed border with Guatemala or 
snorkelling on the 185 miles of coral reef that runs from north 
to south some six miles off  the mainland. Th is is shorter than the 
Great Barrier Reef in Australia, but nonetheless qualifi es as the 
longest living reef in the world.
 Although the Union Jack fl uttered proudly in Belize City, 
where we lived, it would have been hard to fi nd a more ethnically, 
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culturally and linguistically diverse nation. Some pure Amerin-
dian blood remained in the shape of a handful of descendants 
of the Mayas, whose great civilisation occupied much of Central 
America for thousands of years. However, this had been seasoned 
with European – mostly Spanish – genes. Th en there were the 
Creoles, descended from the early British settlers and the African 
slaves who had been brought from Jamaica. Th ere were also the 
Lebanese, the Chinese and the North Americans, not forgetting 
the immigrants from the Indian sub-continent.
 Despite the diversity of facial types, skin colours and sur-
names, the country was largely united by the fact that most of us 
spoke English and the Queen was, as she remains to this day, our 
head of state. Much of my personality was formed in these early 
years, making me cosmopolitan, proud of my essentially British 
roots and possessed of a passion for Belize that has never faltered.
 Today I can return to Britain just over eleven hours after tak-
ing off  from Belize airport, but my fi rst visit there with my family 
involved a journey by sea and air that lasted more than a month. 
My father Frederic, who was always known by the abbreviation of 
Eric, my mother Lavinia, who preferred to be called Rene because 
she disliked her Christian name, my sister Patricia, then aged two, 
and myself had set off  from Liverpool in a Fyff es banana boat. 
Th is was the traditional way that colonial offi  cers journeyed to 
their new posts, and we stopped off  at Trinidad, Barbados and, 
fi nally, the Jamaican capital of Kingston. Once in Kingston, we 
found there was just one fl ight a week on British West Indies Air-
ways from Kingston to Belize City via the Cayman Islands. We 
discovered that the fl ight had left the day before and so we had 
a six-day wait for the next one. We spent that time sightseeing, 
including a visit to the old English pirates’ base at Port Royal.
 Th e following week we arrived in British Honduras in the 
early evening just as it was getting dark. We were met by an of-
fi cial from the local outpost of the Colonial Offi  ce, where my 
father was about to become the principal auditor. Fifteen min-
utes later, we arrived by car in Belize City. It was my fi rst sight 
of the city that was to become my home for the next three years. 
It was a strange mix of colonial-style houses and shanty suburbs. 
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Our initial home was a fi rst-fl oor apartment in a large house 
on the seafront at Marine Parade that was later to become the 
Mexican Embassy. A couple of months later, we moved into a four-
bedroom, two-storey house built on wooden stilts to protect it 
from hurricane fl oodwaters. It was situated opposite the American 
Embassy and was little more than a hundred yards from both my 
school and the seafront. 
 British Honduras in the mid-1950s had a population of 
around 70,000 in a country the size of Wales. It was not for the 
squeamish: we were liable to fi nd snakes among the washing and 
lizards above our heads as we slept. It was a country of real charac-
ter and rich culture which deservedly gained its independence on 
21 September 1981. On that date, every town and village in the 
country held a midnight ceremony at which the new fl ag of Belize 
was raised to the strains of the new national anthem.

I HAD been born in digs in Chichester, where my father was sta-
tioned, in the year after the end of the Second World War. To be 
precise, weighing in at a healthy 7lb 7oz, I had been born in my 
parents’ bedroom as my father rushed to summon medical help. 
When he returned home with a doctor and nurse, my mother had 
delivered their fi rst child unaided.
 My parents had met two years earlier in 1944 at the Win-
ter Gardens Ballroom in Blackpool, the town where my father 
was convalescing after being wounded on D-Day and where my 
mother was working as a Red Cross nurse. Both my parents were 
sturdy Lancastrians and proud of their roots: my father from 
Bolton, my mother from Burnley. Just weeks after asking my 
mother for their fi rst dance, my father was given a clean bill of 
health and was sent back to his regiment.
 After my father left the Army, we went to live in Burnley 
with my mother’s uncle and aunt in a two-up, two-down terraced 
house with an outside lavatory, which could have come straight 
out of an early episode of Coronation Street. My mother’s uncle 
had fought at the Battle of the Somme in the First World War 
and was only too willing to help a demobbed soldier who was 
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short of money. Th e shared house was a temporary base for us 
while my father looked for work. To begin with, he hoped to 
teach but, with few openings available in education, he decided 
to explore the possibilities abroad. An opportunity arose when he 
spotted a newspaper advertisement for overseas Colonial Offi  ce 
staff  – in the post-war era, the Colonial Offi  ce had dropped its 
usual requirement of a university education. So my father, who 
had left school at fourteen, applied and was soon off ered a posting 
to Nyasaland, where we lived from 1947 to 1953. Before leaving 
for Nyasaland, a fi nal piece of housekeeping was completed when 
my parents were at last able to marry thanks to the formal ending 
of my mother’s fi rst, loveless marriage.
 My parents were very diff erent, yet they complemented each 
other. My father was regarded by those who knew him as one of 
life’s quiet gentlemen. He was a man of immense integrity who 
was always generous with his time and advice if a friend was in 
need. My mother, though aff ectionate and committed to family 
life, had a more fi ery side. On one occasion, when we were all sit-
ting at the dining table at our home in Belize, my mother lost her 
temper with my father and threw the dregs of her cup of tea over 
him. As the sodden tea leaves began to trickle down my father’s 
white shirt, he did not move a muscle, but after a pause he told 
my mother calmly: ‘I always wanted a tea-shirt.’ It was typical of 
her occasional hot-headedness and his placidity. As a couple, they 
were devoted to each other: both were only children who provided 
the other with a stability that had been lacking during their own 
childhoods. My father’s father had died when he was thirteen, 
while my mother had been part of a role reversal that was unusual 
by any standards. Her grandmother acted as her stand-in mother 
and looked after her, while her actual mother, who was referred to 
as her aunt, lived elsewhere. As a child, my mother believed that 
her grandmother was her natural mother and it was not until she 
was a teenager that she learned the truth.
 My childhood experience encouraged in me a trait that I have 
never shaken off : an insatiable wanderlust. I have never stopped 
travelling and I hope I never will. Even when we left Belize in 
1956, there was to be one last family adventure in America. We 
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fl ew to Guatemala City, where we spent some time before fl y-
ing on to Mexico City and then travelling by train to New York, 
via Dallas, Texas, to visit some relatives who had moved to the 
US during the Second World War. From New York, we took the 
Queen Elizabeth to Southampton and caught the boat train to 
Victoria station in central London. As the Ashcrofts left Belize, it 
was impossible to imagine the large part it would play in my later 
life.
 My father’s three years in Belize City were followed by a new 
posting to Eastern Nigeria (later to become Biafra), where he, my 
mother and my sister Patricia spent fi ve years. Although I was 
only ten when my father received this posting, my parents decid-
ed that, owing to the poor standard of schools in Eastern Nigeria, 
I should go to boarding school in Britain. So, as the rest of the 
Ashcroft family set off  for Africa, I got down to the one business 
that always defeated me: school work.

MY EARLY days as a boarder were neither happy nor easy. I had 
been to school only in the sub-tropics, I had an unusual accent 
from my years of living in the Caribbean – a diff erence that was 
seized upon mercilessly by my classmates – and I had no affi  nity, 
or feel, for Britain. Moreover, I felt lonely and miserable: my 
father, mother and sister had vanished out of my life and it would 
be nearly ten months before I saw them again.
 My parents had decided that I should go to school in Norwich, 
where my maternal grandparents, who lived nearby, could keep a 
general eye on me. Th e farewell – on the London-bound platform 
at Diss railway station – was painful. My mother was in fl oods of 
tears, bordering on hysterics. I had thought about the goodbye in 
advance and had resolved not to cry. Although I did not shed any 
tears, it was diffi  cult to keep a false smile on my face. My mother 
later described her feelings of guilt at leaving me. ‘I don’t think I 
ever fully recovered from the pain of that parting,’ she wrote. After 
her own unusual childhood, she had vowed that her own children 
would never feel abandoned and unloved. Yet she had faced a 
dilemma and later explained: ‘I would fi nd it heartbreaking to 



6 7Dirty Politics, Dirty Times

be parted from the son I adored, and yet it was unthinkable that 
I should stand in the way of Eric’s career.’ I returned from Diss 
station to my grandparents’ home feeling thoroughly down-
hearted and confused.
 I suff ered because there was no fi xed point in my life. I had 
diffi  culty adapting to the routine and discipline of school, and 
the tears that I had held back at the family farewell fl owed late at 
night in my boarding house. Th e hardest part was that I could not 
understand why I had been left behind: other children who were 
boarding could visualise what home was, but I had no notion of 
‘home’ because I had never set eyes on the place where my family 
were now living. My parents were in Nigeria, a country where I 
had never been, and every other previous temporary home was 
history. I was in Norwich with a group of boys and teachers who 
were strangers to me. I did not receive any phone calls from my 
parents but they did write regularly, usually every week. I, too, 
wrote regularly to them, although this was sometimes more out of 
duty than desire as the school insisted that once a week all board-
ers sent a letter to their parents. Virtually every letter I dispatched 
to my parents informed them that I was saving to buy something 
– perhaps a record, a book or a bicycle – and it was always gently 
angled to suggest that they might like to contribute to this worthy 
cause.
 I was aware that my situation was not unique and that many 
other children were routinely packed off  to boarding school at an 
even younger age. But this did not make my situation less diffi  cult 
or less emotionally demanding. Some of my fellow boarders prob-
ably adapted better than me, others not so well. With my parents 
both being only children, I had no uncles, aunts or cousins and so 
there was no big family unit to support me. I was very much on 
my own. My treats came three times a term when I went to visit 
my grandparents – my mother’s mother and her second husband 
– for day trips. Th ey were kindly grandparents and I stayed with 
them during the Christmas and Easter holidays. I knew nothing 
at that time of the unusual delegation of parental responsibility 
involving my mother as a child. Th en, at the start of the summer 
holiday, I travelled on my own to Nigeria.

Trading in Doughnuts

 For an eleven-year-old boy alone, the journey was daunting. I 
caught the train from Norwich to London where I was met by a 
well-meaning lady from the Corona Society, a wonderful group of 
current and former colonial offi  cers’ wives. Th e woman’s role was 
to meet me at Liverpool Street station, give me a meal and bed for 
the night and make sure that I checked in on time for my fl ight 
the following morning. Under the watchful eye of airline staff , 
who were instructed to look out for this ‘unaccompanied minor’, 
I fl ew on a Boeing Stratocruiser, one of the last of the great piston-
engine propeller passenger planes, to Rome, Tripoli and Kano in 
northern Nigeria. Finally a small passenger plane fl ew me to Enu-
gu, the capital of Eastern Nigeria. Th e journey by road, rail and air 
took three, occasionally four days each way, but it was more than 
worth it: I was overjoyed to be reunited with my family and spent 
the summer months in the home that I had tried for the best part 
of a year to imagine – in reality an unspectacular apartment in a 
government-owned block of fl ats. With fi ve years between us, my 
sister and I have never been particularly close, but we have always 
shared the same sense of humour and I was thrilled to be with her 
again. Patricia has always been more studious than me – she went 
on to become a teacher and to marry a teacher – while I always 
found it hard enough to participate in a lesson and certainly never 
had any desire to conduct one. My happy times with my parents 
and my sister as a reunited family were, however, small comfort 
when it came to saying goodbye again and embarking on the long 
return journey to Norwich.
 Being ‘abandoned’ – as I saw it then – taught me resilience, 
independence and determination. I am sure I would be a diff erent 
person today if I had not had such testing, if then unwished for, 
experiences. My drive to succeed had its roots in my schooldays. 
If I had not had these experiences, I would not later have had 
the overwhelming will to make a success of my life and it would 
have ended up diff erently. My schooldays undoubtedly made me 
self-suffi  cient. I had to form my own judgements and it stopped 
me from becoming a procrastinator. My decisions were my own 
because there was nobody else to take them for me. Yet, at the 
time, I felt resentment towards my parents. My mother later said 
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that she noticed a change in my behaviour after I started attending 
boarding school. Th e boy she had previously described as ‘pleas-
ant and cheerful, with an impish smile’ became more moody and 
diffi  cult during the weeks that she saw me in the holidays. 
Because I did not want to leave my family for the return to school, 
my mood swings became especially pronounced as each summer 
holiday neared its end.
 Th e fi rst of two schools that I attended in Britain was King 
Edward VI Grammar School in Norwich. Usually referred to sim-
ply as Norwich School, it was an establishment for boys only, 
where only a fi fth of the pupils were boarders. As a schoolboy, I 
was restless, almost hyperactive. I was rowdy but my classroom 
misdemeanours were numerous rather than serious. As far as I 
know, I was never close to being suspended or expelled, but my 
disciplinary record was poor. I was constantly in detention, where 
I had to write repetitive lines promising that my behaviour would 
improve. I also received the odd caning. Furthermore I had my 
share of bad luck: one detention was imposed when a friend and I 
sneaked out of school without permission to watch Norwich City 
play a home match – only to be spotted by a teacher from the 
school who was in the crowd supporting his local team.
 I could not concentrate properly and my mind constantly 
wandered. I could sit down for an entire forty-minute lesson and 
not absorb a single word. My mind was not lazy but it quickly 
turned to subjects of more interest. Although I had a vivid im-
agination, I lacked the learning skills to enable me to do well in 
exams. Th e only exams I passed were either easy or in subjects 
that were interesting enough for me to retain information without 
endless revision. I did well at mathematics because I did not have 
to try. More by good fortune than academic excellence, I passed 
an acceptable number of O levels – eight altogether – though with 
modest grades.
 Some newspaper profi les of me have suggested that during 
my schooldays I was an unhappy ‘loner’, using the word to imply 
that I had a character defect. Certainly I could – and indeed still 
can – be happy in my own company. I have never needed people 
around me to be content. I can sit and work on my own and I 

Trading in Doughnuts

can potter about on my own: activities that most people would 
prefer to share with others. Yet I also enjoy amusing and interest-
ing company and sharing my time with those I love. At school, 
I did not lead a solitary existence. I had a small group of good 
friends and I represented the school at team sports. I was not the 
best in my year at any sport but I was good enough to play rugby 
for the school – at second row and wing forward (as fl ankers were 
then known) – and I also represented the school swimming team 
at freestyle. I hated playing cricket, yet today I have a lot of fun 
watching Test matches.
 I did not have traditional schoolboy heroes such as a sporting 
colossus or a Hollywood fi lm star. My heroes were people who 
had served their country at a time of crisis. Th ey included Field 
Marshal Montgomery and Sir Winston Churchill for what they 
did for Britain during the Second World War. I looked up to both 
of them for their formidable achievements during a hazardous 
period of our country’s history.
 It was at Norwich School that I embarked on my fi rst profi t-
making exercise. Th ere was a shop opposite the school that sold 
doughnuts for 3d each, but I discovered another shop some 400 
yards further towards the town centre that sold identical dough-
nuts for a ha’penny less. Th ere were regular whip-rounds among 
the boys for doughnuts and, after such an event, I was always 
glad to go on my own to buy them. I had a reputation among my 
friends at the age of twelve as a bit of a softy – always the person 
who was willing to go off  alone to get the doughnuts. I cheerfully 
let them remain under this misapprehension because it earned 
me extra money, even at just a ha’penny profi t per doughnut. My 
early entrepreneurial skills would have yielded an ample enough 
cash profi t over the years had it not been for my schoolboy greed. 
My profi ts were never banked: every fi ve doughnuts bought for 
friends were immediately converted into a free one for me. I con-
sidered this to be an acceptable return for providing a rather useful 
service, one that was prophetically in line with my later business 
ethics. Although I was not being 100 per cent open about my ac-
tivities, I was not doing my friends down because in their hunger 
they were very happy to pay the going rate of 3d per doughnut 
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from the shop next to the school. Yet there were probably people 
then, as now, who – if they had discovered exactly what I was 
doing – might have found my practice a little sharp. I looked 
upon it simply as working to fi nd an edge, the sort of advantage 
that I would search for time and again in my adult working life.
 My early enterprising streak did not go unnoticed. I can re-
member at least one occasion when my housemaster remarked 
on my initiative. When all the boys were asked to collect books 
for charity, I was the only pupil willing to knock on the door of 
the Bishop of Norwich. I engaged him in conversation and, pos-
sibly detecting my unusual accent, the Bishop asked me where my 
home was. When I replied, ‘I used to live in British Honduras,’ he 
said he knew the country and was interested in it – and so I left 
his palace armed with an impressive collection of old books.
 During my fi nal year at Norwich School, I became a day 
boy.  My mother’s health had deteriorated in Nigeria and my father 
had resigned from the Colonial Offi  ce so that they could return to 
England – and we were together again as a family after fi ve years 
apart. My parents bought a modest three-bedroom bungalow in the 
village of Cringleford three miles outside Norwich. We later moved 
to Maidenhead, Berkshire, where my father commuted every day 
to a new job as bursar of Ashford School for Girls in Middlesex. I 
therefore switched schools for my A levels and attended the Royal 
Grammar School in High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire. How-
ever, the change of schools and a more settled home life did not 
improve my concentration or my academic results.
 I never had a driving ambition to embark on a particular car-
eer but a parable a teacher told me when I was about sixteen made 
a lasting impression on me. ‘If someone goes into your back gar-
den and comes back ten minutes later with half a crown they have 
found and then another person goes into your back garden and 
comes back in the same amount of time with half a crown, it can 
look on the surface as if the two situations are identical,’ said the 
teacher. ‘But, in fact, the situations in which the half-crowns were 
found might be very diff erent. Th e fi rst man might have been 
daydreaming in the garden when the sun just happened to glint 
on the half-crown and he picked it up; while the second man 

Trading in Doughnuts

might have been scouring and scanning the entire garden when 
he found the money. If this is the case, the fi rst man is plain lucky 
and the second man is also lucky but he has created his own luck 
by searching even though he did not know what he was looking 
for.’ I took that idea very much to heart. Even if you do not know 
which direction you are going in, provided you keep searching 
and probing for the right opportunity – and when it arises grab it 
– you will make your own luck in life.
 By the time I was a student, I knew I would never be the sort 
of person who sat back and bemoaned his luck or his lot. I was a 
man on a mission, even though I did not know what the mission 
was or in which direction it would take me. I was confi dent that, 
if I kept searching, something would turn up. As a teenager, I 
wanted to be rich but I did not know how to go about it. I would 
dream of discovering a remarkable product that I could patent 
and which would make my fortune. Yet, in reality, I knew that 
fi nding such a money-spinning product was highly unlikely, so 
I suppose my ambition in life at that point was never stronger 
than saying to myself: ‘I know an opportunity will come. I do not 
know what it will be or how it will present itself, but I do know 
that I will make damn sure that I snatch the opportunity when 
it comes along.’ I had also realised that opportunity always looks 
bigger going away than coming towards you.
 I have few enduring memories of my time at the Royal 
Grammar School, High Wycombe, and the word ‘dismal’ most 
accurately sums up my academic achievements. As with my prev-
ious school, and however good the teaching, I absorbed little that 
I was taught. People who know me now sometimes fi nd it hard to 
imagine that at school I was not fi ercely competitive both in the 
classroom and on the playing fi eld, but competition to me means 
either to be the best or to be truly outstanding at something. I 
was never good academically, which I learned to accept, and I was 
never the best at any sport, which I also accepted. Th ere was, 
at that point in my life, nothing at which I felt able to excel – 
and that competitive drive did not come until I was in my late 
twenties.
 My A levels were, at best, disappointing. I passed mathematics 
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but failed physics and chemistry. My results did not surprise me, 
but they were not what I – or my parents – had wanted. I had 
been optimistic that I would scrape a pass in physics because it 
involved quite a lot of mathematics, but the chemistry had re-
quired too much concentrated work and simply defeated me. My 
A levels ended my hopes of studying for a degree in mathematics 
and psychology at Reading University, a course for which I had 
been provisionally accepted. 
 Th is setback left me with a straightforward choice: to get a job 
or to enrol on a less prestigious course of higher education. I chose 
the latter and in September 1965 embarked on a Higher National 
Diploma (HND) in business studies at Mid-Essex Technical Col-
lege in Chelmsford. Even though I had messed up my A levels, I 
still felt confi dent that I had a creative brain, but it needed to be 
engaged. If it was not engaged, it was useless. I never succeeded, 
for instance, in mastering languages because of the work involved 
in learning them. I did, however, fi nd my business course fascin-
ating and as such enjoyed my studies and learned a great deal. I 
found accountancy, marketing and the other parts of the course 
utterly engrossing.  It was as if I had discovered a new jigsaw puz-
zle and I was curious to put all the pieces together as quickly as 
possible.
 It was a time, too, when I discovered new vices: pretty girls, 
beer and a short-lived twenty-a-day smoking habit. I was a regular 
at the Railway Tavern, a popular but less than exclusive pub close 
to the college that always looked as if it desperately needed a lick 
of paint. However, the student drugs scene never interested me 
– indeed even as a student I was vehemently and unfashionably 
anti-drugs. I felt uncomfortable if I was at a party and fellow stu-
dents openly smoked a joint or if the smell of cannabis pervaded 
the air. My contemporaries have remembered other traits in my 
character which were not typical of the average student. I was 
actively Conservative with a capital C and pro-police at a time in 
life when it was far trendier to be left-wing and anti-authority. I 
have no doubt that I was generally more interested in money than 
the typical student. Early on, I had an ambition to earn – and save 
– enough money to buy a second-hand Mini, and I achieved this 
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aim within a matter of months. I had a reputation for being good 
for my word on money matters. If I had to pay a bill, it was always 
paid before or on the date it was due. Similarly, if I wrote a cheque, 
it could always be banked immediately and, unlike the cheques of 
some of my friends, there was no danger it would bounce. 
 Looking back, I was already more abrasive and larger than life 
than most of my contemporaries. I suspect my views and values 
have changed far less over the years than those of my student con-
temporaries. Even by the time I was in my late teens, I had formed 
strong, consistent and – at that time – unfashionable beliefs that 
I still hold to this day. Although I was interested in politics, I 
avoided the rent-a-mob protesters and the hopelessly earnest. I 
did, however, play an active role in the college rag scene because 
practical jokes and fun parties appealed to me. Although I would 
admit that raising money for good causes was not the prime mo-
tive of my involvement in rag week, this was my fi rst fl irtation 
with charity work – another activity that would return to play an 
important part in my life.
  As with my school days, I showed fl ashes of entrepreneurial 
fl air as a student. I discovered that only one cinema in central 
London had the rights to screen the live world-title boxing 
bouts of Muhammad Ali, then known as Cassius Clay (this was 
of course long before satellite television and ‘pay per view’). Even 
more interestingly, I discovered that demand for seats outstripped 
the supply and that therefore the tickets fetched considerably 
more on the black market than their retail price. Always on the 
look-out for ways to supplement my student grant, I set myself up 
as a small-time ticket tout. But, as so often happens in business, 
there were occasional hiccups. On one occasion, a second cinema 
in London was allowed to open for an Ali fi ght and the price of 
seats at the Leicester Square cinema I had bought tumbled as a 
result. As with the doughnut purchasing at school, there was no 
vast profi t margin from my experiences as a ticket tout. I simply 
made enough on the sale of a dozen or so tickets to watch the big 
fi ght for free. I was a great Ali fan and I loved watching him box. 
I was not alone, and on one memorable night I found myself sit-
ting behind the comedy duo of Peter Cook and Dudley Moore. 
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My experiences with the second London cinema opening at short 
notice had taught me a lesson too: there is no such thing as a 
certain profi t from a business proposition and even the best-laid 
plans can go awry.
 Around the same time and with the help of two college 
friends, I founded my fi rst organised business, Odd Jobs Un-
limited, which, though far too small to be a genuine company, 
exhibited the attitude and enterprise I thought was lacking in 
most of my contemporaries. We advertised our wares in a local 
newspaper with the slogan ‘You name it, we’ll do it’. Th ose seek-
ing to employ us had to write to the local weekly paper where 
we picked up letters once a week. Whatever the weather, we 
gardened, painted or did whatever task our clients required. One 
of my roles was to work on a local estate cutting the seemingly 
endless expanse of lawns using a sit-on mower. We were game for 
anything. Odd Jobs Unlimited achieved its modest aim – enabling 
us to earn enough for a few pints at the Railway Tavern while we 
pursued our studies.
 During the summer holidays, and when I was living back 
at my parents’ home in Maidenhead, I got a job at El Toucan, a 
family-run café in the town, making and serving frothy coff ees and 
other hot drinks to a mixture of weary shoppers and local traders. 
I always tried to be effi  cient and friendly to the customers because 
a coff ee cost 10d and I knew that, with luck, they would leave me 
a shilling – which included a generous 2d tip. I also worked as an 
attendant at our local outdoor swimming pool in Chelmsford. I 
had the obligatory attendant’s whistle around my neck and used 
to blow it to stop children from running or fi ghting in and around 
the pool. Th e job had one notable perk: it was useful for admir-
ing and, occasionally, dating the local talent. I also managed a 
pop group called Trident whom I naturally hoped would become 
the equivalent in fame and wealth to the Beatles. Trident was a 
four-man rhythm ’n’ blues band and my managerial role involved 
driving the group around in a battered green Transit-style van to 
their often less than packed gigs. Fame always eluded us, and the 
band eventually broke up, leaving its members and its manager as 
impoverished as the day it had been formed.
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 As a student, I also learned to play bridge, teaching myself the 
rules and the necessary skills by reading books. I loved the game 
and quickly reached the point where I was just below county 
standard. While on holiday and living at my parents’ house, I 
used to play with the ladies – mostly well advanced in years – of 
Maidenhead Conservative Club. Th ey were always pleased to see a 
young man take up the game and I was equally delighted that my 
standard of play was slightly better than theirs. We would play for 
small amounts of money – 6d a hundred points – and I fi nished 
up with a small profi t by the end of the holidays.
 At this time in my life, I developed a little party trick. I discov-
ered that I could memorise a deck of cards and then, as I turned 
over the fi fty-two cards one by one, predict which one would 
come next. I occasionally made the odd mistake but not often, 
and I enjoyed the admiring look on people’s faces when they saw 
what I could do.  I started experimenting with similar games to 
test whether I had a photographic memory in other areas. I found 
that if someone showed me twenty diff erent objects in succes-
sion, I could recite them all in any sequence that was demanded; 
forwards or backwards starting with any of the objects that I was 
given. It was my card-counting abilities that were to make me a 
half-decent bridge player and it was a near-photographic memory 
that would later give me another edge in my business dealings. 
Over the years, I have had the ability to retain the smallest details 
in my head and to think laterally – though I have to concede that 
age has made these skills less pronounced than they were in my 
youth.

BY THE time my student days ended, I had long come to accept 
that I was never going to be an academic genius. However, I had 
learned to live with my shortcomings – notably my lack of con-
centration – and found ways of obscuring them.
 Recognising that I had weaknesses was one thing, but 
identifying exactly what they were was more diffi  cult. It was not 
until I had reached the age of forty-fi ve that the penny dropped. 
My younger son, Andrew, who was twelve years old at the time, 
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was having problems at school. On the face of it, he seemed to 
be re-running his father’s experience. However, in contrast to the 
treatment prescribed in my youth, when I was simply told to pull 
my socks up, Andrew was sent to an educational psychologist who 
gave him certain tests, including one that I can remember vividly. 
Andrew was doing some writing when the psychologist went up 
to the Venetian blinds on the window and ran his hand down 
them. Andrew looked up because he had been distracted by the 
sound and, immediately afterwards, had lost his concentration 
so totally that he could not return to his writing. Th e psycholo-
gist diagnosed Attention Defi cit Disorder (ADD), a complaint of 
which I was entirely ignorant.
 So I bought the books in order to read a little on the subject 
and quickly found that I could not put them down. It was like 
a great awakening. In reading about the condition as it applied 
to Andrew, I discovered, for the fi rst time in my life, that I was 
reading about myself. In every example cited, I saw elements of 
myself, and every device used to cover the problem was a device to 
which I had resorted. Th e scales fell from my eyes and I felt much 
better for it. ADD is a neuro-development disorder which aff ects 
a suff erer’s ability to learn and interact with other people. Some 
of the common indicators are excess fi dgeting, lack of concentra-
tion, clowning around, excessive talking, short attention span and 
engaging in high-risk activities. I recognised each of those charac-
teristics in myself: had I ever bothered to fi ll in an entry for Who’s 
Who, I could have listed them under ‘Recreations’.
 My experience of the problems caused by ADD gave me enor-
mous empathy with Andrew. I began to understand how people 
with ADD come to be better in certain professions than in others. 
A disproportionate number of explorers over the years are now 
believed to have had ADD, their restlessness prompting their ven-
tures into the unknown. Indeed, perhaps my own wanderlust has 
the same origin. Nowadays, those with ADD often become sales-
men relying on the gift of the gab, while more recently I read in an 
American business survey that the number-one characteristic of 
successful businessmen is oral persuasiveness. Th rough Andrew’s 
problems, everything began to fall into place and I realised for the 
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fi rst time that during my schooldays I had suff ered from ADD but 
it had not been understood or treated. Fortunately, with Andrew 
there was time to help him and everything from his school grades 
to his attendance improved dramatically.
 At my age, it was too late to treat my ADD. To this day, I fi nd 
it hard to write lengthy business reports. One of the important 
lessons I learned long ago is not to be afraid of employing others 
to do what you cannot do yourself. I have always surrounded my-
self with capable, trusted people upon whom I can rely. Even now, 
I can go into a lecture and if, after a few sentences, the speaker has 
lost me I go off  into my own little world for the rest of the talk. 
By the end of it, I will not have heard or absorbed a single word 
the lecturer said. I take some comfort, at least, from the fact that 
the time is rarely wasted. I usually put it to good use pondering 
what I need to do the next day or how to tackle some troublesome 
issue.

IN THE same way that some academic studies bored me rig-
id, other subjects have instantly captured my imagination. 
Encouraged by fi lms and books on the subject, I have always 
been fascinated by the concept of danger. Th is, in turn, led to an 
almost obsessive interest in some of the heroic fi gures of the 
Second World War, notably the Cockleshell Heroes, the name 
given to a small group of Royal Marines who mounted a daring 
and successful raid on German shipping in the French port of Bor-
deaux in 1942. I am intrigued by the way people, often apparently 
quiet and nondescript, come to terms with the possibility, even in 
rare cases the probability, that they will be killed or wounded in 
battle. What makes them diff erent – or are we all capable of such 
bravery in certain circumstances? Why are the bravest so often 
the most modest? Is it upbringing, training, religion, patriotism, 
character or values such as honour and duty which makes people 
prepared to go to extraordinary lengths for their country and their 
comrades? Th e biggest inspiration for my interest in courage was 
undoubtedly my father.
 Eric Ashcroft was a tough, independent man and I like to 



18 19Dirty Politics, Dirty Times

think that I have inherited those qualities. When his own father 
died at thirteen, he had to leave school the next year to become 
the family breadwinner. He had a variety of jobs, including work-
ing in the local cotton mill, until war broke out in 1939. He then 
became one of the fi rst to enlist, joining the South Lancashire 
Regiment. He was selected for offi  cer training, after which he re-
turned to the regiment. He remained in Britain until the D-Day 
landings.
 At dawn on 6 June 1944, my father found himself on a land-
ing craft crashing through the waves of the English Channel, 
heading for Sword Beach as part of the British 3rd Infantry Div-
ision. I have often wondered what it must have been like for 
those young men, many of whom, my father among them, were 
seeing action for the fi rst time. As they reached the beach, they 
encountered heavy enemy fi re. My father’s commanding offi  cer, 
a colonel, was one of the fi rst casualties, shot dead at my father’s 
side by a sniper. My father, too, was struck by shrapnel. Despite 
wounds to his back and to one of his arms, he refused to be evacu-
ated and carried on fi ghting until he was eventually ordered from 
the fi eld of battle. Th e injuries proved serious enough to end his 
front-line service.
 My father was a modest man but, on the few occasions when I 
could persuade him to talk about the events of that day, I realised 
just how brave he and the men he fought with had been. I recall 
him one day telling me in a quiet, matter-of-fact way that he and 
other offi  cers had been briefed to expect 75 per cent casualties 
– fatalities and wounded – on the beach as they landed in Nor-
mandy. I have often wondered what it would have been like to 
have been in my father’s shoes that day and whether I, too, could 
have matched his bravery in my country’s hour of need.
 My greatest military interest of all has been in the Victoria 
Cross. Some of the acts of bravery carried out by servicemen who 
have won VCs simply beggar belief. ‘For most conspicuous brav-
ery or some daring or pre-eminent act of valour or self-sacrifi ce 
or extreme devotion to duty in the presence of the enemy’ – this 
is how VC citations usually begin, followed by a detailed account 
of the incident. Th e exploits of the handful of soldiers, sailors 
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and airmen whose gallantry was such that they won the legend-
ary medal have, for decades, fascinated countless young boys, and 
I was one of them. Th e VC is the premier honour for bravery 
which Britain and other Commonwealth countries can bestow 
upon their citizens, yet it respects neither rank nor birthright. De-
spite its great prestige, the medal is a modest Maltese cross, a little 
over an inch wide, which is cast not from gold or silver, but from 
base metal with no intrinsic value. Th e oldest winner of the VC 
was sixty-one, the youngest just fi fteen.
 When I was in my early twenties, I became aware that it was 
possible to buy VCs on the rare occasions that they came up for 
auction. I started ordering the relevant auction catalogues, but my 
resources were limited and the prices of the medals were prohibi-
tive. Undeterred, I resolved one day, if my fi nancial circumstances 
allowed it, to buy a VC. In the meantime, I continued to ask for 
the catalogues to be sent to me so that I could read more about 
why individual VCs had been awarded. Th e more I read about 
the medals, the more interested I became in them and the more 
determined I became to own one. It was not until I was forty that 
I went to an auction and successfully bid for a VC at Sotheby’s in 
July 1986, for one awarded to Leading Seaman Magennis, a diver 
who, while serving in Malaysia in 1945, fi xed a mine to the un-
derside of a Japanese warship which sank as a result of his heroics. 
Later, too, I satisfi ed my early schoolboy fascination and bought 
the medals earned by a serviceman who had won one of them on 
the Cockleshell Heroes’ raid.
 Th e VCs have become my pride and joy. Th ey are part of Brit-
ain’s history. Over the years, I have helped to collect more than 
150 VCs. Th ey are held by a trust which now holds well in excess 
of one in ten of all the VCs which have been awarded. Many of 
these might otherwise now have left the United Kingdom. Some 
people who know of my interest assume I am an expert in Brit-
ain’s military history since the introduction of the medal in 1856, 
though in fact I am not. My knowledge tends to be restricted to 
the battles and campaigns in which VCs were issued, leaving great 
gaps in my knowledge of British military history from the mid-
nineteenth century until today. 
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 Such rare medals are not cheap and the trust’s collection is 
now worth several million pounds. However, the trust has adhered 
to a strict rule: it does not ‘ambulance chase’ or go in search of 
medals that are not on the market. Th e only medals in the collec-
tion are ones which either the recipients or their families wanted 
to sell privately, through a dealer or at auction. One of the other 
sections of medals in the trust’s collection is for those won by the 
SAS, again for the reason that they are often associated with quite 
staggering acts of bravery.  With each of the medals in the collec-
tion, there is a small, bound book detailing the exploits for which 
they were awarded. I do not believe there is another collection of 
VCs in the United Kingdom – and that includes the Imperial War 
Museum in London – that is as extensive or as interesting. 
 To my mind – and I concede that I am somewhat biased – my 
father was one of the many unsung war heroes of his generation. 
After he was demobbed – he left the Army with the rank of cap-
tain – he set his sights on new and distant goals. He enjoyed his 
time in the Colonial Offi  ce enormously but he gave up a promis-
ing career for the sake of my mother’s health. Back in England, life 
was tougher than he had imagined. If he had a character weakness 
– and this may sound strange to some people – it was that he was 
too willing to put my mother fi rst. His love for her meant that he 
was always ready to sacrifi ce his own interests – most notably his 
own career.
 My father retired at sixty and, after a long and happy retire-
ment, died from leukaemia in 2002 at the age of eighty-four. His 
regiment sent down the pall-bearers for his funeral and the Last 
Post was played by a bugler in the church. My father’s war medals 
were on his coffi  n and I gave the address about his remarkable life. 
It was a deeply moving day.
 Like many children who have lost a parent, I regret not spend-
ing more time in my father’s company. Th ere were only a few 
months between the diagnosis of his leukaemia and his death, but 
they provided time enough for his family to say their farewells. A 
week or so before he died, my father and I sat together at his home 
in Goring and had a long, diffi  cult conversation. We discussed 
how I should look after my mother after he had died. I made my 
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peace with him, telling him that, although he had always been a 
good father, I had not always been the most thoughtful son.
 I am immensely proud of my father and I like to think that 
he was also proud of me and my achievements. He never had any 
great goal or ambition for his only son, but he had seen me in my 
early twenties as a lost and restless soul who seemed directionless. 
He was not unsupportive, but I think he felt unable to help point 
me in the right direction. Instead, he watched from afar – but 
with genuine interest – as I went through my early career stutters 
and my later business successes. It must have been like watching 
someone you care for climb up a cliff , lose his grip, fall down, 
cling on by his fi ngertips and, fi nally, pull himself up again.
 I miss my father and his distinctive sense of fun. I can still 
vividly recall that when I was a boy he attended a fancy-dress party 
in Belize and was wearing a white shirt covered with large and 
striking scorched-brown burn marks from an iron. He had a sign 
around his neck which simply read: ‘Press on regardless’. It was 
typical of my father – always doing something slightly diff erently 
but with a mischievous sense of humour about it too.
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MY ACADEMIC studies at Mid-Essex Technical College were as 
unremarkable as my school years. Th ey had, however, succeeded in 
pointing me in a career direction – towards the world of business. 
While I continued to believe in the maxim that ‘something will 
turn up but I don’t know what it will be’, I increasingly felt that the 
‘something’ would one day involve running a company or venture 
of my own.
 At the age of twenty-one, I was off ered – and accepted – my fi rst 
proper job as a management trainee with Rothmans (then known 
as Carreras), the cigarette manufacturer. Back in 1967, my start-
ing salary was the grand sum of £925 per annum. I was delighted 
to discover that I was the only non-graduate of six trainees on the 
scheme. I felt that I had caught up after failing to get on a univer-
sity degree course myself. With hindsight, I was perhaps a little too 
pleased with myself because I soon discovered that my free spirit did 
not fi t well into a company structure.
 My two years at Rothmans were undoubtedly the dullest of my 
life. I learned next to nothing and, from the company’s viewpoint, 
I must have been a waste of time and space. I was working on the 
fi nancial accounts side, but I was also given day release to study to 
become a certifi ed accountant. It was a relief to have to spend only 
four days a week in the offi  ce, where I did not consider I was receiv-
ing any worthwhile training. I had no job satisfaction and could not 
see where it was leading, which meant I was easily distracted. I was 
still managing the pop group and playing bridge and I also enjoyed 
some motor rallying. Indeed, Rothmans was good enough to pay 
for me and two other young members of staff  to travel to the West 
Indies to compete in the round-Jamaica 1,000-mile rally. It was 
great fun and we got off  to a good start, only to become lost in the 
mountains and end up well down the fi eld of competitors.

2  Down to Business Down to Business

 I passed part two of my certifi ed accountancy course but I 
did not complete the other two parts of the course, so I therefore 
failed to qualify. Once again the required application to study for 
the exams was not there because, as with academic studies, I was 
not mentally engaged. After two years at Rothmans, where I had 
been based at the company’s offi  ce in Basildon, Essex, it became a 
race as to whether I would resign before I was fi red. I just won in 
what must have been a photo fi nish, but left without having a new 
job. I thought I would take a chance and see what opportunities 
came along.
 At this time, I was renting a rather dreary room in 
Chelmsford. While I pondered my future and waited for the next 
opportunity to come along, I signed on the dole. Th e Labour 
Exchange used to insist that I attend job interviews, mainly in 
London. Th e jobs that I went for were largely uninspiring and 
had no attraction for me whatsoever. I remained on the dole for 
several months in 1969. 
 In one of my interviews in London, I was curious to fi nd 
myself discussing a job that sounded rather interesting. I was 
told that the fi nance director of Pritchard Group Services, a large 
cleaning and business-services company, wanted an assistant at 
its head offi  ce. Th e successful applicant would not only look 
after head-offi  ce books but would also, as part of the due-diligence 
team, scrutinise fi rms which the company was thinking of buying. 
Due diligence involves studying another company’s books to see 
if they represent a true and accurate picture of its fi nances and to 
ensure that it is not trying to infl ate its profi ts to get a better sale 
price. I am certain that I came across as relaxed at the interview 
because I initially had little intention of taking the job even if it 
were off ered to me. However, as the interview progressed, I found 
myself bluffi  ng slightly about my abilities and over-selling myself 
in order to make a favourable impression. A few days later I was 
off ered and accepted my second – and what was to prove my last 
– salaried position. My new offi  ces were in Chancery Lane, cen-
tral London, where I had to take over a set of head-offi  ce company 
books and the consolidation of subsidiary company accounts, two 
roles that I had never fulfi lled before. For the fi rst time in my life 
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I found myself working on something that I found fascinating. I 
spent my evenings and weekends learning, virtually from scratch, 
how to put a set of company books together. I worked backwards, 
following the book entries of my predecessor, to discover how 
things should be done.
 For a time I commuted to London but after a few months I 
started dating the secretary to one of the directors at Pritchard. 
Wendy Mahoney was a young woman with many attractions, not 
least a comfortable fl at in West Hampstead, north London. It was 
not too long before I left my digs in Chelmsford and moved in 
with her. We married in April 1972, and over the next six years 
we had three children: James (born in 1974), Sarah (1976) and 
Andrew (1978).
 Shortly after I joined Pritchard, I was sent to Canada as part 
of a fi nance team which had to carry out due diligence on a clean-
ing fi rm that the company intended to buy. To start with, I had 
no idea how to go about my task, but I picked things up as I went 
along. It must have gone reasonably well, however, because similar 
trips soon followed to South Africa and Portugal. I was on a ver-
tical learning curve and I was seeing the world at the same time. 
Within a year of joining Pritchard, my salary had risen to £3,300, 
more than twice my starting pay with the company. In 1971, I was 
asked to become chief accountant of one of the company’s major 
subsidiaries. I accepted and this took my salary to nearly £4,000 
a year – more than four times my starting salary at Rothmans fi ve 
years earlier. Th e following year, however, when I was twenty-six, 
I became restless to move on.
  So in June 1972, two months after getting married, I left 
Pritchard, which then employed 30,000 people, again with no 
job to go to but with the idea of starting my own business. Th ere 
was no row over my departure from the company, but Peter 
Pritchard, the chairman, had taken against me. Th ere probably 
were times when I had been too full of myself, although Peter Fox, 
the principal managing director of one of Pritchard’s main sub-
sidiaries, remained a life-long friend until his untimely death in 
early 2004. Peter was a kindred spirit and the fact that I attended 
his funeral thirty-two years after leaving the company says a great 
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deal about how close we had become after my departure. Before 
leaving Pritchard, I told Don Pearce, the chairman of one of the 
company’s main subsidiaries and a main board director: ‘Th e next 
time I will be back here is to take over the company.’ It was said in 
a light-hearted way with a smile on my face, but it was also a way 
of demonstrating my determination to succeed on my own.
 I was searching for a path which would allow me to be myself. 
I looked upon money as counters in a game: it measured success. 
Th e one skill that I now possessed was the ability to value, to buy 
and to sell cleaning companies. I had to decide how to put my 
knowledge to good use. Th us in 1972 Michael A. Ashcroft Asso-
ciates Ltd was born. In reality, the company was a one-man band 
although I put my father and my father-in-law Cyril Mahoney 
down as directors so that it looked more impressive on the note-
paper. I did not have a penny of savings and, in fact, on the day 
I started my business my net wealth was in the red: a small debt 
on a credit card. Th e nature of the business I had chosen meant, 
however, that there was no need to borrow a substantial amount 
of money.
 I worked from a spare bedroom at our new marital home 
in Maidenhead, Berkshire, a detached three-bedroom house for 
which we paid £10,950. Using the experience I had gained over 
the previous two years, I set myself up as a merger broker writing 
to every cleaning company in Britain. I wrote to literally thou-
sands of fi rms, having obtained their names and addresses from 
Yellow Pages. I asked them if they wanted to sell their business be-
cause, if so, I knew somebody who wanted to buy it. Similarly, if 
they wanted to buy cleaning companies, I knew of companies that 
were on the market. I told them that I would take my commission 
only on successful transactions. I bashed the letters out myself on 
an old typewriter, although occasionally I employed temporary 
help to assist me with writing letters and answering the phone.
 In 1973, I took on my fi rst full-time employee, as well as 
new rented offi  ces in High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire. Th irty-
fi ve years on I would like to be able to say that that employee, 
Lyn Austen, still works for me. Sadly, Lyn had the temerity to 
retire, even though he is six months younger than I am. But right 
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up until his retirement, he was running a business for me called 
Bearwood Corporate Services which, at that time, specialized 
in merger broking, one of Lyn’s particular skills. Since Lyn’s 
departure, Bearwood has undergone something of a transfor-
mation and is now a management consultancy and substantial 
investment holding business. But Lyn is still around, albeit 
less formally, and it is a characteristic of my business career that 
people who have stayed with me for a year often stay with me 
for a decade or more. Several other people have been with me 
for many years: David Hammond, my business number two, has 
been with me for thirty years; Peter Gaze, my chief fi nancial of-
fi cer, twenty-six years; Angela Entwistle, my corporate commu-
nications director, twenty-four years; Lindsey Page, my personal 
assistant, twenty-one years. All my working life I have had a clear 
division between ‘home team’ and ‘away team’. Th e home team 
includes all those working for me, my family, my friends and all 
those who stick with me through thick and thin. I believe that 
you move hell and high water for them at all times because loy-
alty goes both ways. Incidentally, for the purpose of this book, 
home-team members are referred to by their fi rst names after 
their initial mention, while away-team members are referred to by 
their surnames.
 My approach to business is straightforward. Th e key to success 
is providing services and/or adding value to objects, processes and 
ideas. I am naturally drawn to businesses which do real things, 
which provide real services and where competition is fi erce. I also, 
however, like transforming and developing businesses by chang-
ing the way they operate. Th is can take many forms: it might 
mean making them bigger so that they expand into new markets; 
it might mean making them more cost eff ective; often it simply 
means managing them better.
 I would not dream of investing serious money in an area 
about which I know little. Similarly, I would not contemplate 
investing money in a country where I cannot compete on equal 
terms. I am not a natural linguist – one of my few regrets in
life – and it is for this reason that in the main I do business only 
in countries where English is the fi rst language. I would feel 
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disadvantaged dealing with a business rival who knew the local 
language better than me.
 I prefer, too, to invest in relatively straightforward business 
ventures which have healthy cash fl ows. In business, cash is king. 
In the early 1970s, I had identifi ed the cleaning industry as an 
ideal investment for a young businessman of limited fi nancial 
means. It requires relatively small capital and yet has a stable turn-
over. Later, my decision to invest in and build up ADT into the 
world’s largest security company was based on similar principles: 
burglar alarms require a certain level of capital investment, but 
security is still very much a service industry in which the bulk of 
the business comes from leasing and maintaining the alarms on 
long-term contracts. Car-auction businesses, another of my larger 
investments over the years, have a higher ‘front end’ investment in 
the premises, which presents a barrier to entry for people without 
much money. However, once that initial hurdle has been over-
come, it is cash generative thereafter.
 New fads leave me cold. I was never tempted to invest 
in the dot-com revolution of the mid-1990s for three reasons. 
First, I have always felt that green fi elds are for cows (a business 
started from nothing is known as a ‘green fi eld’ and I have never 
liked green-fi eld, or start-up, situations). Secondly, the dot-com 
revolution was too complicated for me to grasp and, rather than 
investing time in understanding it, I decided to leave it to others. 
Th irdly, it involved burning a lot of cash at the outset without 
any certainty that you were going to get the money – and more 
– back. I took the view that, if there was something in it, then 
others should invest their money fi rst and I might come in later. I 
had hundreds of opportunities to get involved, but I passed them 
all up. My decision meant I escaped the dot-com crash of the late 
1990s which resulted in some businessmen I knew losing millions 
of pounds.
 In 1973, the year after launching my own business, I was a 
man in a hurry: hard-working, uncompromising and ambitious. 
It helps when starting or taking over a business to have a goal. My 
aim, virtually from day one, was to build up the business until 
it was big enough to be attractive to a large public company. By 
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1973, there were three of us in the business – myself, Lyn Austen 
and our secretary. Later that year, I took on two other employ-
ees because we were now off ering a cleaning-consultancy service. 
Th at meant there were now fi ve of us drawing salaries from the 
cash fl ow coming into the business.
 In 1974, it was time for me to take my fi rst business risk. 
A cleaning fi rm, Uni-Kleen, which was owned by a large public 
company, was up for sale.  I believed that, at twenty-eight, I al-
ready knew enough about the cleaning industry to take a chance. 
By now, I could confi dently value companies and structure deals 
and I was determined to buy the loss-making fi rm for nothing, 
or for a nominal sum. In the event I bought Uni-Kleen for £1. It 
was the start of a trend – over the coming decades I would pay a 
pound or a dollar for a lot of loss-making companies. I calculated 
that I needed to borrow £15,000 from a bank, and there were 
suffi  cient debtors to secure a loan of that size. I went to see the 
manager of Barclays Bank in Bracknell, Berkshire. His name was 
Bill Herries and to this day we exchange Christmas cards. Bill 
knew the business because his branch had been bankers to the 
public company which owned Uni-Kleen. I persuaded him that 
I had the know-how and the energy to turn around the business 
and he agreed to lend me the £15,000 that I needed.
 With the company came its 1,000 employees. I kept the name 
and over the next three years I bought another six cleaning com-
panies. Occasionally I borrowed a little more money but never 
an exorbitant amount because my existing businesses were always 
generating cash. I was totally committed to work and had no 
priorities other than my business. I often worked from the mo-
ment I got up to the moment I went to bed, including Saturdays 
and Sundays. Sixteen-hour days, seven days a week were the norm 
rather than the exception. I was totally driven because I had fi nally 
found something that I could do well, while still learning a great 
deal at the same time. I felt a bit like a builder who is given the 
task of constructing a small house even though he has never built 
one before. It is initially a daunting prospect but eventually he 
builds it. Th en he realises that if he has built a house it is not that 
diffi  cult to build a mansion. Once that mansion has been built, 
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he knows he is capable of building Buckingham Palace. In other 
words, as you achieve things your horizons start to open and you 
realise – whether it is a house or a business – that you can build 
bigger and better after the completion of each phase.
 In 1977, three years after taking over the company, I was 
employing 3,000 people. I always knew as I was building the busi-
ness that I would have to sell it sooner rather than later in order to 
get the capital to progress to another venture with more potential.  
I did indeed sell it to a large public company – Reckitt & Cole-
man, the foods, pharmaceuticals and cleaning-products company. 
I thought Uni-Kleen would fi t well into Reckitt & Coleman’s am-
bitions; fortunately, the board of the company agreed with me 
and we reached a deal. Uni-Kleen fetched £1.3 million and so, 
at the age of thirty-one, I was a millionaire at a time when such 
a label was still rare. Yet, as has been a characteristic of mine over 
the years when I come to the end of a chapter in my life, I moved 
on, not knowing what the next chapter would bring. I still kept 
my original merger-broking business but, other than that, after 
the sale to Reckitt & Coleman I owned nothing.
 Th e day I sold out I took my senior management team out for 
a champagne celebration. I felt relief as well as satisfaction because 
– for the fi rst time in fi ve years – I did not have a business con-
cern. I only had to worry about what to do next, but that could 
wait until tomorrow. It never once crossed my mind to bank the 
£1.3 million and live cautiously off  the interest for the rest of 
my days. I had new challenges to embark upon even though I 
had no idea what they would be. I had found my métier. I had 
discovered what I enjoyed doing and it was something I could do 
reasonably well. Despite my millionaire status, I was determined 
to make more money – and quickly. My strategy was simple: to 
take over struggling companies, reduce expenditure, get rid of the 
dead wood, build up the business to increase revenues and then 
sell it when the time was right. Diff erent companies had diff erent 
problems. My role was to work out why a company was not mak-
ing money and solve the problem. My fi rst company, Uni-Kleen, 
for example, was not collecting its debts effi  ciently and was pay-
ing its creditors before it had the income to do so. It was also too 
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inclined to buy expensive new equipment rather than using its 
perfectly adequate existing resources. I was confi dent that I could 
turn its fortunes around by tackling these areas. Provided a busi-
ness is generating cash, other problems can usually be resolved 
and eventually the company will grow. If asked for advice, I often 
tell young entrepreneurs that, if their aim is to own a fi ve-star 
hotel, they will almost certainly initially have to own several one-, 
two- and three-star hotels to achieve their goal.
 My next major business enterprise was to purchase an 
interest in Hawley Goodall, a small, struggling tent manufacturer 
which later became the Hawley Group. Six years after buying the 
company, I took out a fairly substantial advertisement in the 
recruitment pages of the Financial Times headed simply ‘Hawley 
Group PLC’. I was still in a hurry to expand the company and 
lead it to success, and the advertisement made it abundantly clear 
that I was interested only in taking on like-minded, equally driven 
people. It read:  

In order to keep the Group’s and its subsidiaries’ (a num-
ber of which are quoted) expansion plans moving ahead, 
there is a requirement for two executives to join the small 
corporate team based at Farnham Common. Reporting 
directly to the Group Chairman, the assignments will 
be far-ranging, including acquisition research, negotiat-
ing and subsequent implementation of fi nancial controls 
and reporting procedures, internal investigations and 
reorganisations, preparation of circulars to shareholders 
(including all the necessary liaison with advisers), fund 
raising, etc.
 Th e pace and requirements will be extremely 
demanding and, by normal criteria, unreasonable. Th e 
commitment required is total and the position will only 
suit those who are highly ambitious, prepared, if neces-
sary, at a moment’s notice to spend 24 hours a day, 7 days 
a week on projects anywhere in the UK or USA and who 
feel they could command a salary of up to £45,000 ...
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Nobody could accuse me of understating the demanding role 
that working for me would involve. I suspect, however, that it 
was the salary rather than the working hours that ensured the 
advertisement attracted a lively response: £45,000 in 1983 was 
the equivalent of virtually £100,000 today. I received 750 replies, 
from which I fi lled my two vacant positions.
 I turned the Hawley Group from near bankruptcy in 1977 
into a business-services company which, at its peak less than a 
decade later, employed more than 100,000 people. Between 1977 
and 1986, I invested in a range of companies in the UK includ-
ing packaging, motor retailing, hi-fi  retailing, slot machines and 
more cleaning fi rms. I had a substantial investment, too, in home-
improvement businesses including double glazing, kitchen, 
bedroom and bathroom companies. Some of my investments were 
in public companies quoted on the Stock Exchange; others were 
in private companies which I owned wholly or in part.
 Now that I was doing something that truly engaged me, I 
discovered that I could be a voracious learner. Th e bible of stock 
exchange rules was known in those days as the ‘Yellow Book’. I 
digested it from cover to cover and there was hardly anything in 
the book, particularly in its application to company takeovers, 
that I did not understand. I considered that, despite being self-
taught, my knowledge of the ‘Yellow Book’ was on a par with 
that of any leading City adviser. Similarly, my knowledge of com-
pany law matched that of a competent company lawyer and my 
understanding of accounting standards compared favourably with 
a senior accountant’s.
 I played in other areas during the 1980s, sometimes success-
fully, sometimes less so, and I began taking small share stakes in 
all sorts of ventures. As I like a bit of fun in life, I thought that 
owning the Miss World beauty contest would be an amusing perk 
to keep me going through my long working days. I also believed 
that if I gained control of Miss World – which I never did – it 
would be a good brand franchise to promote my other businesses. 
As a result, I got to know Eric and Julia Morley, who owned and 
ran Miss World, and they invited me to take a 20 per cent stake 
in the business. It was fun attending half a dozen or so of the Miss 
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World pageants around the world and I always invited a group of 
friends and business associates to share in a great evening.
 My investment in Pineapple Dance Studios, the central Lon-
don organisation owned and run by Debbie Moore, was another 
example of a fun investment. Th is was the idea of Peter Bain, a 
board director with Hawley, at a time when the concept of keep-
fi t and dance studios was catching on. Furthermore, Debbie had 
become such a well-known name that I considered the venture 
highly likely to work. So I bought a 20 per cent stake in her busi-
ness. Lotus Cars had a similar attraction. It was a glamorous brand 
name which seemed to be going places. I bought a stake in Lo-
tus of about 15 per cent but, when it was later taken over by a 
Far Eastern company, I lost interest in it. Miss World, Pineapple 
Dance Studios and Lotus Cars were exciting brand names, but my 
total investment in all three came to less that £500,000. Inevitably, 
however, because they were such high-profi le names they brought 
me a disproportionate amount of publicity. Th ey had become a 
distraction too far and I needed to take the focus away and back 
to my core business. For a time, I had found that when I went 
to talk to people about my company the fi rst question would be 
‘Can you tell us all about your involvement in Miss World?’ My 
fl eeting involvement in such ventures had been fun but it needed 
to end and it did – with neither large profi ts nor heavy losses, and 
certainly with no regrets. I felt, once again, the urge to move on.

BY 1981, it was time to broaden my horizons. I had bought a 
house in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, the previous year. Cheap air 
fares had started to the United States of America and Florida was 
somewhere in the sun for family holidays. Th ere were also several 
reasons to develop business interests in the US. I had become rest-
less for a new challenge; Americans spoke English; and, perhaps 
most importantly of all, the US had the largest business-services 
companies in the world. I wanted to be there. 
 I travelled to America with David Hammond, a shrewd and 
experienced businessman whom I had met by chance because our 
children attended the same school. David was taken on specifi -
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cally to help me fi nd the company’s fi rst US acquisition: he had 
good contacts on the other side of the Atlantic and he knew how 
to do business in the States. David and I set out the criteria for the 
sort of business that I was looking to buy. We did it by the profi le 
and character of the business rather than what it actually did. We 
were seeking a small public company in the US service industry.  
Before leaving for America, we obtained the listings of qualifying 
companies and went through them meticulously until we alighted 
on ones which we found interesting. We initially looked into more 
than 5,000 companies, but a fi ltering process left us with a dozen 
or so by the time our plane took off  for New York in the summer 
of 1981.
 We had arranged several business meetings and one of the 
companies that interested us was Electro-Protective Corporation 
of America (EPCA), which dealt in security and alarms on the 
eastern seaboard. Th is was a service business which we had never 
identifi ed in the UK: Hawley had no links with the security and 
alarms business. We discovered that the major shareholding was 
held by one man, Freddie Schnell, and we approached him. He 
was willing to sell if the price was right and, eventually, we bought 
his majority stake of 54 per cent for just over $13 million. Th e 
following year, in 1982, we bought out the other shareholders so 
that we owned the whole of EPCA; then we quickly fl oated 40 
per cent of the company on the London Stock Exchange, thereby 
raising some £6 million.
 Th is was the start of my US operation, which is today centred 
on Atlanta, Georgia. Among our early acquisitions was an offi  ce-
cleaning company called Oxford, which was based in Atlanta, and 
a lawn-care company with more than a million customers called 
Evergreen, which was based in St Louis, Missouri. In the early 
1980s, I made a large number of acquisitions all over America. 
David travelled to thirty-fi ve states to clinch business deals and I 
probably visited even more.
 I believe in testing the boundaries and doing things diff erently. 
During the early 1980s, I looked at the possibility of moving my 
business interests abroad. In 1984, after considering it carefully 
with a team of tax experts, I decided that the Hawley Group, then 
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a public company based in London, should transfer from the UK 
to Bermuda. Th is move gave us a unique tax advantage at a time 
when I was determined that my business interests should become 
more international.
 I was, although not deliberately, unconventional in smaller 
ways too. At a time when the City of London was entrenched 
in establishment habits, I was once so busy that for one small 
takeover deal I sent my driver to represent me at the formal com-
pletion ceremony. Th is is traditionally attended by all the senior 
fi gures from both sides – directors, merchant bankers and lawyers 
– who have been involved in the deal. I had gone to a local pub 
near our offi  ces in Farnham Common, Buckinghamshire, to ask 
the landlord to witness my signature on the fi nal contract. Th en 
I had instructed my driver to attend the completion ceremony in 
the City and do exactly as our lawyers from Allen & Overy asked. 
I had not intended to cause off ence but there was outrage that a 
driver had been sent to a completion ceremony and my reputa-
tion as an outsider grew. 
 In 1986, I fulfi lled my promise of fourteen years earlier 
when Hawley took over Pritchard, which itself was already inter-
nationally established with operations spreading from the US and 
Britain to Australia and New Zealand. Th e following year, the 
Hawley Group bought British Car Auctions, which had already 
started its expansion on the other side of the Atlantic and owned 
thirteen auction sites in America. In 1987, we also bought ADT, 
which was the largest electronic security company in America. At 
the time, Hawley was the fi fth largest security company in Amer-
ica, so it was an audacious move – in business terms a hostile bid. 
ADT was the equivalent of the fi ve-star hotel that I had always 
been seeking.
 By the middle of the 1980s, I was spending more and more 
of my time in the United States and I thrived on the American 
lifestyle. As a consequence, Wendy and I drifted apart, with no 
acrimony on either side to this day. In 1986 I got married for a 
second time to Susan ‘Susi’ Anstey, who had previously been my 
personal assistant, and we lived in the US. Fortuitously for me, 
Wendy, who has always been an exemplary mother to our chil-
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dren, also later chose to move to the US which meant I saw more 
of my two sons and my daughter than I would have done if she 
had remained in Britain.
 In 1988, the Hawley Group was rebranded as ADT. It made 
sense: while Hawley was a little-known company even in Britain, 
ADT was a household name in the United States and beyond. Up 
to this point, my business career had, by most standards, been 
successful, but it would be wrong of me to imply that everything 
I touched turned to gold. Like any businessman, I had failures 
as well as successes and diffi  cult years as well as highly profi table 
ones.
 I was rarely, if ever, interested in being a passive investor in a 
company. Instead, I wanted, at the very least, a proper say and, 
invariably, I was looking for outright control. In the late 1980s, 
I became interested in two companies which were, and remain, 
household names – Christie’s, the fi ne-art auctioneers, and the 
British Airports Authority (BAA), which owns and runs seven UK 
airports including Heathrow and Gatwick. ADT invested tens of 
millions of pounds buying a 24 per cent stake in Christie’s in 
1989 and an 8 per cent share of BAA in 1990.
 Both investments, however, had their problems. Christie’s 
enjoyed a strong brand name, but the auctioneering business is 
highly cyclical and we hit the cycle at the wrong time. With BAA, 
we realised that with tens of millions of people annually travel-
ling through airports there were new market opportunities. Al-
though we were close to launching a hostile takeover bid for BAA, 
there were political hurdles which could not be overcome. Th is 
was due to the Conservative Government holding a ‘golden’ – or 
controlling – share as a condition of the privatisation of the com-
pany. It was also a time when some of my other investments on 
both sides of the Atlantic were less than successful, interest rates 
were rising and the British and US economies were heading for 
the doldrums. As chairman and chief executive of ADT, I had 
to pass on some rare gloomy news to shareholders in the com-
pany’s annual report for 1990. ‘It is disappointing to report the 
fi rst decline in earnings for over a decade,’ I wrote. ‘Income before 
income taxes for 1990 declined 11 per cent to $258 million from 
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$290 million in 1989.’
 Th ere was more depressing news to relate to shareholders in 
my annual report the following year. ‘1991 was a turbulent year in 
many ways and ADT was not alone in being aff ected by the change 
in business climate,’ I declared, noting that ADT had pulled out 
of its interests in Christie’s and BAA. Th e investment in Christie’s 
made particularly uncomfortable reading. ‘Th e problems which 
beset ADT during the year meant the original objective of seek-
ing control of Christie’s International plc had to be abandoned. 
At the same time, the fi ne-art market was also being hit hard by 
recession and at the end of 1991 the decision was taken to dispose 
of the entire equity interest that had been built up in Christie’s.’  
In short, ADT took a bath with its investment in Christie’s and it 
cost the company tens of millions of pounds.
 A businessman once gave me some good advice. ‘You will 
always make mistakes, but it is possible to go through life making 
mistakes and they will do your business little or no harm. Th is 
is because the trick is to spot the mistake early and deal with it.’ 
Because I am a risk-taker in the business world, I know I will get 
some decisions wrong, but I work on the basis that the aggregate 
of all my deals will always leave me ahead. When I have made a 
mistake, it is a question not of move on and forget, but of move 
on and learn.
 I have never been in a position where I thought I was going 
to lose everything. From the time I sold my fi rst business for £1.3 
million, I have never put all my eggs in one basket. Similarly, 
from that day, I have never been highly leveraged, meaning that I 
have never had a high level of personal borrowings. So from 1977 
onwards there was never a chance that I would become person-
ally bankrupt. Th is does not mean I am cautious. I am more of 
a thoughtful risk-taker in that I always try to understand the risk 
that I am taking. If I was able to say in advance that any venture 
had eight chances of succeeding and two of failure, then the odds 
are clearly in my favour, but I have to accept that statistically I 
am going to fail twice in any ten business attempts. Th e alterna-
tive to investing (and occasionally failing) is to do nothing. So 
I, and other risk-takers in business, are always playing the odds, 
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confi dent that in the long run our wins will be more frequent and 
larger than our losses. Any money that I have is always invested 
but, while some of it is in more risky ventures, other money is 
in safer securities on which I take a longer-term view and which 
generally look after themselves.
 Th e 1980s were memorable in many ways. Th ey were the days 
of bruising takeover battles and colourful businessmen, some of 
whom ended their careers in the dock. Inevitably, I met some of 
them at parties and dinners, but their style was never mine and we 
were never close.
  In 1991, I was subjected to my fi rst major legal action: appro-
priately enough on April Fool’s Day. Laidlaw, the giant Canadian 
waste-management company which had bought a 23 per cent 
share in ADT, sued us for alleged fraud, for falsifying accounts 
and for insider dealing. Th is was all part of the rough and tumble 
of big-business takeover bids, but critics in Britain seized upon the 
claims with undisguised relish, forgetting – or overlooking – the 
fact that in the States corporate litigation is far more routine. In 
America, when a company goes to war, it goes with all guns blaz-
ing. In particular, when it comes to a hostile takeover situation, it 
is not unusual for one company to make unsubstantiated claims 
against another. Th ere is a saying in the US that fi rms ‘litigate to 
negotiate’. It is only if the case reaches court – and most cases are 
usually dropped or settled along the way – that the allegations 
are subjected to careful scrutiny and often the more sensational 
and lurid claims dropped. Journalists in the US know this and 
therefore do not focus on the more outrageous claims, but British 
journalists, either because they are motivated by mischief or by 
an appetite for a good ‘story’ or because they are unaware of the 
conventions on the other side of the Atlantic, report the juiciest 
claims under sensational headlines. My lawyers tell me that, under 
British law, journalists are permitted to report allegations made 
in a legal claim under the protection of ‘privilege’, which means 
that, even if the allegations prove to be wrong, the newspaper can-
not be sued successfully for libel. However, where the response or 
defence to the claim is not reported with equal prominence, such 
accounts can be absurdly one-sided. Furthermore, British news-
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papers usually either fail to report, or record in a brief paragraph 
or two, the news that a legal action, the outrageous allegations in 
which they had previously publicised with zeal, has been with-
drawn or settled. Such a state of aff airs is clearly grossly unfair to 
the individual or company that has had such allegations levelled 
against it, but it is a practice that has gone on for years and con-
tinues to this day.
 All the charges made by Laidlaw were dropped by the end of 
April as part of an agreement between the two companies. Also as 
part of the settlement, we had to allow four directors from Laid-
law on to the board of ADT, thereby eff ectively allowing the fox 
into the coop. We also accepted the addition of four independent 
directors, two chosen by Laidlaw and two by ADT. Th e Security 
and Exchange Commission (SEC), the US government agency 
which oversees the securities markets in the US, reinvestigated 
some of the allegations of impropriety independently. In the event, 
it took no action and there were no adjustments to our company 
accounts, which is as close as one ever gets to a clean bill of health. 
In fact, Laidlaw had problems of its own and sold its share in 
ADT some years later. Another potential crisis had been tackled 
head on and averted. I had also learned a valuable lesson – not to 
be cowed by loud threats and phoney accusations. Laidlaw’s legal 
action – which was barely reported in the American media – had, 
however, put me in the forefront of the British business press as 
a controversial fi gure, particularly as the initial allegations were, 
for reasons that I have explained, given far greater prominence 
than the subsequent announcement that my company had been 
absolved of blame. 
 More signifi cantly, eight years later the Laidlaw claims came 
back to haunt me when the Labour Party, helped by Th e Times, 
tried to blacken my name. Journalists in Britain found from their 
electronic cutting libraries that one of my companies had been 
the subject of ‘serious’ allegations. Once again, most people in 
Britain were unaware that on the other side of the Atlantic such 
tactics are common practice in corporate warfare. Th e uninitiated 
concluded, however, that there was no smoke without fi re, and 
I was wrongly perceived by some people as having a ‘record’ for 
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corporate impropriety.
 My experiences with Laidlaw led me to review my future and 
that of ADT. What was more important to me: wealth creation 
as an entrepreneur or running a big business? Some people have 
been able to do both but only by preserving a large stake in the 
company. By this time, I did not have a substantial proportion of 
ADT. Once businesses get to a certain size you cannot increase 
your capital at the same rate as when you are building up smaller 
companies. After careful consideration, I decided I was happier 
being an entrepreneurial wealth creator in smaller companies and 
that I needed to redeploy my assets. If my wealth was to grow 
faster, I had to get my remaining assets out of ADT sooner rather 
than later. 

IN 1996, ADT faced a hostile takeover bid from Western Re-
sources, the Kansas-based energy and security company. I was 
never keen for ADT to be taken over by this company. Its off er of 
$3.5 billion was substantially lower than an earlier $5 billion off er 
from Republic Industries, another US company headed by the dy-
namic Wayne Huizenga. I had struck the deal with Wayne, whom 
I had by then known for more than a decade after meeting him at 
a party in Florida. Wayne’s bid, however, had to be aborted when 
Republic Industries encountered fi nancial diffi  culties which, in 
turn, led to its share price falling dramatically.
 Resisting the takeover of ADT by Western Resources was not 
easy. It came at a time when ADT was still struggling and, indeed, 
in January 1997, the point when Western Resources was pushing 
hardest to take over the company, ADT had to issue a profi t warn-
ing to shareholders for the last quarter of 1996. However, resist it 
we did, with the board advising shareholders in a letter that the 
bid was inadequate. Having made my own decision about my 
business future and with the board of ADT keen to get the best 
possible price for shareholders, I felt I had to seek a suitable buyer 
for the company. With Western Resources still hovering in the 
wings – it had bought Laidlaw’s 23 per cent share of the company 
– I had to act quickly. And so began – in my business experience, 
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at least – the deal of deals.
 I decided that the most suitable company to take over ADT 
was Tyco International, a large and rapidly expanding busi-
ness which was being fêted on Wall Street. Tyco had won many 
awards, including – ironically as it was to turn out – praise for its 
corporate transparency. At that time, the chairman and chief ex-
ecutive of Tyco was Dennis Kozlowski, who was being hailed by 
many as America’s premier deal-maker. Kozlowski was the new 
guy on the block. I liked what he was trying to do with Tyco and 
I liked his style. I did not know him personally at the time but I 
rang him, introduced myself and said: ‘I think ADT could fi t in 
with what you are trying to do. Shall we meet?’
 We met for breakfast in New York at the St Regis Hotel 
in Manhattan in March 1997. Just the two of us were present 
and I took to him at once. He came across as a no-nonsense 
businessman who knew where he was going. Tyco was already in the 
fi re-protection business and had bought a small alarm company in 
the UK. I knew ADT would suit what Kozlowski was trying to do 
with Tyco and he had read up on ADT and had come to the same 
conclusion. By the time we had fi nished breakfast, we both knew 
that we could soon be doing business together. Over the next few 
days, it became clear what the parameters of the deal would be 
and at what price. He sent a fi nancial team to take a look at ADT, 
which was relatively straightforward. What took time, however, 
was the detail of the deal. Kozlowski wanted to structure it so 
that ADT’s off -shore status in Bermuda was preserved in order for 
Tyco to take advantage of the company’s tax status. ADT there-
fore became the acquiring company in what is called a reverse 
takeover in which the smaller company takes over the larger one. 
ADT then changed its name to Tyco, and Kozlowski and Tyco 
formally took control of ADT on 2 July 1997.
 In the sale, ADT fetched more than $6.7 billion, and within 
months Tyco’s stock had virtually doubled. Th e sums involved 
and the nature of the deal had really got my adrenalin pumping. 
I had negotiated the biggest business deal of my life. It is said that 
a pilot lives for take-off s and landings because they are the extra-
special moments. Th ose sorts of colossal deals are the equivalent 
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of take-off s or landings for a businessman – that is what the game 
is all about.
 I sold hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of my stock over 
the coming months and years. From the day I did the deal, it was 
always a question of when not if I would sell. I have never re-
tained a substantial share in a company that I do not control and 
I needed the capital to diversify into other things. I continued at 
Tyco as a non-executive director but had no involvement in the 
day-to-day running of the company. My comparative detachment 
was a mixed blessing. Five years later and just months after featur-
ing on the cover of Business Week, Kozlowski was arrested and led 
off  in handcuff s in front of the TV cameras. He was required to do 
what is known as the ‘perp walk’ – the perpetrator walk – where 
the accused suff ers a ritual humiliation once they have been ar-
rested. Kozlowski and Mark Swartz, Tyco’s chief fi nancial offi  cer, 
were eventually accused of stealing tens of millions of dollars from 
the company in unauthorised remuneration and illegally gaining 
hundreds of millions in infl ated stock profi ts.
 My initial unease had been stirred some months earlier in 
January 2002 when Josh Berman, a fellow director, and I discov-
ered that Frank Walsh, another Tyco director, had been paid a 
$20 million fi nder’s fee on a company acquisition. Such a vast fee 
to a director was impossible to justify, as was the apparent initial 
intention to keep the payment secret from fellow directors. Later 
that month, I told Josh, an astute American lawyer and business-
man, that I had ‘lost trust but not lost confi dence’ in Kozlowski’s 
ability to run Tyco. Our concerns for the company grew, however, 
throughout March and early April as Kozlowski became unchar-
acteristically indecisive. By mid-April, I told Josh that I had now 
‘lost confi dence as well as trust’ in Kozlowski’s ability to run the 
company.
 Josh and I were convinced that we ought to do something to 
see whether our joint concerns were justifi ed. We were instrumen-
tal in instructing David Boies, a tough, independent lawyer who 
had been employed by Al Gore to lead the Florida inquiry into al-
legations of voting irregularities in the 2000 presidential election. 
David was asked by us to conduct an internal investigation into 
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the way Tyco was being run. By this time, the end of April 2002, 
Josh and I were so concerned that we encouraged the corporate 
governance committee, on which we served, to ask Kozlowski to 
submit detailed information about all his remunerations, stock 
options, payments to charities, expenses and use of company 
assets, including property and aircraft.
 As we probed, events took a strange turn. On 31 May Koz-
lowski told the board that the following day he was going to be 
indicted by the Manhattan District Attorney for alleged sales-tax 
evasion relating to the personal purchase of some paintings for his 
art collection. Th is case against Kozlowski has not come to trial.  
As it happened, it had nothing to do with the concerns we har-
boured about excess pay, unauthorised corporate expenses and the 
like. But of course his announcement came as an overwhelming 
shock when I still had a stake in the company worth about $250 
million.
 Kozlowski’s indictment meant that, for the fi rst time since I 
had joined Tyco’s board of directors, I was propelled centre stage. 
Together with Josh, I was one of the principal voices in insisting 
that Kozlowski, then aged fi fty-fi ve and a man who had given 
twenty-fi ve years of his working life to the company, should re-
sign immediately, which he did on the day that he was indicted. 
Within hours, shares in Tyco lost 27 per cent of their value. I was 
then part of a committee which approved John Fort as the in-
terim chief executive and which started searching for a permanent 
new chief executive and chairman. I was involved in interviewing 
potential candidates and in choosing Ed Breen, an experienced 
businessman, for the role. Shortly afterwards, a new, independent 
director, Jack Krol, was appointed to the board.
  Under Tyco’s internal rules, the directors come up for re-
election every year,  usually on the recommendation of the existing 
eleven-strong board. Given the gravity of the situation, however, I 
was convinced that this time things needed to be diff erent. I was 
aware that a chain of events had happened on our watch and – al-
though it would have been easy and legitimate for us remaining 
board members to distance ourselves from what had happened – I 
had no doubt of the need for a clean break with the past. I believed 
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that all the directors who were on the board during Kozlowski’s 
time as chief executive and chairman should resign. So at the next 
board meeting I proposed that no director who had served under 
Kozlowski should be reappointed to the board. I knew in advance 
that there would be formidable resistance to the move but I calcu-
lated that I could win the day. I had been told by both Ed Breen 
and Jack Krol, the two new board directors, that they would sup-
port my proposal. Josh Berman, Jim Pasman, a former director 
of ADT who had come on to the Tyco board, and John Fort, 
the interim CEO, had also told me that they would support my 
initiative. Th e crucial meeting in November 2002 was a dramatic 
aff air with most directors, including myself, connected by phone 
rather than physically attending the New York boardroom.
 Th e main problem was that many of the directors felt that by 
resigning they were somehow admitting that they had acted im-
properly. Th ey feared that if they stepped down, their reputations 
would suff er so badly that they might never recover. I, however, 
did not share this view. I did not believe that resignation in any 
way implied guilt, neglect or poor practice, but I did believe it 
off ered Tyco the best chance to draw a line in the sand following 
one of the biggest scandals in corporate history, and it also gave 
the company the best chance to recover and prosper. I opposed 
a compromise solution whereby some of the directors would re-
main on the board for a transitional period. I felt that by continu-
ing on the board, the directors who had served under Kozlowski 
were putting their own self-interest before the best interests of the 
company and I made my point forcefully to the board meeting. 
After a heated debate lasting nearly two hours, it was time to vote 
on my proposal.
 Th e vote initially ended in a split vote, fi ve to fi ve. Th is left 
Ed, as chairman and chief executive, with the eleventh and decid-
ing vote. He said that he believed it was better for the company 
to have a fresh start, so he sided with my resolution. As the meet-
ing broke up, there was acrimony. Because I was not present in 
person at the meeting, I was unaware until some time later just 
how remarkable and unprecedented it had been. However, an 
acquaintance of mine, a man with twenty years’ knowledge and 
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experience of big business in the US, told me months later: ‘It was 
the most tense and dramatic meeting that I have ever witnessed 
– and I have seen a few.’ He added: ‘Th is was a unique meeting. 
No company of consequence in the US has ever seen its entire 
board stand down in this way.’
 On 11 November, I formally stepped down as a director of 
Tyco, telling Ed in my resignation letter: 

It would be an understatement to say that recent months 
have been rather turbulent ... I have been required to 
make an unanticipated and unwelcome contribution in 
terms of time and expertise. I do not propose to revisit in 
this letter my views on the historic shortcomings of the 
organisation, merely to say that I trust that my actions 
and the forthright nature of my comments have made a 
positive contribution to addressing the company’s prob-
lems during the course of this year.

In his reply accepting my resignation, Ed generously expressed his 
gratitude for the role that I had played. ‘Your resignation speeds 
the transition that we both believe is in the interests of Tyco and 
its shareholders,’ he wrote. 

On the other hand, the board (and I personally) will miss 
the wise counsel that you have provided. Your role in 
retaining outside counsel in April of this year to 
investigate the conduct of Tyco executives (which you did 
before there was any public or regulatory pressure to do 
so) was critical in the protection of the company and its 
shareholders. You also played a valuable role in securing 
Kozlowski’s resignation several weeks later when a 
criminal investigation of him for sales tax violations 
became known ... Since my arrival at Tyco, I have person-
ally benefi ted from your advice and support. I particularly 
appreciate you leading the board to agree not to stand 
for re-election at the next annual meeting. I know it was 
not easy, and I am grateful for your eff orts. Th anks in an 
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important way to your work, Tyco can now be held 
up as an example of how the board of an embattled 
company can, by decisive and selfl ess action, help restore the 
confi dence of shareholders, investors and the capital 
markets.

 Jack Krol, too, sent me a short but gracious handwritten note 
after the meeting: ‘Th ank you for the strong leadership you have 
provided in the past couple of months. Without it, we would still 
be stumbling around listening to fl owery speeches. You came thru 
[sic] again yesterday by forcing the board to deal with reality and 
face the issue of people stepping down before the AGM. We will 
actually look like decisive leaders to the outside world acting in 
the best interest of shareholders,’ he went on. ‘I haven’t known 
you very long, but I’ve concluded in tough spots I want to be on 
your team and it’s actually fun.’
 I was interested and gratifi ed to see that David Boies, in his 
book Courting Justice, published in 2004, also considered that the 
likes of Josh and myself had emerged with credit from a sorry epi-
sode. David wrote of his involvement from April 2002 with Tyco 
and another US company with similar problems: 

In each case we were approached by members of the 
company’s board of directors who had become concerned 
with indications that their top management might be en-
riching themselves at the expense of the company and its 
shareholders ...
 With the support of the board we moved faster and 
more aggressively ... than other companies had done. 
Each of our two clients was also fortunate to secure the 
services of talented new management teams who moved 
proactively to restore employee, customer, and investor 
confi dence; to repair the damage prior executives had 
done; and to support our cooperation with the govern-
ment and our civil actions against prior executives.
 Th e result was that both companies were restored to 
profi tability ... Tyco’s shareholders in particular saw their 
stock recover to levels above what it sold at before ...
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 I would, of course, much rather not have witnessed the events 
that took place at Tyco in the spring and summer of 2002. Given 
that they happened, however, I can put my hand on my heart and 
say that I, and some of my fellow directors, could not have done 
more for Tyco shareholders in diffi  cult circumstances and I am 
grateful that David Boies and others have publicly recognised our 
resolve to limit the damage. I should, of course, acknowledge that 
my determination to handle this diffi  cult situation well was partly 
inspired by self-interest.  I wanted to protect my own not insig-
nifi cant shareholding in the company – a stake which would have 
become virtually worthless if Tyco’s reputation had crumbled.
 Th e fi rst trial of ‘Deal-a-Day Dennis’, as Kozlowski had 
become known, and Mark Swartz fi nally ended in farce and 
acrimony in April 2004. Th e case against the two men ended in 
a mistrial after six months of evidence and twelve days of jury 
deliberations during a hearing that cost an estimated $12 million. 
Judge Michael Obus said he had ‘no choice’ but to declare a mis-
trial after two US news groups identifi ed a seventy-nine-year-old 
woman juror who had been holding out for acquittal. She had 
received an anonymous threatening letter after she had reportedly 
made an ‘OK’ gesture to the defence team.
 Kozlowski and Swartz, who both denied acting illegally, had 
been accused of stealing hundreds of millions in unauthorised 
payments, bonuses and secret share sales. It was the scale of the al-
leged fraud that captured the public’s and media’s imagination, as 
well as some of the colourful details of the case. Kozlowski could 
never be accused of being understated, and the money was alleg-
edly used, among other things, to pay for an infamous $6,000 
gold shower curtain and a $15,000 umbrella stand at his New 
York home – a multi-million-dollar apartment on Fifth Avenue 
also paid for by Tyco. It was also alleged that Kozlowski had spent 
£1 million of Tyco’s money on a birthday party for his second wife, 
Karen Mayo, which featured an ice sculpture of Michelangelo’s 
David that delivered vodka from its penis. In July 2004, the Tyco 
scandal took another turn when Mark Belnick, the company’s for-
mer general counsel, was acquitted on charges of having stolen 
millions of dollars in the form of unauthorised bonuses and loans, 
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and then failing to disclose the payments from Tyco. 
 In June 2005, at the end of a retrial which lasted four months, 
Kozlowski and Swartz were found guilty of grand larceny, con-
spiracy and fraud. After eleven days of deliberation, the jury of 
six men and six women found them guilty of twenty-two of the 
twenty-three charges – they were found not guilty of just one 
minor charge of falsifying records.
 In September 2005, Kozlowski, then aged fi fty-eight, and 
Swartz, forty-eight, were sentenced to between eight years and 
four months and twenty-fi ve years in a state prison. As family 
members wept in court, they were taken in handcuff s to Rikers 
Island jail in New York to begin their terms. Th e judge at New 
York State Supreme Court ordered them to pay $134.5 million 
in reparations between them. He fi ned Kozlowski $70 million 
and Swartz, who earned half as much as his boss, $35 million. 
Both will be eligible for parole after eight years and four months 
because they were tried under the state rather than the federal 
legal system. However, there is no guarantee they will get parole 
at their fi rst opportunity and life in a state, rather than federal, 
prison is far, far more uncomfortable. For Kozlowski and Swartz, 
who both once had so much, life behind bars will be anything 
but easy. At his best, Kozlowski was an exceptional operator – 
he could spot a good business to buy and he could cut costs – 
but the jury’s verdicts suggest he had a fatal fl aw. He wanted the 
fi ner things in life – the multi-million-dollar Manhattan apart-
ment and the $20 million yacht – before he could aff ord them. 
He became greedy, and that is what led to his downfall.
 In recent times, Kozlowski’s predicament in jail has gone from 
bad to worse. In May 2008, it was revealed in the US business 
media that he had reached an initial agreement with his second 
wife on the terms of their divorce. Martin Haines III, Kozlowski’s 
Florida-based attorney, spelt out the near impossibility of a mar-
riage surviving when one half of the partnership is set to spend 
many years behind bars: ‘It’s really a practical divorce based on his 
unfortunate circumstances,’ he said. With memories of her lavish 
Roman-themed 40th birthday party by now a distant memory, 
former waitress Karen Mayo had fi led for divorce in 2006. She 
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wanted their assets and liabilities split equally while also seeking 
that – from his cell – he paid her fi nancial support. It is not hard 
to visualise Kozlowski pondering time and time again just how it 
had all gone so badly wrong.
 Shortly before clinching the Tyco deal – during a party at the 
Grosvenor House Hotel to celebrate my fi ftieth birthday – I told 
my guests that I was going to move out of the fast lane. I felt I 
had achieved what I had set out to do in my working life. I had 
built up and run a large company (ADT), which had at one point 
employed 120,000 people. I had launched friendly and hostile 
takeovers on both sides of the Atlantic and my companies had in 
turn been the target of both sorts of bid. I meant what I said at the 
time, although many who knew me well doubted whether it was 
true – and they were right. I suppose I should have known that, 
when it came to it, I would never relish the prospect of watching 
from the slower and middle lanes as others passed me by. So – as 
new business and political challenges have come along – I have 
remained in the fast lane to this day.
 Even while my businesses were expanding in the US, I retained 
some private companies in the UK, including several cleaning 
companies. In 1998, I decided to gather my British interests into 
a public property company called Carlisle Holdings, which was 
listed on the Alternative Investment Market (AIM), the ‘junior’ 
London stock market. Later in 1998, I merged this new company 
with BHI Corporation, which was already listed in the US on 
NASDAQ, the North American electronic stock market. BHI 
held all my business interests in Belize and Central America dating 
back to 1987. Today Carlisle – now renamed BB Holdings – 
employs more than 35,000 people in facilities, staffi  ng and 
fi nancial services companies spread from Britain to Belize. 
 Over the years, I have retained the drive to succeed. Inevita-
bly, of course, I have had to learn to delegate. I have ensured that 
I have a group of talented, trustworthy and hard-working people 
around me, and I have gradually become more relaxed in allow-
ing colleagues to have a freer rein on how they do things provided 
they work within mutually agreed boundaries. I am no longer in 
quite the same rush and I look at things longer term. I am reluc-
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tant to say it, but I have mellowed slightly. A friend once told me 
that his ambition was to die at the age of ninety-two, shot by a 
jealous husband. I would not go that far, but I share the belief that 
you live longer and enjoy life more if you have an active brain. My 
staff  tell me that they have never heard me start a sentence with 
the words ‘When I retire ...’ What does retirement mean? If it 
means that I have nothing to do other than read the newspapers, 
play a round of golf (not that I have ever had the desire or the 
time to play golf ) or lie on a beach, then retirement is not for me. 
I cannot even begin to imagine how tedious such a life would be. 
In any case, although I did not know it at the time, when I sold 
ADT to Tyco in 1997 it was the start of the most active – and 
controversial – period of my life.
 I am often asked what I consider to be the secret of my busi-
ness success. Why, people ask, have I succeeded where others have 
failed? I always feel slightly uneasy answering the question, as I do 
not want to come over as arrogant and there is, anyway, no short 
answer to the question. Th ose who know me well, however, say 
that my attention to detail has been a crucial factor in my business 
life. Th ey also say that an unconventional mind and an ability to 
compartmentalise information have brought their benefi ts. It is 
vital to know when to buy and sell a business, but nobody can get 
it right all of the time. I have a reputation as a formidable buyer 
and seller of companies. I rely largely on instinct and experience 
to judge when to buy a company and when is the most advanta-
geous time to sell it. Of course, I do not always get the timing 
right, Christie’s being a good example of where I made the wrong 
call. Th ere are many others.
 I also benefi t from my fl exibility. Colleagues describe me as a 
workaholic, but it is not a word I would apply to myself. I prefer 
the word ‘lifeaholic’. I strive to live life to the full and I enjoy deal-
ing with a number of things at the same time. Even when I take a 
short break from work, there will always be part of every day when 
I am dealing with things that need sorting out. As long as I can 
do that for an hour or so on the phone every day, I can switch off . 
I cannot feel relaxed, however, if I am out of contact, thinking 
there may be problems that I should be dealing with but about 
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which I know nothing.
 I am also intensely self-critical. I am not as hard on any em-
ployee as I am on myself. After I have completed a deal, I analyse 
it in depth. Sometimes, if I have made a substantial amount of 
money on it, people on both sides of the deal might congratulate 
me, but if I know I could have done better in a single aspect of it, 
then it gnaws away at me and I feel unsettled. However, if I have 
been involved in an especially diffi  cult business situation and I 
have used all my skill and experience to minimise a loss, this gives 
me an overwhelming sense of satisfaction. If I have lost money, 
those involved in the deal are unlikely to congratulate me, but 
that does not matter: I can walk away from it feeling at peace with 
myself because I know I simply could not have performed any 
better.
 Modern technology means that I do not have to respect time 
zones. My business success has enabled me to be even more fl exible. 
I am fortunate enough to have a jet, which is capable of fl ying 
more than 4,500 miles without refuelling. Th is gives me the ability 
to move across the world faster than just about anyone I know. 
My two motor yachts are fully equipped with the latest business 
technology. Although I may be staring at a tropical island or at an 
ice-sheet breaking into the sea, I am never more than a phone call, 
an e-mail or a fax away from any deal in any part of the world. In 
times of business crisis, in fact, I tend to go to one of my boats and 
ponder how to resolve it. I can maximise my time and step from 
my bedroom into the study where I work. Even if I sleep for seven 
hours, I have seventeen hours a day in which to work.
 I like to get seven hours’ sleep a night – although, if necessary, I 
can manage on far less for long periods. I am not a natural worrier 
and I have rarely taken a sleeping pill. A fellow businessman said to 
me a long time ago: ‘If you make a list of your problems today and 
the problems you had twelve months ago, it will be a diff erent list. 
From the list made twelve months ago, time will have found an ans-
wer to those problems, although not necessarily all to your liking. 
Th erefore you must not worry about your problems today because 
worry is the interest that you pay on the inevitable.’ So, to put it 
another way, even if something terrible happens in your business 
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life, you know that the storm will eventually pass. Th e skill of the 
businessman is to minimise the amount of damage to his company 
during the storm. One thing is certain: you never have the luxury of 
just fretting. In times of crisis, a businessman needs to show courage 
and tenacity coupled with innovative and strategic thinking.

SINCE MY childhood days in Belize, the country has retained a 
special place in my life. One day, in the early 1980s, I was sorting 
through some of my old papers when I came across a letter from 
John Waight, an old schoolfriend, dated 1957 – the year after we 
had left Belize. I decided to trace John and wrote back to him, 
thereby discovering that he had become a surgeon in Belize.
 I received a swift and friendly reply from John, who insisted 
that I come back for a visit, and so one weekend in 1982, after 
a business trip to Miami, I fl ew down to Belize. I checked in at 
the Fort George Hotel (now the Radisson Fort George) in Belize 
City, having already arranged to have dinner with John and his 
wife. We had a delightful evening and reminisced about old times. 
Th en I rang another old schoolfriend, Barry Bowen, who is one 
of Belize’s leading businessmen, owning the local beer company 
and many other ventures. I got Barry’s secretary on the line and 
she said she was sorry he was not there, but could she take a mes-
sage. I said: ‘Well, he may not remember me. It’s someone from 
his schooldays: Michael Ashcroft.’ Th e secretary, Mags Jones, re-
plied: ‘Michael! I never thought I would hear your voice again.’ 
Within two hours, she was round at my hotel with photographs 
of us as young children – she had been at my school all those years 
before. So, within hours of arriving back in Belize, I felt that I had 
returned home. I knew from that moment that Belize was going 
to play a prominent role in my life thereafter. I did not know how, 
but I did know that I was just so happy to be back.
 Once I started to spend time in Belize, I began to enjoy it more 
and more. I felt at ease in the country. If home is where the heart 
is, then Belize is my home. Today I own a colonial-style house on 
the seafront in Belize City, just a few hundred yards from where I 
lived as a boy. I like the pace of life and the warmth of the Belizean 
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people. Belize is a convenient two-hour fl ight from America and, 
furthermore, I enjoy a sense of belonging to the country.  I am a 
rootless individual, but when I land in Belize I have that feeling of 
comfort that I am returning home. Th at sentiment was reinforced 
when Said Musa, the Prime Minister of Belize, appointed me the 
Belizean Ambassador to the United Nations in 1998 – an honor-
ary position of which I was fi ercely proud. I was able to carry out 
the role because I had an able deputy, Stuart Leslie, who conduct-
ed the routine workload and stepped in for me when necessary; he 
eventually succeeded me as Ambassador.
 My business interests in Belize began in 1987 when I bought 
the troubled Belize operations of the Royal Bank of Canada for 
$1, a venture that I soon renamed the Belize Bank. Over the next 
decade, I built up an extensive business portfolio in Belize with 
interests in fruit growing, hotels, power, telecommunications and 
commercial and residential property, to name only a few. As with 
my interests in Britain and America, I own, or partly own, both 
public and private companies.
 In 1990, I struck a formal deal with the Belize Government. 
It came about because the Government approached me and asked 
why businesses were not investing substantial sums in Belize. I told 
them that I did not think the incentives for foreign-currency holders 
were suffi  cient to attract inward investment, which prompted them 
to ask me what conditions I would require to invest substantially in 
Belize. In response to this, I prepared a paper for them setting out 
what I would need and how I was prepared, under the right con-
ditions, to form a public company and to have all my concessions 
written into law so that they were entirely transparent. At the same 
time, this would have created Belize’s fi rst listed public company.
 Th e Government liked my proposals. With some minor 
amendments, they were written into law and Belize Holdings Inc 
(BHI), now Carlisle Holdings, was created. Like all the best deals, 
it brought benefi ts to both sides. Th e Government agreed that 
my business interests in Belize – under the umbrella of the parent 
company – would be exempt from certain taxes for thirty years. 
In return, the substantial amounts of money that I was prepared 
to invest in Belize helped stimulate the economy and encourage 

further investment. Not only did I personally invest more money 
in Belize but, using Belize Bank, I was also able to lend signifi cant 
amounts of money to local businessmen. When we bought Belize 
Bank, it had 16 per cent of the market share of banking in the 
country. Today that stands at 50 per cent. As the Belize Govern-
ment had hoped, many other foreigners also started to invest in 
the country’s economy.
 My unusual deal, however, brought its own problems within 
a decade of its being signed. As part of a politically motivated 
campaign, Clare Short, then the International Development Sec-
retary, and her Labour Party allies decided to put pressure on the 
Belize Government to renege on our agreement, thereby risking 
the good name and the economic credibility of the very country 
they claimed they wanted to help. It was to be another unwelcome 
twist in the lengthy and bitter battle that lay ahead.
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ALTHOUGH I was not particularly interested in politics as a stu-
dent, my views developed as I grew older. Britain in the 1970s was 
a nation in turmoil – indeed, at times I feared it was heading for 
the knacker’s yard. A miners’ strike had toppled the Conservative 
Government of Edward Heath and violent protests made some 
conclude that with a three-day week the country was becom-
ing ungovernable. As an entrepreneur, I saw myself as a natural 
supporter of the Tories and their values: endeavour, choice and 
enterprise. Like the Tories, I believed that the state was the servant 
of the people – not the other way around.
 Th e Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead is where my 
involvement in Tory politics began. After completing my edu-
cation in 1975, I had returned to Maidenhead to live. Later I 
joined the local Young Conservatives with the hope of somehow 
becoming involved in mainstream politics. I also attended a branch 
meeting of the Maidenhead Conservative Party, where I was far 
and away the youngest person present. It would be hard to imag-
ine a more miserable introduction to politics or the party. I went 
along to a few meetings and found myself among a group of peo-
ple with whom I appeared to have little or nothing in common, 
not least in conversation. I did not feel welcome and none of my 
questions about how to make progress in the party was answered 
satisfactorily.
 Within a matter of weeks, my interest in politics, other than 
having fun with the Young Conservatives, had fi zzled out. I was 
ill at ease with the snobbery that I felt prevailed in the party. As 
someone who was not from one of the traditional public schools 
nor from the professional classes, I was looked upon as an out-
sider. At a national level, I also had problems with the make-up 
of the party. Even after the end of the Second World War, we 

still had, at one point, a Conservative Government in which the 
majority of the members of the Cabinet had been to Eton. How 
could this be a meritocracy? How could a political party be truly 
open if it was based on such blatant privilege and patronage? It 
contrasted markedly with my own outlook on life: a man should 
be judged on his ability and talent, not on his genes or where he 
went to school. So I drifted away from politics and decided it was 
not for me. It was to be several years before a grocer’s daughter 
rekindled my interest.
 I had admired Margaret Th atcher from afar long before I 
knew her. I thought that if a grammar school girl from Grantham 
in Lincolnshire could make it to the top in the Conservative Party 
then there had to be room for a wider variety of people. I also 
thought, particularly after her admirable defence of the Falklands, 
that the time had come to give politics another go. Margaret 
Th atcher did allow people at the top to get there through ability, 
and the meritocracy which prevails in the Conservative Party to-
day is almost entirely due to her and her leadership. Margaret was 
single-minded and cut through the nonsense. With the Falklands 
War, for example, she had a direct approach. She knew that the 
islands belonged to Britain, the Argentinians had invaded them 
and therefore, unless they withdrew, Britain would send a force 
to eject them. Another miners’ strike saw her equally decisive. 
Anticipating a second ugly dispute marred by violent picketing, 
Margaret resolved to increase the nation’s coal stocks. She was de-
termined that Britain would be in a position to survive a long 
dispute and fi nally curb the power of militant trade unionism, 
which had grown too strong for the good of the country.
 Events in industries that I knew about also propelled me to-
wards her. For years, many public services were overmanned and 
run in the producers’ interests. Some Conservative-controlled 
councils wanted to cut costs and raise productivity by scrapping 
restrictive practices and opening local-government services up 
to private competition – so-called tendering out. Th is allowed 
private fi rms to bid for work such as street cleaning and school 
maintenance. Although this was common in other countries, 
the response in Britain was extraordinary. Strikes and sabotage – 
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refuse trucks were even set on fi re – were just a few of the reac-
tions from left-wing extremists. No country could aff ord to be 
governed in this way.
 By this time in my life, I had made some money. Not only 
did I applaud Margaret’s leadership, but I wanted to help out fi -
nancially. My fi rst donation to the party in 1981 was £50,000. 
By the time Margaret stood down as Prime Minister nine years 
later, I had contributed a total of £1 million and lent another £3 
million. Th is was the start of a close relationship between a party 
and a donor, a relationship that was to run smoothly and without 
controversy for eighteen years – until Th e Times and the Labour 
Party combined to make some mischief for me.
 Margaret was the fi rst of six Tory leaders whom I have got to 
know as part of my long and predominantly happy relationship 
with the Conservative Party. I was fi rst introduced to her in the 
early 1980s when I was in my mid-thirties. It was impossible not 
to be impressed by her drive and leadership, together with her 
vision and commitment to the party and country that she loved. 
Over the next two decades, I became friends with her and, even 
more so, with her husband Denis, who, when we were serving 
on the board of the same public company, had been responsible 
for introducing me to her. Shortly before Margaret resigned as 
Prime Minister in November 1990, I had to meet Denis to 
discuss some aff airs relating to our shared business interests. 
Because he was particularly busy, he asked me to pop round to see 
him at 10 Downing Street. We were sitting in the Th atchers’ lounge 
going through some papers when Margaret walked into the 
room. I immediately got up to greet her but she just said: 
‘Sit down, sit down. Would you boys like a cup of tea?’ It was a 
strange feeling sitting there while the Prime Minister of the day 
disappeared into the kitchen, boiled the kettle and poured us tea 
in silence so as not to disturb our meeting.
 In 1991, I had arranged to host a dinner party in London 
for some friends including Denis. Th e event coincided with news 
of the allegations that Laidlaw, the Canadian waste-management 
company, had made against ADT, when it sued my company for 
alleged fraud, falsifi cation of accounts and insider dealing. Th is, 

in turn, meant that a couple of photographers had been hanging 
around our home in Belgravia, central London, in order to get a 
picture of me and anyone interesting who chose to visit me. Th e 
photographers had observed caterers coming in and out all day 
and, suspecting that they would wait around until the evening, 
I felt it was appropriate to ring up Denis and say that, given the 
controversy, he might prefer not to attend the dinner party. He 
replied in a matter-of-fact way: ‘My boy, I shall be there at the 
appointed time. And if the bastards are still there, I will stand on 
your doorstep and wave to them.’ If there was one act of loyalty 
from Denis that I will never forget, it was this: he considered that 
friends were there to be supported – not abandoned – in their 
hour of need.
 Margaret remains a colossus in British politics and her 
courage – personal and political – is unmatched by any of her 
contemporaries. One has only to imagine how Britain would be 
today without her resolve and leadership to understand why she 
deserves to be called our greatest peacetime Prime Minister. As a 
country, Britain could not have carried on in the direction it was 
heading before she came to power. It took someone with aston-
ishing willpower and principle to change the course of history, 
and Margaret Th atcher was that person. She off ered people hope, 
opportunity and a chance to run their own lives. I was keen to 
support her and her beliefs in every way that I could.
 My relationship with John Major, who became party leader in 
1990, was as distant as my relationship with Denis and Margaret 
had been close. I could never build up any warmth or enthusiasm 
for Major, and nor was I impressed by his leadership: I felt that he 
was weak and indecisive, and he was prone to bitching and moan-
ing about other people, including senior fi gures in the party. His 
message about supporting Conservative principles was long on 
rhetoric and short on substance.
 Indeed, with Major as leader and Chris Patten as Chairman, 
I became so disillusioned with the way that the party was being 
led that I sent word through an intermediary that I wanted my £3 
million loan to be returned. I did not see why my money should 
be used to support a leadership that was devoid of purpose and 
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direction. Th is caused a degree of panic because my request for 
the money arrived at a time when funds were short. In fact, Patten 
came to see me to try to persuade me to think again. Th e meet-
ing was over quickly because by that time I had decided I wanted 
the loan back and nothing would make me change my mind. I 
explained to him that I was not satisfi ed with Major’s leadership 
and that if they wanted that sort of money as a loan they would 
have to look elsewhere. Patten failed to provide any convincing 
arguments why I should continue with the loan: the best case 
he could make was that I was a Conservative Party member and 
supporter. My reply was that it was perfectly possible for me to 
continue as a Conservative without lending the party millions of 
pounds. Shortly afterwards, my loan was returned in full – which, 
I know, caused some inconvenience to the party. I did not, how-
ever, consider that to be my problem. I was not turning my back 
on the party and indeed I had already decided to contribute £1 
million to the Conservative Party in the run-up to the 1997 elec-
tion. I did not give this money to support Major. Rather, I made 
the donation despite my belief that he was going to lose the elec-
tion and I wanted to help minimise the damage to the party and 
do my best to ensure that the Labour Party, under Tony Blair’s 
leadership, enjoyed only a one-term government. As a result of my 
donation, I received a standard thank-you letter and invitations to 
the occasional donors’ dinner, where, to be fair, Major came across 
much better than his public image as the ‘Grey Man’ might have 
suggested. Overall, however, he lacked the vigour that was needed 
to lead the party successfully. When, many years later, it was dis-
closed that he had pursued a lengthy aff air with Edwina Currie, 
the former Tory junior minister, I frankly thought more of him 
than I had ever done before – perhaps he had more energy than I 
had given him credit for.
 Th e 1997 general election result was even worse than I had 
feared. It was a virtual rout, a disaster for the Conservatives and 
their worst defeat for a century. Brilliant campaigning by Labour 
had tarred the party with an image of sleaze and incompetence. 
When Major stepped down as Tory leader, most of the party’s 
leading heavyweights threw their hats into the ring. Th ere was one 

notable exception – Michael Portillo had been ruled out before 
the contest started by voters in his own constituency. Th e much 
reduced Tory parliamentary party chose the youngest and most 
inexperienced of fi ve candidates: William Hague, a thirty-six-
year-old from Yorkshire who had been Welsh Secretary in Major’s 
Government.
 While many welcomed the prospect of a fresh and energetic 
leader, others could barely contain their bitterness and resentment 
at being upstaged. I had never met William Hague before he 
became party leader in June 1997 and only did so after 
being introduced by some acquaintances of mine whom he had 
asked for help. One of these ‘wise heads’ was Cecil Parkinson, a 
former Chairman under Margaret Th atcher, whom William 
persuaded to take up his old role. It was a smart decision: Cecil was 
clearly not vying for William’s job yet he had a wealth of political 
experience to count upon. His appointment bought time for 
William to come to his own conclusions about the composition 
of his Shadow Cabinet. I had fi rst met Cecil in the wake of his 
resignation as Trade and Industry Secretary in 1983 after details 
emerged about his private life. We had been introduced by a 
mutual friend and we hit it off  immediately. Cecil is shrewd, 
articulate and wonderful company, and we have shared some 
tremendous laughs together over the years.
 Another veteran from Margaret Th atcher’s days was her party 
Treasurer, Lord Harris of Peckham, who urged William to ap-
point his good friend Sir Graham Kirkham as Treasurer. William 
did so and Graham accepted. At the same time, Cecil asked me, 
on William’s behalf, if I would become the Deputy Treasurer. I 
was keen to do my bit for the party and so I, too, accepted. As 
the new treasury team, Graham and I did not exactly get off  to a 
fl ying start. Because of all his other commitments, Graham was 
fi nding it diffi  cult to devote the considerable amount of time his 
new role demanded. Th e party was incurring losses; its overheads 
were bloated; donations were few and far between; and morale 
was low. Financially, at least, the party was in desperate trouble. 
William and Cecil were concerned about the lack of progress in 
turning around the party’s fi nancial aff airs and in June 1998 they 
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came to the conclusion that I should take over as Treasurer from 
Graham. At the time, the next election was three or four years 
away but there was no doubt about the scale of the challenge that 
lay ahead. If the party had been a private company, its investors 
would have had to bail it out. Instead, it was left to me to try to 
dig the party out of the hole in which it found itself. Incidentally, 
I was pleased later when Graham deservedly received a peerage.
 From the day we met, William and I have enjoyed a certain 
mutual chemistry. Over the years that followed, I have developed 
immense respect for his abilities and nothing has happened since 
he stood down as leader to diminish my early assessment of him. 
As party leader, William had a brilliantly analytical mind, was fo-
cused under pressure and always remained calm in a crisis. It was 
one of the greatest disappointments of my political life that the 
electorate did not share my belief that William would have made 
an exceptional Prime Minister. He is a man who would have been 
a credit to this country in high offi  ce and, hopefully, he still will 
be one day.
 I always suspected that it would be extremely diffi  cult for the 
Conservative Party to win the 2001 election. It would have taken 
an even greater swing than the record 10 per cent towards the 
Labour Party in 1997 for us to regain offi  ce. My assessment when 
I took over as Treasurer was that we would need two general elec-
tions to regain power. However, I did think that, under William’s 
leadership, we had a realistic chance of reducing the Labour ma-
jority substantially. I hoped that this would mean that William 
would remain as leader and that he would lead the party to victory 
in the next election.

ONE OF the most appealing traits of American life is the ten-
dency of many wealthy individuals to see it as a part of their civic 
duty to support charities. Th ere are always causes and campaigns 
that governments ignore, and many of the best ideas to have 
emerged from the US have their roots in charities and the free-
dom to innovate that they provide. In the 1980s, when I started 
working and living in America, I became a convert to the practice 

of donating money to worthy and innovative causes.
 When Pc Keith Blakelock was murdered in the Broadwater 
Farm riots of 1985, I was sickened beyond belief. Here was an 
unarmed police offi  cer – a forty-year-old father of three – simply 
carrying out his duty in London and yet he was set upon by a 
vicious mob and hacked to death. I was outraged and wanted to 
do something. Th e day after reading about Pc Blakelock’s death, 
I rang Sir Kenneth Newman, the Metropolitan Police Commis-
sioner, and told him that I would like to make an anonymous 
reward for information leading to Pc Blakelock’s killer. Ken said 
that he did not want to spend my money unnecessarily because 
offi  cers were closing in on their suspect. Indeed, an arrest and 
charges soon followed. Our discussion turned to the system by 
which the police off ered rewards for information that might lead 
to arrests and convictions. It was a broad, imprecise area, and so 
Ken invited me to lunch at New Scotland Yard for a fuller debate 
on the subject.
 During my travels in the US, I had become aware of 
Crimestoppers, an initiative started in 1976 in Albuquerque, 
New Mexico. It enabled members of the public to help prevent 
and solve crimes by providing information via a special telephone 
number, and sometimes receiving cash rewards for their eff orts. I 
discussed this initiative with Ken over our lunch and asked if he 
thought it could work in the UK. Ken, in turn, told me that by 
coincidence he had been thinking along the same lines and had 
sent two offi  cers to the US to look into the scheme. His enthu-
siasm led me to introduce Crimestoppers to the UK. In October 
1987, I brought in an experienced executive, Richard Painter, to 
help set up the project. Th anks to his eff orts and the dedication of 
others it has been an overwhelming success.
 Community Action Trust (CAT) was launched as a pilot 
scheme in the Metropolitan Police area. At the launch party in 
Westminster, I was joined by Douglas Hurd, who was Home 
Secretary at the time, and Sir Peter Imbert (now Lord Imbert), 
who by then had taken over from Ken as Commissioner of the 
Metropolitan Police. Fortunately for us, Peter shared Ken’s en-
thusiasm for the project and it was a joy to work with him. 
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Initially, CAT concentrated on preventing crimes against the 
person. Denis Th atcher was a co-founding trustee and was pas-
sionate about the scheme from day one. Anonymity was, and is, 
the key to its success: callers are not required to identify them-
selves; their calls cannot be traced; and individuals know that they 
will never be forced to appear as witnesses in a trial. Crimestop-
pers seeks to break down the wall of silence that surrounds most 
crime and which criminals exploit to avoid arrest. Th e principle 
of anonymity ensured that those who had information to share 
– but felt they risked retribution if they went to the police – were 
suddenly willing to pass it on. I became chairman of the trustees 
of CAT at its inception, a role I still have to this day. Th e number, 
too, remains as it has always been: 0800 555 111.
 Th e Crimestoppers Trust, as CAT was renamed in 1995, re-
quired a three-way partnership between the business community, 
the police and the media. Businesses had to put up the money to 
fi nance the scheme, the police had to be prepared to act on the 
information from the public and the media were needed to high-
light the charity’s work. Once Crimestoppers had proved it could 
be successful in the London area, we had to get the rest of the 
forces throughout the country on board. Some joined willingly, 
while others dragged their heels.
 Denis Th atcher’s bugbear was crime and the eff ect it was hav-
ing on the average, law-abiding citizen. He loved the fact that 
Crimestoppers gave the man in the street the means to fi ght back. 
He rarely missed the opening of a new force initiative and even 
agreed to attend the Strathclyde launch in Glasgow, despite the 
fact that the city was hardly the natural centre of support for the 
Tory Party and fans of his beloved Margaret were few and far be-
tween. Denis, however, was Denis: at one point during the launch 
reception he turned to Richard Painter and said in a loud voice: 
‘Hey, this place is full of lefties.’ At the launch in Avon and Som-
erset, he agreed to be fi lmed and photographed riding on a police 
motorcycle, which inevitably brought huge media coverage at na-
tional and local level. 
 Region by region, Crimestoppers spread throughout the UK 
over a four-year period, and Denis was always an enthusiastic 

trouper for the cause. On one occasion, he appeared at the launch 
of a campaign called SNAP – Say No And Phone – at the Min-
istry of Sound, a London nightclub. Th e campaign was aimed at 
young people and encouraged them not only to turn down off ers 
of drugs but also to report dealers to the police. Some T-shirts 
had been specially prepared for the launch and Denis was given 
one with the Ministry of Sound logo on the front and a picture of 
him superimposed on it with just one word underneath: ‘Den’. I 
suspect that Denis had rarely, if ever, been called ‘Den’ during his 
adult life, but he accepted the T-shirt – and his newly abbreviated 
name – with good grace and humour.
 Since its inception, more than 1,000,000 actionable calls have 
been received leading to more than 83,000 people being arrest-
ed and charged. Stolen property worth more than £100 million 
has been recovered along with drugs worth more than £144 mil-
lion. An average of 17 people are arrested every day as a result 
of information given to Crimestoppers. One person every fi ve 
days is charged with murder as a result of information given to 
Crimestoppers. Th e work and the impact of Crimestoppers are 
constantly increasing. In 1988, Crimestoppers received just under 
5,000 calls with useful information. Twenty years later, this rose 
to just over 80,000 such calls. It is fascinating that independent 
research has shown that two-thirds of the off enders identifi ed 
through Crimestoppers were either not known to the police or 
not suspected of involvement in the crime in question. If infor-
mation leads to the suspected off ender being charged, the caller 
is entitled to a reward, which is paid anonymously. In practice, 
only 4 per cent of callers seek a reward – or, to put it another way 
- more than nineteen out of twenty people contacting Crimestop-
pers with useful information are motivated by reasons other than 
personal fi nancial benefi t.
 Rewards for information are relatively small, ranging in most 
cases up to a maximum of £1,000 which might be given for a mur-
der or a serious sexual assault down to £50 for a petty burglary. 
Th ose who help Crimestoppers include convicted criminals, who 
see its Freefone number on posters in prisons up and down the 
country. Th e confi dential nature of the Crimestoppers operations 
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prevents me from disclosing the identity of the big-name crim-
inals who have been brought to justice largely or partly due to the 
charity’s work. However, one notorious serial rapist, who had no 
previous convictions, was caught solely because a neighbour rang 
our Freefone number with her suspicions and revealed where the 
man, who was unknown to the police, could be arrested. DNA 
tests proved her suspicions to be accurate and he is now behind 
bars. Over the years, I have contributed more than £5 million to-
wards supporting Crimestoppers. I am proud of its achievements. 
It helps empower the community and harnesses the support of 
the public in the fi ght against crime. It remains the only national 
charity in the UK that helps to solve crime. 
 Even now individual crimes occasionally appal me so much 
that I feel I cannot simply sit back and do nothing. Over the 
years, I have underwritten several substantial rewards through 
Crimestoppers that to this day have remained anonymous. 
I do not intend to break that anonymity now. My role in one 
high-profi le case did, however, become public knowledge. I was 
profoundly shocked by the murder of Jill Dando, the television 
presenter, in April 1999. I did not know Jill but I was horrifi ed that 
an innocent person could be shot outside her home in the middle 
of the day. Th rough the police I put up an anonymous reward of 
£50,000 for information leading to her killer’s conviction. My role 
would not have been known to this day had William Hague not 
mentioned it in a letter to Tony Blair in which he defended my role 
in public life. His letter was later made available to newspapers and 
so my role in the case became widely known.
 In 2008, I attended a series of events to mark the 20th an-
niversary of Crimestoppers. In a reception hosted by the Lord 
Mayor of the City of London at Mansion House, I told guests 
how proud I was of the charity’s achievements and that I was con-
vinced Crimestoppers was here to stay. I fi nished my speech by 
saying: ‘I salute the thousands of people from the past two de-
cades who have made Crimestoppers what it is today: a powerful, 
eff ective and growing weapon in the battle against crime.’
 Just as I do not like to invest substantial amounts of money 
in businesses that I do not control, I rarely donate large sums to 

charities or good causes in which I have no involvement. I favour 
a hands-on approach and insist on driving a project forward rather 
than giving money to a charity and risk watching the money ei-
ther being frittered away or remaining stagnant in a bank account. 
Similarly, I do not give signifi cant amounts of money to charities 
if I have little or no interest in the causes that they are working to 
help. Law and order, however, is a subject close to my heart and 
so, too, is education.

DESPITE – OR perhaps even because of – my own academic 
failings as a schoolboy, I am a staunch believer in the value of a 
sound education. All too often it is the poorly educated, the il-
literate and those who have dropped out of school who drift into 
crime. I am convinced, however, that schools and colleges need to 
gear their teaching more eff ectively to the realities of a student’s 
future working life. I have therefore devoted time and money to 
this end.
 Mid-Essex Technical College, the scene of my HND course 
in business studies when I was in my late teens, has returned 
to play a part in my life again only relatively recently. Since my stu-
dent days, the college has been incorporated with Anglia Ruskin 
University (ARU) – formerly Anglia Polytechnic University 
until it was renamed in 2005. In 1999, I was invited back to ARU 
to meet the college’s management over lunch. I arrived early on 
a warm, sunny day in order to wander around Chelmsford and 
revisit all my old haunts – everywhere from the house where I 
lived to the pub, the Railway Tavern, where I drank. I was rather 
surprised and amused to discover that I was an alumnus of a uni-
versity without ever having taken a degree. I liked what I saw and 
I eventually made a substantial commitment to ARU totalling 
more than £5 million. Th is support enabled ARU to construct 
the Ashcroft International Business School, which was offi  cially 
opened by the Earl of Wessex in May 2003.
 It is one of the largest business schools in the country with 
3,000 pupils and 80 full-time staff . I hope the school will succeed 
in encouraging enterprise and excellence, and will inspire a new 
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generation of entrepreneurs. As part of my continuing support, 
since 2001 I have paid for three Belizean students aged from sev-
enteen to twenty-one to enrol at the business school each year. 
Th ese young men and women, many of whom live in remote ru-
ral villages and have never left Belize, are being academically and 
socially challenged and, without exception, have adapted well to 
their new lives. ARU has been equally generous to me. In 1999, 
the university held a ceremony at which it awarded me an hon-
orary doctorate in recognition of my international achievements 
in business. In November 2001, I was invested as Chancellor of 
ARU, in succession to Lord Prior, the former Conservative Cab-
inet minister.
 ARU may have been my biggest venture in the world of edu-
cation, but it was not my fi rst. Years earlier, I had helped pay for 
a new college to be set up on a derelict site in Putney, south-west 
London. I had come up with the idea of funding a college in 
1989. At the time, industry was complaining about the quality 
of students leaving school. Kenneth Baker, the then Secretary of 
State for Education and Science, was an astute politician and he 
threw the ball back into industry’s court. He asked businessmen 
to invest in secondary education and help fund the sort of colleges 
that they wanted to see as well as help run them. I had a meeting 
with Ken and told him that I wanted to build a college which 
was imaginative and forward thinking. Th e objective of the new 
college was to recruit youngsters of secondary-school age who 
had a special aptitude for technology. We had a leafl et drop in 
south-west London in December 1990 and got an overwhelming 
response. As this was ten months before the college opened it was 
still a building site with half-built rooms. It required a great leap 
of faith on the part of the students and their parents to believe that 
we were actually going to be ready for the following September. 
 Th e college broke with the conventions of the time. We cre-
ated the school around a longer-than-normal working day. We 
realised that we were in a London suburb where most parents 
were working and we were concerned that youngsters should have 
the opportunity to stay at school for the duration of the normal 
working day. We therefore kept the school open from 7.30 a.m. 

to 5.30 p.m. every weekday and off ered breakfast for those who 
arrived early before school commenced at 8.30 a.m. Th is meant 
that we were not only providing an education for the children 
but also supporting hard-working parents. We also operated a 
fi ve-term rather than a three-term year. Our aim was essentially 
to have fi ve terms of eight weeks each, with a two-week break 
in between most terms and a four-week break over the summer. 
Research had indicated that both pupils and teachers got tired 
towards the end of a sixteen- or seventeen-week term and this 
was a way of refreshing them once they started to fl ag. Of course, 
it created some problems, particularly when families had other 
children at schools with three terms, but overall it worked well 
and the academic results began to speak for themselves. We paid 
our teachers slightly more than the going rate, partly because they 
had to work forty weeks a year rather than the standard thirty-
eight, but also because we wanted to attract bright, energetic and 
highly motivated staff .
 ADT College, named after my former company, was founded 
in September 1991 and it was one of fi fteen city technology col-
leges built and opened between 1989 and 1995. Th e college cost 
£13 million to build. ADT contributed £2.75 million to its con-
struction and I have continued my support for it ever since.
 Today ADT College provides a free education for more than 
1,000 children aged from eleven to eighteen. I wanted the college 
to be run like a business, with a Director of Finance and Adminis-
tration handling much of the administrative side so that the 
Principal could concentrate on what he or she does best – helping 
the children to receive a good education. Children of all abilities 
and a wide range of ethnic backgrounds come from all over south-
west London and, now that the college is up and running, it is 
mainly funded by the Department for Education and Skills. I have 
been chairman of the trustees of ADT College since its inception. 
I am thrilled with the way the college has turned out. It is hugely 
oversubscribed every year and has regularly been the best-
performing state school in the area. Th e college’s most recent Ofsted 
report is full of praise for the way that it is run. ‘Th is is a highly eff ec-
tive and successful college with excellent leadership,’ it concludes.
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 I have also been heavily involved in charity work in Belize 
and I have given around £3 million to charitable projects there. 
Most of that money has been used to set up the Information, 
Technology and Teaching Programme for the Children of Belize. 
I was concerned that youngsters in secondary schools did not have 
access to computers. Once again, I got Richard Painter to help 
set up the project, which he did between 1992 and 1996. We 
installed computer laboratories, with all the necessary support 
equipment, in thirteen high schools throughout the country. Th is 
was not always as straightforward as it seemed. One of the schools 
chosen for a laboratory had no electricity: children were literally 
taught by candlelight if there was insuffi  cient daylight. We said, 
nevertheless, that we were happy to supply the equipment if the 
Government provided the electricity. So, today, the students at 
the school have both electricity and computers. Teachers in Belize 
were, of course, not familiar with computers, so we paid for staff  
from ADT College in London to travel to Belize to teach them 
the new skills so they could pass them on to their pupils. In short, 
we used one of our schools in Britain to help another in Belize.
 As in Britain, I have been keen to support education pro-
jects in Belize. I have paid for basic library books at schools in 
the poorer areas of the country and provided the training for the 
teachers using the new facilities. It has meant that thousands of 
children have had access to hundreds of books – non-fi ction and 
fi ction – to help them with their schooling. Th ere were countless 
other projects too, including the Michael A. Ashcroft Stadium in 
the town of Independence. It is one of the best sports stadiums in 
Belize and is used for soccer and other sports. I provided funding 
for hospital incubators in Belize City, the construction of the Be-
lize Arts Centre in Belize City and a basketball court in the town 
of Ladyville. In addition, I have helped fund an orphanage and 
a drug-abuse centre, both in Belize City, and the local version of 
Crimestoppers.
 I have also supported other projects in the Caribbean out-
side Belize. In 1993, I set up the Ashcroft School in the Turks 
and Caicos Islands, where I have some small business interests. It 
is an independent, fee-paying infants and primary school which 

takes children from the age of two to twelve. I am the chairman 
of the trustees and it is a mixed-ability school with high levels of 
attainment, on the island of Providenciales. It began when I had 
bought some land for property development, which included a 
school that did not have a particularly good reputation. We decid-
ed to transform and upgrade the school. I have since given nearly 
£500,000 to the school, some of which has been used to build two 
new blocks of classrooms and a computer laboratory and recruit 
new teaching staff  to come over from England.
 My charity work brought me into contact with many wonder-
ful people. One of them was Diana, Princess of Wales, and I got 
to know her well. She was attractive, energetic and fun. I enjoyed 
her company and we shared what some people might look upon 
as a rather childish sense of humour. If my fondness for her was 
reciprocated, it was because I was unconventional and said what I 
thought in contrast to the yes-men who, perhaps inevitably, sur-
rounded her. 
 I fi rst met her at a charity function in the late 1980s. I still 
squirm in embarrassment at the memory. My mouth must have 
been operating faster than my brain – some would say not for 
the fi rst or last time. As we were preparing to go in to dinner, 
there was a group of half-a-dozen men listening to her talk about 
the unfair criticism that the Prince of Wales received from the 
media. She said that if Prince Charles tried to do something he 
was criticised, if he failed to do something he was criticised, and 
he was therefore in an impossible position. ‘Who, at the end of 
the day, would want his job?’ she asked. To which I replied in 
what were virtually my fi rst words to her: ‘I certainly wouldn’t, 
ma’am, with the possible exception of between midnight and 6 
a.m.’ Th e Princess blushed a delicious shade of pink and giggled 
sweetly. I suppose I had felt intuitively that someone surrounded 
by pomp and formality all her life might appreciate a risqué com-
ment that others might fi nd off ensive. As we walked in to dinner, 
the other men in the group fl ashed me glances as if to say: ‘I think 
you got away with that one.’
 I went on to attend many charity events with the Princess over 
the years and we enjoyed a warm friendship. I was honorary presi-



70 Th e Donor

camping overnight in order to gain the best vantage point from 
which to see the funeral procession. Many of the mourners had 
lit candles, and it was a mood of tranquil grief that I have never 
come across before and I suspect that I never will again. I found 
the funeral service itself, particularly Sir Elton John’s rendition of 
‘Candle in the Wind’, powerfully moving. It was a reminder that 
when life itself is so fragile, we need to use every moment to the 
full.
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dent of the London City Ballet at a time when Princess Diana was 
the patron. On one occasion, ADT arranged a joint initiative at 
a greyhound track with the London City Ballet. We were sitting 
next to each other in the grandstand at Wembley dog track in 
north-west London and the Princess had been laughing and jok-
ing all evening. After one race, she was required to go down on 
to the track to present the trophy to the owner of the greyhound 
that had won the ADT Stakes. Th e Princess handed the prize to 
the owner and was standing behind the winning greyhound with 
me next to her. I said to her under my breath: ‘Ma’am, it’s a trad-
ition at this point that you lift the tail of the winning greyhound.’ 
She reached forward with one hand and, when it was more than 
halfway to the dog’s tail, I whispered again: ‘I am only joking, 
ma’am.’ At this point, her outstretched hand slipped back smartly 
to its original position. We made our way back to the grandstand 
via the stairway and, once we could no longer be seen by the 
crowd, Diana sat down on one of the steps and burst into hyster-
ical laughter. ‘You won’t believe what he nearly made me do,’ she 
told her senior aides, pointing at me. Shortly afterwards, her royal 
chaperones spoke sternly to my wife and urged her to ‘control’ 
me.
 I was devastated to learn of the Princess’s death in August 
1997 in a car crash in Paris. I was in Belize at the time and some-
one in my London offi  ce rang me up to break the news. I found 
it almost impossible to grasp what had happened and to compre-
hend why the life of such a vibrant young woman should have 
been cut short. I had last seen her a few months earlier when 
she had been in tremendous form and looking to the future. As 
I began to take in the enormity of the event, I felt sad and, later, 
angry that she had died in such an unnecessary way. I will always 
admire the Princess’s positive attitude to her work, her disregard 
for pointless conventions and her desire to test the boundaries. I 
fl ew to Britain to attend her funeral at Westminster Abbey. Th e 
evening before, I had urgent business matters to deal with, but, 
after working long into the night, my thoughts naturally turned 
to the Princess. I took a walk – it was by then 3 a.m. – down the 
Mall towards Buckingham Palace where hundreds of people were 
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LONG BEFORE I started giving large amounts of money to the 
Conservative Party on a regular basis, a small section of the media 
had come to the conclusion that I could not have been so success-
ful in business without being, at best, sharp and, at worst, corrupt. 
Some thought I was simply too brash – it is true that at one time I 
did drive a Rolls-Royce. I am sure that some of my critics thought 
that it was only a matter of time before details of my supposedly 
dubious past emerged.
 I have to admit that, unlike other businessmen of my gener-
ation, I chose not to court the media. I preferred to concentrate 
my time and energies on growing my companies and maximising 
my profi ts rather than spending long, boozy lunches with busi-
ness journalists in order to encourage favourable publicity. As my 
companies got larger, however, my name started appearing more 
frequently in the business pages of national newspapers. Th ere was 
the occasional mischievous pop at me in a business diary column, 
probably inspired by a rival or a City source who had taken ex-
ception to my unconventional way of doing things. Th roughout 
the 1990s, my name also appeared with increasing regularity in 
Private Eye, the satirical magazine. For some inexplicable reason, 
Michael Gillard, a regular contributor to the magazine under the 
byline Slicker, relished the prospect of making trouble for me.
 Trying to deal with scurrilous stories in Private Eye had 
defeated wiser men than me over the years. If you sue the maga-
zine, you are liable to be ridiculed or branded a bad sport. If you 
do nothing, you allow inaccurate stories to go uncorrected and, 
sometimes, even to gather momentum. With hindsight, I was 
probably too laid back in my approach to Private Eye. I allowed 
myself to be persuaded by my legal advisers that the magazine 
had a limited circulation, that readers did not treat its accusations 
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seriously and that to get lawyers involved would have encouraged 
even more mischievous articles about me.
 After I had been appointed party Treasurer in June 1998 and 
after being nominated for a peerage by William Hague in early 
1999, the stakes became higher. I had switched from being a pri-
vate individual to being a public fi gure for the fi rst time in my 
life. Before taking on the job of Treasurer, I had understood and 
accepted that I could expect greater media scrutiny than I had 
experienced before. Nobody, however, could have imagined the 
scale and the persistence of the attack that lay ahead.
 Establishing exactly where my story begins is diffi  cult. Th ere is 
a sense in which it starts independently in at least four places: the 
middle of the North Sea; Atlanta, Georgia; the ‘village’ of West-
minster; and the offi  ces of Th e Times in Wapping, east London. 
Whether things would have played out quite so dramatically if 
any of the four had been missing, I can only guess. What I can say 
with certainty, however, is that during late 1998 and early 1999 
fate dealt me a tricky hand.

MY STAR sign is Pisces. I am not a great believer in the value of 
horoscopes but, if there is something to them, then the planets 
must have been totally in the wrong place on 25 April 1998. At 
3.21 a.m. British summer time, the MV Rema, a Belize-registered 
freighter heading from Berwick-upon-Tweed in Northumberland 
for Terneuzen in the Netherlands, slid silently below the surface of 
the North Sea. Th e ship, which had been built in the Netherlands 
in 1976, took with her a cargo of thousands of tonnes of stone 
chippings and her four-strong British crew, who perished without 
trace.
 Th ere was no obvious reason for the disaster. Th e weather was 
generally good, with south-westerly winds blowing between force 
three and force four. Th ere was no appreciable moonlight but visi-
bility was good and the seas were calm. Yet, without warning and 
twenty-two miles out to sea from Whitby, the Rema plunged bow 
fi rst to the seabed. Th e vessel sank so quickly that none of the crew 
was able to send a call for help or get into a life-raft. A search-and-
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rescue operation was launched but without success, and it was as-
sumed the ship had sunk and the crew had drowned. Th e location 
of the ship was identifi ed the next day on the seabed. Th e loss of 
life was a tragedy, but the sinking initially received little coverage 
in the national newspapers.
 It was not until nearly a year later that one newspaper – the 
Sunday Express – began to show a signifi cant interest in the 
story. By this time, I was Treasurer of the Conservative Party.  Th e 
Sunday Express had discovered that – in the woolly language that 
journalists favour – I was ‘linked’ to the Rema. I found it bizarre 
that I was suddenly coming under personal scrutiny. I did not own 
the ship – indeed I had never heard of it. I did not employ the 
crew and knew nothing about their work. I did, however, own 70 
per cent of a company called Belize Holdings Inc (BHI), which, 
in turn, had bought a 50 per cent share in Belize International 
Services (BIS) that, in turn, had a contract to run the shipping 
register in Belize. It was for this reason alone that the Rema was to 
play a signifi cant part in my life.
 Th e shipping register to which I was ‘linked’ is called 
the International Merchant Marine Registry of Belize 
(IMMARBE). BIS was responsible for registering merchant ves-
sels for IMMARBE in return for an initial fee and, after that, an 
annual fee. Given the size and nature of my international business 
interests, it is hardly surprising that I had no involvement in the 
day-to-day running of BIS. Th e company had, in any case, as-
signed the job of running the register to Morgan & Morgan, a law 
fi rm. In business terms, I had a ‘passive’ interest – one, inciden-
tally, that I later sold. My company BHI had supported eff orts to 
improve BIS’s safety standards, a process which even critics of the 
register acknowledge was under way at the time the Rema sank. 
BIS wanted to tackle criticisms – in some cases they may even 
have been justifi ed – that Belize and other countries had a ‘fl ag of 
convenience’.
 Th e sinking of the Rema had occurred outside British terri-
torial waters, but IMMARBE nevertheless asked the British-based 
Marine Accident Investigation Branch (MAIB) to conduct an in-
quiry into the incident on its behalf. Th is meant that not only 

would the investigation be thorough, but it would be impossible 
for critics to claim that IMMARBE was seeking to cover up the 
cause of the accident. On 16 June 1998, the investigation began 
and it was later upgraded to an inspector’s inquiry, which is even 
more thorough.
 If the Sunday Express had chosen to take an objective, albeit 
belated, look at the sinking of the Rema, I would have had no 
complaints. My grievance arose when the newspaper, then edited 
by Rosie Boycott – an ultra-liberal who as editor of the Independ-
ent on Sunday had campaigned for the legalisation of cannabis 
– implied that I had blood on my hands. Th e Sunday Express 
had come to the remarkable conclusion that I must have been 
personally responsible for the loss of life. Not only that, but the 
newspaper wanted to make out that I had a track record as being 
careless – even totally irresponsible – with human lives.
 So, fully eleven months after the sinking of the Rema, the fi rst 
highly prominent and totally negative articles about me – three in 
the same issue – were published in the news and comment pages 
of a national newspaper. By any standards, the Sunday Express’s 
articles of 28 March 1999 represented an all-out assault on me. 
Th ere was a short front-page article headlined ‘Top Tory and ships 
of shame’. Th e ‘full story’, as the paper billed it on page 1, ap-
peared on pages 10 and 11 under the headline ‘Th e Tory tycoon, 
a fl ag of convenience and the freighter lost with all hands’. Th ere 
were four journalists bylined on the article, including my old tor-
mentor Michael Gillard. It was unusual for Gillard to be linked 
publicly to a story about me because he preferred the anonymity 
of his platform in Private Eye.
 It was, however, the newspaper’s comment page that went ludi-
crously over the top. Th e Sunday Express carried a leader article 
under the headline ‘Shipping cash shames Tories’ which ran to 
four paragraphs:

Th e Conservative Party sometimes seems to lurch from 
one public relations fi asco to the next with barely a pause 
for breath in between. Th e news that their treasurer 
Michael Ashcroft – the man who has given so much 
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money to them that he is said eff ectively to own the 
party – profi ts from the licensing of unseaworthy and 
dangerous ships which are killing hundreds of people is 
disastrous for party bosses at Smith Square.
 Th e cheap licensing of unsafe vessels is an inter-
national issue for the simple reason that ships do not stay 
at home. Th ey need not even ‘live’ in the country where 
they are registered. A shipping disaster can endanger the 
lives and environment of people around the world. 
 Th e fl ag Mr Ashcroft profi ts by, from Belize in central 
America, has an appalling safety record.
 Tory party bosses cannot defend a situation where 
they are being funded by a man who earns money from a 
practice which takes these risks. Th ey ought not to accept 
this funding as long as he profi ts from a fl ag of conve-
nience described by the International Transport Workers’ 
Federation as one of the ‘shabbiest, shoddiest and most 
unscrupulous’ in the world.

 Th is was not comment, of course – it was a direct attack.  Quite 
apart from the ridiculous suggestion that I eff ectively owned the 
Conservative Party, the article was as inaccurate as it was libellous. 
I found the Sunday Express’s claims deeply off ensive and distress-
ing.  It was utter nonsense that the Belize register was licensing 
unseaworthy and dangerous ships that were killing hundreds of 
people. Th e facts were a matter of public record and easily avail-
able. I discovered that between 1989 and 1999, fewer than twenty 
people had died in accidents on Belize-registered ships and that 
included the four crew who perished on the Rema. Th is meant 
that an average of less than two people were dying in accidents 
each year – a record which compared favourably with any register 
in the world. Working at sea can be hazardous, particularly for 
those in fi shing vessels. Th is means that, even with the most strin-
gent safety measures, people occasionally die carrying out their 
work. 
 Th e allegations by the Sunday Express were so serious and 
unacceptable that I could not allow them to go uncorrected. I 

initially decided, however, to seek a low-key solution to my griev-
ance rather than instruct libel lawyers. I was hopeful that we could 
remedy the inaccuracies without the need for costly and lengthy 
legal action. I wrote a courteous, private letter to Boycott point-
ing out the off ensiveness of the claim that I profi ted from the 
‘licensing of unseaworthy and dangerous ships which are killing 
hundreds of people’. I said I found that statement ‘particularly 
hurtful and outrageous. Any death at sea is tragic, but it is quite 
untrue to suggest that ships registered in Belize have suff ered a 
greater proportion of fatalities than those registered elsewhere. It 
is also irresponsible of you to suggest that casualties are necessarily 
the fault of those who merely manage the register.’ I then pointed 
out the true fi gures for the Belize register before telling Boycott 
that I was seeking a retraction and apology or ‘I will reluctantly 
instruct my solicitors to take the necessary action’. I felt that, given 
the nature of the newspaper’s grossly defamatory article, I could 
hardly have been more restrained and I expected the newspaper to 
climb down immediately. 
 Not a bit of it. Th e response I received was from the Express’s 
legal department rather than from Boycott herself. Th e lawyers 
tried to defend the paper’s indefensible comments, but this was 
my fi rst signifi cant legal skirmish with a national newspaper and I 
was not going to back down. So I too instructed my lawyers and, 
four weeks to the day after publishing its original article, the news-
paper admitted the error of its ways and published an apology on 
25 April 1999 – appropriately the fi rst anniversary of the Rema’s 
sinking – under the headline ‘Michael Ashcroft’.  It concluded: 
‘We are happy to set the record straight, withdraw the allegation 
and apologise for any embarrassment caused.’ As with the major-
ity of newspaper apologies, the prominence – or lack it – meant 
that the statement did not redress the damage caused by the ori-
ginal article. Th is is not accidental. Newspapers depend on the 
trust of their readers and they feel that conspicuous apologies tar-
nish the product. It is only because they are largely self-regulated 
– by the Press Complaints Commission – that they can get away 
with this. I chose, however, to accept the apology rather than 
to seek the damages to which I was undoubtedly entitled. With 
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hindsight – and to deter others – I should perhaps have pressed 
the case to a more crushing conclusion.
 Th e articles in the Sunday Express enabled the Labour Party 
to make political capital out of the controversy. Th ey also encour-
aged other journalists and politicians who opposed me to look 
more deeply into my business interests, especially my role in the 
shipping register.
 John Prescott, the Deputy Prime Minister and a former mer-
chant seaman, is never slow to seize the chance to land a blow on 
an opponent – metaphorically on this occasion. In a speech to 
the United Nations in New York on 22 April 1999, he said: ‘All 
my life as a seafarer and a politician, I have campaigned against 
the abuses of fl ags of convenience, which have cost thousands of 
seafarers’ lives.’ Although he did not identify me by name, he said 
that Belize had the worst record in Europe, America and Canada 
for ships being detained as unseaworthy after inspection by port 
offi  cials. I would concede that in the early days of the register, 
which was set up in 1993, some ships were on the register that 
ought not to have been, but it was not me – or my company 
– that was running it. As so often, Prescott was simply making 
a cheap jibe for political gain. Furthermore, Prescott fl outed the 
convention that if a politician is going to criticise another country 
in the United Nations he should warn that nation in advance.
 I was hopeful that the apology in the Sunday Express would 
encourage other newspapers to act responsibly and treat my tenu-
ous involvement with the Belize shipping register with caution. 
In reality, I had more hope of winning the National Lottery with-
out buying a ticket. At the height of the campaign against me by 
Th e Times, for example, other newspapers decided to jump on the 
bandwagon, trawling through old cuttings and shipping records 
in an attempt to embarrass me. Some of the stories on my inter-
est in the shipping register were ludicrous as the left-wing media 
sought to heap guilt by association upon me. ‘Cocaine seized on 
ships in Tory chief ’s list’ was the headline to a story in the Obser-
ver on 18 July 1999. Th e paper had ‘discovered’ – I use the word 
loosely – that back in 1994 United States customs had seized 
two ships sailing under the Belize fl ag. On one ship was 209lb of 

cocaine hidden under animal manure and on another was 4,300lb 
of the same drug hidden in the hold.
 So not only was I meant to be personally responsible for the 
safety requirements of all ships fl ying the Belizean fl ag, but now 
a newspaper was suggesting that I was personally responsible for 
the legality of every pound of cargo that they carried. It was a dis-
creditable piece of journalism unworthy of the newspaper’s fi ne 
traditions. Only the sixteenth and fi nal paragraph of the article 
told the true story: ‘Th ere is no suggestion that Ashcroft knew 
of the purpose to which ships on the register were being put.’ Of 
course, by this time the damage had been done. Th e story was 
a classic case of a newspaper putting two and two together and 
making at least seventeen. Shipping registers are not tasked with 
monitoring smuggling activities – this is the job of national and 
international law enforcement agencies.
 Th e unfair and inaccurate stories relating to the sinking of the 
Rema brought me, William Hague and the Conservative Party 
months of embarrassment. Yet the tragedy was to have a further 
serious implication for me. During the fi rst year of my tenure 
as party Treasurer, William Hague had privately told me that he 
was going to nominate me as a working peer. Th is was, he said, 
in recognition of my work and support for the Conservative Par-
ty. He particularly wanted to acknowledge publicly his gratitude 
for my work as Treasurer which, although time-consuming and 
pressurised, is of course unpaid. When William told me of his 
intentions, I was enormously fl attered: I especially welcomed the 
opportunity of a seat in the House of Lords because it would 
enable me, in due course, to participate in a debate on any issue 
of the day and to have the sort of voice that was impossible in my 
more conciliatory role as party Treasurer.
 Under the unwritten conventions of the British constitution, 
the leader of the Opposition is permitted by the Prime Minister 
of the day to nominate a small number of people for a work-
ing peerage. At the time, each nominee was, in turn, considered 
by the Honours Scrutiny Committee, a small all-party body. 
Th e committee consisted of Lord Hurd of Westwell, the former 
Tory Foreign Secretary; Baroness Dean of Th ornton-le-Fylde, the 
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former trade union leader; and Lord Th omson of Monifi eth, of 
the Liberal Democrats. Th e aim of the committee was to ensure 
that all nominees were fi t and proper people to hold a seat in 
the Upper House. Th is process was, by tradition, highly secretive 
but, provided there were no objections, the Prime Minister then 
approved the nominations made by the Opposition leader and 
recommended the appointment to the Sovereign. If, however, a 
nominee was turned down, he or she was not formally given the 
reason or reasons and, furthermore, had no right of appeal.
 Th e offi  cial report into the sinking of the Rema was not due to 
be published until early 2000, but I discovered that the possibility 
that I would be criticised was being cited by the Honours Scrutiny 
Committee as the principal – but from my point of view unan-
swerable – reason why it had been unable to approve my peerage 
recommendation from William Hague. I learned that the other 
three reasons given in May 1999 were that I was a tax exile, that 
I was the Belizean Ambassador to the United Nations and that I 
had allegedly underwritten the fi nances of the Conservative Party. 
Yet again, it seemed that the planets were fi rmly in the wrong 
place for me.

ON 24 April 1998 – by chance the very day before the Rema sank 
– a British freelance television reporter called Toby Follett, who 
was then twenty-eight years old, had arrived in Atlanta, Georgia.  
Follett was there to make a low-budget television documentary 
for Channel 4 about international crime and the way in which the 
drugs business used expensive works of art to launder money. 
 In 1992, the United States Department of Justice – in the 
shape of its Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) – had 
launched an operation through its Atlanta division. Called Op-
eration Dinero, it targeted various aspects of drug traffi  cking and 
money laundering in Central and South America. DEA investi-
gators set up a number of front businesses, including a bank in 
Anguilla, British West Indies. Th ese businesses off ered a range of 
under-the-counter money-laundering services to drug-traffi  cking 
groups, including loans, cashiers’ cheques, wire transfers and peso 

exchanges, as well as the facility to establish holding companies 
and shell corporations. Taken in by the subterfuge, the Cali mafi a 
– the Colombian gangsters widely regarded as running the world’s 
biggest illegal-drugs organisation – engaged the bank to sell paint-
ings by Picasso, Rubens and Reynolds with a combined value of 
$15 million. Th ey had been bought with ‘dirty’ money, and the 
ultimate objective – the essence of money laundering – was to end 
up with some ‘clean’ money. Over a period of three years, Oper-
ation Dinero resulted in eighty-eight arrests in the United States, 
Spain, Italy and Canada and the seizure of nine tonnes of cocaine, 
together with the impounding of more than $50 million in cash 
and other property.
 Follett was interested in Operation Dinero and, no doubt 
sensing the opportunity of some favourable public relations, the 
DEA seconded a junior Atlanta-based analyst called Jonathan 
Randel to assist in the agency’s dealings with Follett’s television 
crew. Randel had joined the DEA in May 1992 as an intelligence 
analyst, a job title that was later changed to ‘intelligence research 
specialist’. Randel, who it appeared was keen to seek a career path 
outside the DEA, struck up a friendship with Follett during the 
fi lming and shared with him his secret ambition to break into the 
movie business. He also told Follett that he had access to some 
confi dential, and potentially interesting, databases on numerous 
prominent people. One of these was called NADDIS: the Narcot-
ics and Dangerous Drugs Information System.
 NADDIS is a confi dential DEA computer database on which 
are stored hundreds of millions of items of information relating 
to up to fi ve million people. Th e vast majority of these people are 
law-abiding citizens who, for various reasons ranging from the 
places to which they have travelled to the people they have met, 
have come to the DEA’s attention. Th e purpose of the database 
is to collate and cross-reference ostensibly unconnected informa-
tion in order to try to identify links and establish leads to possible 
suspects. Th e DEA is acutely aware of the potential damage if data 
from the system should fall into the wrong hands, and access to it 
is strictly controlled, supposedly on a need-to-know basis. Th ose 
working for the DEA understand that if sensitive information 
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on agents, informants and the like were to be misappropriated it 
could do untold damage to secret operations and even lead to loss 
of life.
 In theory, the guidelines to those drawing up the NADDIS 
register, which was started in 1974, say that it should not be 
cluttered ‘with information of no practical value’. However, most 
individuals, companies and organisations on the index are not 
suspected of involvement in criminal activity. Th is means that the 
NADDIS system has become an enormous repository of often 
insignifi cant and inaccurate information.
 In Randel, Follett had found a new and valuable ‘contact’ 
who was prepared to exploit his privileged position in the DEA to 
divulge confi dential information. In late 1998, after Follett had 
returned to Britain, he asked Randel to run checks on a number 
of well-known British fi gures including Mark Th atcher, the busi-
nessman son of the former Prime Minister, and Tim (Lord) Bell, 
the senior advertising and public relations consultant. Another of 
the names that he ran through was mine and – bingo – it showed 
up. My name appeared on several occasions in various NADDIS 
fi les while, presumably, the other names did not.
 Given the nature of my lifestyle and the Central American 
location of many of my businesses, I now know that it is not sur-
prising that my name was contained within NADDIS. When I 
initially learned this fact, however – courtesy of Th e Times in the 
summer of 1999 – I was somewhat surprised. NADDIS sounded 
so offi  cial and daunting that I was at fi rst concerned that I was 
somehow – and mistakenly of course – under some sort of inves-
tigation. I was to discover several months later, however, that the 
‘exclusive’ club boasting a NADDIS number included Sir Denis 
Th atcher, Crimestoppers and the London City Ballet. Th ey and 
millions like them had been added to the register in the same 
way that I had been – innocently and unknowingly because of 
their tenuous connection with someone already on the database: 
in the case of Denis, Crimestoppers and the ballet company be-
cause of their links to me. I eventually realised that having a DEA 
record and a NADDIS number were not something about which 
I should get too excited.

 Excitement, however, was exactly the reaction of Follett when 
he was told by Randel that my name appeared on NADDIS fi les. 
To Follett, it was as if all his Christmases had come at once. In-
deed, he plainly got so excited that any concerns he should have 
had about Randel compromising his position and breaking the 
law passed him by. Between 9 February 1999 and the end of June 
of the same year, Randel queried the name ‘Ashcroft’ no fewer 
than seventy-four times in the NADDIS system. During that pe-
riod, he also accessed countless fi les on some of my associates, as 
well as other fi les he suspected might be related to me and my 
companies.
 Randel was taking a big gamble with his ‘freelance’ research. 
At the time, he was working on the West African desk of the 
DEA. His analytical work should have been restricted to checks 
on people and businesses with links to West Africa – I had none 
unless you count my visits to Eastern Nigeria in the late 1950s as 
a schoolboy visiting my parents. Randel had no reason or justi-
fi cation for searching fi les that related to me. Besides he should 
have known – or would have been able to fi nd out – that there 
was no offi  cial investigation into me or my companies and that I 
had never been suspected by the DEA of committing any off ence. 
Randel should also have realised that, every time he searched for 
a name or a topic in the DEA’s database, it left a ‘fi ngerprint’ on 
the computer system that could be traced back to him. He was 
playing for high stakes: if he was discovered abusing the system, 
he would lose his job and could even face criminal prosecution. 
Furthermore, if Randel had genuine concerns about any aspect of 
my business or personal aff airs, he could, and indeed should, have 
reported it to his superiors – something he never did.
 Randel, however, seemed oblivious to both the carelessness 
and the illegality of his actions. He happily sent copies of the 
relevant references to Follett who, in turn, used them to try to 
encourage Fulcrum Productions, a large independent television 
production company, to persuade Channel 4 to commission a 
documentary. Follett was emphatic that ‘Ashcroft and the drugs 
trade’ would make entertaining viewing, and Channel 4 expressed 
enough initial interest for them to give him some modest funding 
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so that he could return to America to conduct further research.
 On 28 April 1999, a year after his fi rst meeting with Follett 
and three days after the Sunday Express was apologising to me over 
its article on the Rema, Randel fl ew from Atlanta to Los Angeles 
international airport, a distance of 2,000 miles across four time 
zones. Th ere he met Follett, who had fl own in from London. Th e 
two men stayed in a hotel in Los Angeles before hiring a car and 
driving together to Phoenix, Arizona, a distance of 560 miles each 
way. It was here that they began investigating a convicted Ameri-
can drugs traffi  cker, Th omas Ricke, who had been instrumental in 
the importation of ten tonnes of marijuana into the United States 
and had subsequently laundered nearly $700,000 of the proceeds 
through Belize. Th is is where they imagined that I came into the 
story, although in fact they crucially chose to misinterpret or ig-
nore one vital element of the evidence that ‘linked’ me to Ricke, 
who was jailed in 1992 for money laundering.
 An associate of Ricke’s had deposited $25,000 for him with 
the Belize Bank, which I controlled through one of my com-
panies, but he had deposited far more with Barclays. Follett and 
Randel ought to have paused for thought at this stage. Why, if I 
was meant to be the Mr Big of the money-laundering world in 
Belize, had just a small amount of the supposedly illicit earnings 
been deposited at the Belize Bank? In any case, how could I, with 
no day-to-day involvement in bank transactions, be expected to 
be suspicious of such a routine deposit? Were the shareholders or 
directors of Barclays also suspected of helping to launder money 
for Ricke? I trust not, because I am sure they were as innocent of 
any wrongdoing as I was.
 Follett returned to Britain armed with his results about 
Th omas Ricke and some up-to-date information from his DEA mole, 
while Randel – no doubt still dreaming airily of his glamorous future 
in the movie business – fl ew back to Atlanta to continue, for the time 
being at least, his more mundane day-job. Follett was now confi -
dent that Channel 4 would commission the documentary. However, 
when production executives studied the new ‘evidence’, they were not 
convinced that it amounted to enough for a documentary. Instead, 
programme makers told Follett that they would ‘think about it’.

IT WAS in Westminster that another strand to my troubles had 
started to work loose. I faced opposition, as might be expected, 
from the Labour Party but also, more surprisingly perhaps, from 
within my own party. In late 1998, Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, 
then Viscount Cranborne and now the Marquess of Salisbury, 
had struck a secret deal with Tony Blair on the issue of heredi-
tary peers. Despite being leader of the Conservative peers in the 
House of Lords, Cranborne had – quite extraordinarily – failed 
to seek approval for the agreement from William Hague, or even 
to inform him about it. When this act of betrayal was discovered 
by William, it quite rightly and inevitably led to Cranborne’s dis-
missal in December 1998 as party leader in the Lords. 
 At the time, Cranborne admitted that he had ‘behaved quite 
outrageously’ by exceeding his authority and going behind his 
leader’s back. Despite the admission that he was in the wrong, it 
had not stopped him seething with indignation and resentment 
against William ever since. I have always been fascinated by the 
Cecil family, who throughout history have brought profession-
alism to duplicity. Th ey have been wonderful political schemers 
– and Cranborne was soon to show that he splendidly upheld the 
great family tradition. My only substantive conversation with him 
before his sacking was in his room at the House of Lords a year 
or so earlier. He asked me whether I would make a donation to 
the start-up fund of Business for Sterling, a project which he sup-
ported. I asked him what sort of contribution he was looking for 
and he replied: ‘Seventy-fi ve thousand pounds.’ Shortly after our 
conversation, I made a £75,000 donation to the project. In the 
months and years after Cranborne was sacked, he would display a 
strange way of thanking me for my generosity.
 At about this time, Cranborne’s daughter Georgie was step-
ping out with George Bridges, an ambitious young Tory and Old 
Etonian who had been a policy adviser and speech writer to John 
Major when he was Prime Minister. Perhaps inevitably, given 
their personal and political links, Cranborne and Bridges became 
extremely friendly. Bridges, however, was also well connected with 
political journalists at Th e Times: indeed, so well connected that 
he was employed as a leader writer on the paper. Bridges was, 



86 87Dirty Politics, Dirty Times Rough Waters

in private at least, openly hostile to my links with the party in 
general and with William in particular. Th e Cranborne–Bridges 
alliance quickly appreciated that Th e Times could be a useful 
vehicle for their personal venom against William and me.

WHEN I was appointed party Treasurer in 1998, the editor of Th e 
Times was Peter Stothard, who, while at Oxford, had edited Cher-
well, the student newspaper. After an unusual career that included 
spells at the BBC and Shell, he was appointed editor of Th e Times 
in 1992 at the age of forty-one. By 1999 and seven years into the 
job, he was still waiting to make his mark. He was little recognised 
outside the national newspaper world of Fleet Street (that name 
persists although the titles left EC4 for cheaper commercial sites 
long ago). As editor, Stothard had failed his proprietor on two 
fronts. Despite massive new resources being put into producing 
and promoting Th e Times – and despite a costly price war with its 
main rival – he had not signifi cantly closed the gap between sales 
of his newspaper and those of the Daily Telegraph.  In 1993, a 
year after Stothard became editor, the cover price of Th e Times was 
reduced to just 10p and millions of pounds were spent on pro-
moting and subsidising the paper. Even with these advantages, 
sales of Th e Times still fell far short of the Daily Telegraph’s and the 
whole price-war episode had been a wildly expensive failure. 
 Editorially, too, the paper was not making the sort of waves 
that someone as demanding as Rupert Murdoch expects from his 
editors. Front-page exclusives and newspaper awards were scarce 
and, more importantly, the newspaper under Stothard’s editorship 
had never claimed a big-name scalp. Stothard could only look 
on in awe as the accolades were heaped on his rival broadsheet 
editor Alan Rusbridger, whose paper the Guardian had succeed-
ed in bringing down Jonathan Aitken, the Minister for Defence 
Procurement. After the newspaper had revealed Aitken’s shadowy 
dealings with Saudi arms dealers, the minister sued the Guardian 
in April 1995, promising to use ‘the sword of truth’ to win his 
legal action. Two years later his libel trial collapsed when he was 
exposed as a liar. Th is left the paper to carry its famous front-page 

headline ‘He lied and lied and lied’. Within two years, Aitken was 
jailed for perjury, and his downfall – at the hands of the Guardian 
– was complete.
 By the spring of 1999, Stothard was searching for a scoop that 
would get the chattering classes – particularly Westminster – dis-
cussing him and his newspaper as much as they had Rusbridger 
and the Guardian. An editor working for News International has 
a life expectancy which is shorter than that of most pets. Stothard 
was edging towards ten years in the post. He needed either to 
stave off  the inevitable or to end his editorship on a high. He had 
set his sights on an early target in the form of Greg Dyke, who 
wanted to succeed John Birt as Director General of the BBC. Th e 
Times campaigned against the appointment of Dyke, a success-
ful millionaire businessman as well as an experienced television 
executive, for six months from January to June.
 A leader article in Th e Times on 4 June 1999 read: ‘Editorial 
responsibility requires clear independence of party. For defenders 
of Mr Dyke to point out the benefi ts of rich men partaking in 
civic life is to misunderstand the special nature of editorship ... 
It is wrong that Mr Dyke should have been encouraged to seek 
the job, wrong that he should have advanced so far towards it 
and wrong that the Leader of the Opposition should have been 
required to intervene. But these wrongs are within the governors’ 
power to right.’ Th ree weeks later, Greg Dyke was appointed Di-
rector General of the BBC and Th e Times’s campaign had ended 
in abject failure.
 Th roughout most of the twentieth century, Th e Times had 
supported the Conservative Party. Rupert Murdoch, the owner of 
the newspaper and three other national titles, had made it clear, 
however, during the middle and late 1990s that he did not want 
his newspapers to support the Tory leadership slavishly and with-
out good reason. Prime Minister John Major, who represented a 
gentler strain of Toryism than that championed by his redoubt-
able predecessor, had started to disappoint his one-time admirers. 
He had lost his grip on the party and pro- and anti-EU extremists, 
who seemed to have forgotten that the Labour Party might still 
be a threat, fought with each other. Allegations of fi nancial sleaze 
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compounded the misery, and by the general election of 1997 
Murdoch had encouraged his editors to distance themselves from 
a government whose days seemed numbered. Instead, editors were 
free, within limits, to make up their own minds which party – and 
leader – their newspaper supported. In the build-up to the elec-
tion, Th e Times was clearly unimpressed by Major’s leadership and 
was Euro-sceptic. On election day itself, however, it fell short of 
giving its all-out backing to the Labour Party and rather sat on the 
fence.
  Stothard saw himself as a mover and shaker in the world of 
politics, particularly Tory politics. He despised William Hague 
in the same way, albeit to a lesser degree, that he had been con-
temptuous of John Major. He wanted Michael Portillo to lead the 
party and he considered William, like Major, unworthy to sit at its 
high table. Furthermore, he was no friend of William politically. 
He considered himself to be a Tory grandee, a member of the 
elite group which looked down on those who had not attended 
the right schools and universities, and who were not, therefore, 
good enough for a place at the high table. Stothard feared a swing 
back to Th atcherism under William’s leadership, although he was 
momentarily reassured that the party was moving in the right 
direction when the two of them met for lunch.
 Th e Times carried articles based on the way that Stothard 
– rather then William himself – wanted the Conservative 
Party to move. For example, on 26 April 1999, Philip Webster, the 
paper’s infl uential political editor, wrote a story headlined ‘Hague 
unruffl  ed by split with Old Guard’. Th e story began: ‘William 
Hague delivered a “like it or lump it” message to his Tory critics 
last night as he prepared to take the break with his party’s Th atcher-
ite past a stage further.’  It was a ‘break’ with the past that Stothard 
clearly wanted but that never actually materialised. Eventually, he 
seems to have concluded that William should be replaced as leader 
after he sacked his modernising deputy leader, Peter Lilley, in June 
1999 following his disastrous ‘dump Th atcherism’ speech earlier 
in the year. Stothard became keen to run stories knocking Wil-
liam, while some of his political staff  wanted to go even further 
and print stories actively supporting the Labour Party.

 Stothard’s decision to move Th e Times to the left was, of course, 
welcomed by the Labour Party, which was not slow to forge 
alliances with key senior staff  on the newspaper. Th ere were 
several interesting links between Blair’s Government and 
Th e Times. Philip Webster, the paper’s political editor, had 
been among the fi rst of its journalists to be won over by New 
Labour. Andrew Hood, a special adviser at the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Offi  ce, was an old and trusted schoolfriend 
of Tom Baldwin, then the deputy political editor of Th e Times. 
Baldwin had taken a demotion from his job as political editor of 
the Sunday Telegraph, where he was regarded as a talented mav-
erick, to join Th e Times. Alastair Campbell, Blair’s Machiavellian 
press secretary who was to become a key fi gure in the campaign 
against me, also had a close working relationship with Baldwin. 
Within a short time, the Labour Party and Th e Times had formed 
a mutually benefi cial alliance that would have seemed unthink-
able just a few years earlier.

IN THE spring and early summer of 1999, Th e Times was looking 
for William Hague’s Achilles heel: step forward Michael Anthony 
Ashcroft. Here was a man whose appointment as party Treasurer 
had gone virtually unnoticed but whose minimal press coverage, 
particularly in Private Eye, portrayed him as brash, arrogant and a 
tax exile. He had deep-rooted associations with a Central Ameri-
can country that few had heard of and over which some suggested 
he exerted an unhealthy infl uence. He was, for instance, even Be-
lize’s Ambassador to the United Nations. Could this be right?
 Th at spring, my business interests too had, for the fi rst time 
in years, attracted publicity in the business pages of the British 
broadsheets, especially Th e Times. Th rough my company, the Car-
lisle Group, I had made a £200 million-plus takeover bid for a 
troubled company, Corporate Services Group (CSG). With hind-
sight, it was perhaps unwise at that time to put myself back in the 
City spotlight, but then again I have always found it diffi  cult to 
resist what I think to be a good business proposition.
 At the time, CSG, a training and employment group, was in 
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diffi  culties. It had been forced to issue two profi t warnings and 
there was a boardroom battle in the wake of a shareholders’ revolt. 
City journalists felt uneasy about my bid, claiming that it was ‘too 
complicated’ – I intended to merge two of my companies in order 
to make the necessary off er for the company. Th e Times was less 
than fulsome in its support of the bid. Paul Durman, one of its 
business reporters, quoted one anonymous critic as saying: ‘If this 
is a white knight, they must be colour blind.’ An investor, who 
was also anonymous, was reported as exclaiming: ‘Don’t ask me to 
explain the bid. It’s diffi  cult to establish the value of a bid from a 
vehicle that has yet to be created.’
 Th e paper’s business diary on the same day – 2 April 1999 
– commented: ‘It’s hard not to have a sneaking admiration for 
Michael Ashcroft’s utter disregard for his reputation as “the con-
troversial tycoon”. If he had any concern at all for losing that tag, 
he would not be plunging so wholeheartedly into the mess at 
Corporate Services Group ... Mr Ashcroft has pitched in a mind-
bogglingly complex takeover proposal from a company that has 
yet to be formed ... Mr Ashcroft clearly thinks he can make a 
killing from CSG, but, to spice things up, has chosen to thumb 
his nose at almost the entire City while he does so. With so many 
players involved, this one is set to run and run.’ I can imagine that a 
fi nancial or business journalist might fi nd such a deal complicated, 
but I would expect a money manager, who is paid to understand 
the value of securities, to have grasped it fairly quickly. I deeply 
resented the suggestion that a complex deal had to be ‘dodgy’ 
when this was a perfectly legitimate tactic and a long-standing 
method over the years by which I had managed to obtain an 
edge over a business rival. Just because a bid might seem com-
plex to some does not make it unethical: it is a fact of life that – 
unlike public takeovers – many private deals conducted by venture 
capitalists are complicated. Th is is often because the number of 
people involved is small – but they know what they are doing.
 Th e following day – 3 April – Durman profi led me for the 
business pages under the headline ‘Brace yourself for the return of 
the deal junkie’. His article began: ‘Th e City does not like Michael 
Ashcroft and Mr Ashcroft views the City with barely disguised 

disdain. But after years of self-imposed exile, Belize’s most famous 
ambassador is back with a bang, pitching a £200 million plus 
takeover bid into a situation that already had all the makings of 
a fi nancial soap opera.’ Th e article dragged up some of my more 
controversial business deals and concluded: ‘Even if he fails to 
snatch CSG from under the noses of the institutions, it will surely 
not be long before he steals the limelight elsewhere on the corpor-
ate stage.’
 Although this was several weeks before the decision by 
Stothard to mount a campaign to discredit me, I suspect my at-
tempts to take over CSG caused my name to appear on the radar 
of political and newspaper observers.

THE ‘GET Ashcroft’ campaign – as I chose to call it – was 
launched by Th e Times in early June 1999, fully a year after I had 
become Treasurer of the Conservative Party. Th e fi rst story against 
me was based on some leaked information, which I was later told 
originated largely from two men: Viscount Cranborne, the former 
Conservative leader in the House of Lords, and George Bridges, 
the former policy adviser to John Major turned leader writer. Th e 
‘information’ was that the Conservative Party was becoming in-
creasingly dependent on my donations. Not only did Cranborne 
want revenge on William, it seems, but he had also come to de-
spise everything that I represented. Th e feelings, incidentally, were 
reciprocated: Cranborne represents everything that I fi nd unpalat-
able about a tiny section of the Old Guard of the party – boorish 
arrogance, an insistence on being exclusive rather than inclusive, 
and valuing blood and one’s public school above intelligence, 
ability and achievement.  Th ese were the very characteristics that 
brought down Barings Bank. Incidentally, at the start of the cam-
paign Cranborne had promised Bridges that he would be able to 
produce a damaging memo or letter that had been sent to John 
Major. It was meant to have suggested that I was ‘dodgy’ and ‘un-
trustworthy’ and questioned whether the party should continue 
receiving donations from me. Th is ‘document’ was never, at any 
point, produced by Cranborne and I have to doubt therefore 
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whether it ever existed, especially as Major continued to accept 
donations from me.
 Th e campaign was inaugurated with a prominent story across 
the entire top of the front page. It was headlined ‘Massive dona-
tions make Tories “the plaything of one man”’. Beneath the main 
headline was a smaller one that read: ‘Billionaire tax exile is giving 
party up to £360,000 a month, reports Tom Baldwin’. Th e story 
began:

William Hague has been told by senior Tories that the 
massive level of support given to the party by its treasurer, 
Michael Ashcroft, threatens to turn it into the ‘plaything 
of just one man’.
 Two authoritative sources within the party have told 
Th e Times that the billionaire businessman and tax ex-
ile has been backing the party with up to £360,000 a 
month. Over a period of a year, the support from either 
Mr Ashcroft personally, or his trusts and companies, is 
believed to be approaching £4 million.
 Funding on such a scale would mean that the treas-
urer is meeting about a third of the Tories’ annual costs 
– an unprecedented proportion for any political party.

 Th e story was as fl awed as it was hyped. Th e newspaper had 
taken elements of the truth and exaggerated them to the point 
where they became inaccurate and misleading. I was donating 
£83,333 a month to the Conservative Party, not £360,000; I was 
providing fractionally under £1 million per year, not £4 million; 
and I was meeting about 10 per cent, not a third, of the party’s 
annual costs of approximately £10 million a year. Th ere could 
not have been ‘two authoritative sources’ because the informa-
tion was wrong. Nobody with a respect for the truth or with 
genuine knowledge of the inner workings of the Conservative 
Party could have believed there was any risk of it becoming the 
‘plaything of one man’. Similarly, nobody at this time had raised 
concerns about the level of my funding with either William or 
me. Instead, senior party offi  cials – both elected and unelected 

– were overwhelmingly grateful that, with the party in such a 
desperate predicament, they had found someone prepared not 
only to take on the role of Treasurer but also to help the party out 
fi nancially. Furthermore, for the whole time I was party Treasurer, 
I never once tried to infl uence or become involved in the 
policy-making process. I do not think there is anyone who could 
articulate my views on any controversial policy or area. I was always 
careful not to reveal my thoughts on such subjects because as part 
of my role in raising money for the party I had, for example, to 
persuade both the passionately pro-Europe and the passionately 
anti-Europe to write out cheques.
 It was only deep in Th e Times’s article that the denials of its 
claims could be found. Th ey came from Michael Ancram, then 
the Conservative Party chairman, and a senior but unnamed Tory 
Party offi  cial. Michael described the £4 million a year fi gure as a 
‘total fabrication’, while the offi  cial said the fi gure of £360,000 a 
month was ‘exaggerated’. In the previous year when, for the fi rst 
time in its history the Conservative Party chose to publish a list of 
all donors who had given more than £5,000, it had been widely 
acknowledged by the party that I was the largest donor, giving a 
total of around £1 million. Th is meant that the party could hardly 
have been accused of being secretive or uncooperative. Th e Times’s 
story suggested the party had been lying about its information – a 
serious and false allegation.
 On page 21 of the same 5 June 1999 issue, Tom Baldwin 
and Paul Durman wrote a longer background piece on the sub-
ject of my donations to the party. It read more like a profi le of 
me. A lengthy list of anonymous fi gures was quoted to paint an 
unattractive picture of me as a bullish, money-grabbing, anti-
establishment fi gure. ‘He’s driven. He just wants more and more 
money. Th ere is no such thing as enough,’ said one supposedly 
‘admiring fi nancier’.
 All hopes that the issue of 5 June had been a bizarre, one-off  
attack on me evaporated when the paper’s next edition went on 
sale after the weekend. Th ere was a front-page story on Monday, 
7 June headlined ‘Tory concern’ that stated: ‘Senior Tories will 
raise concerns this week about the extent to which the party is 
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funded by Michael Ashcroft, its treasurer. MPs will prompt a de-
bate at the weekly meeting of the 1922 executive, the party’s ruling 
body.’ On page 2 was a longer article headlined ‘Financier’s role 
is unhealthy, say Tory MPs’. Th e article, however, did not quote 
a single Tory MP or senior Tory offi  cial by name about his or 
her apparent concerns. Instead, it regurgitated most of the claims 
that had been made on Saturday and threw in a few more snip-
ing, anonymous quotes for good measure. ‘It’s a pretty unhealthy 
position because if he wants to call the shots, there’s nothing to 
stop him. It wouldn’t matter if he was the Archangel Gabriel, it 
still wouldn’t be a good thing,’ one anonymous offi  cial was quoted 
as saying.
 By the following day, Tuesday, 8 June, the thrust of the paper’s 
attack had switched from the news pages to the comment pages. If 
I had any doubts that this was going to be a concerted campaign, 
this dispelled them. Th e Times carried a leader article headlined 
‘One Man Band: Th e Tories cannot aff ord to rely on their treas-
urer’. It read:

Th e last two years have not been easy times for William 
Hague. His poll ratings are in the doldrums and his party 
is in dire fi nancial straits. Donors are fewer and less gener-
ous just at the time when their money is most needed. In 
this hour of need, the Conservatives appear to be relying 
on the munifi cence of one man, Michael Ashcroft, its bil-
lionaire party treasurer.
 Mr Ashcroft, who spends most of his time in Florida, 
has apparently been backing the party with assistance of 
up to £360,000 a month. Such a seemingly high level of 
support from a treasurer has led some Conservatives to 
wonder if their party is not so much fi nanced as ‘kept’. 
Th ere is talk of the Tories becoming ‘the plaything of one 
man’. Last year Mr Hague pledged that ‘we are not going 
to have in the future any of the kind of controversies that 
have dogged us in the past over funding’. Th e Tory leader 
may soon be chewing those words.
 Th e Conservative Party’s fi nancial plight is enough to 

make any bank manager wince. With Labour dominating 
the political landscape, only the most committed Conser-
vatives are making large donations to party coff ers. Many 
Tories are deterred by the party’s new, laudable practice 
of publishing the names of all those who have provided 
more than £5,000. As a result, the party accounts last 
year reported that donations had ‘decreased signifi cantly’, 
while its defi cit stood at a numbing £11 million. Staring 
into this fi nancial abyss, Mr Hague might be forgiven for 
accepting Mr Ashcroft and his millions. Yet if the Tory 
leader’s political antennae had been twitching, he would 
surely have paused.

Th e article went on:

Mr Ashcroft may hold a British passport, but he can spend 
only 90 days a year in this country. Also a naturalised citi-
zen of Belize, he has turned this tiny Central American 
nation into his own Monopoly board, owning its biggest 
bank, signifi cant stakes in its utilities, fruit industry and 
media and holding the position of Belize’s High Repre-
sentative at the United Nations. In an age when party 
funding is a highly charged political issue, Mr Hague 
should have seen the potential hazards of appointing the 
most entrepreneurial of tax exiles as the Conservative Par-
ty treasurer. He should have realised that, by cashing Mr 
Ashcroft’s cheques, the Tory promise not to accept ‘any 
foreign money’ would be seen as very ambiguous.
 Th ese objections either did not occur to Mr Hague 
or did not disturb him. Perhaps he felt that he had no 
choice. Taking what seems to have been a very loose defi -
nition of the word ‘foreign’, he has gratefully accepted Mr 
Ashcroft’s support. Th e party chairman strongly disputes 
reports that Mr Ashcroft exerts transatlantic infl uence on 
party policy. But to a party desperate to put behind it the 
accusations of infl uence-for-sale, impressions matter.
 One thing that the Tory leader can do is to re-
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double his eff orts to broaden the party’s fi scal [sic] base 
so that it does not rely so much on Mr Ashcroft. It must 
be hoped that the treasurer would support such moves. 
Th e European election provides the party with an oppor-
tunity to identify its strongest supporters. Success might 
even bring some more large donors and, it must be hoped, 
Mr Ashcroft would support that too. Only thus can Mr 
Hague ensure that his party is not the rich man’s play-
thing that critics fear that it appears to be.

It was deeply irritating to see the nonsense about the level of my 
donations continuing even though the newspaper had been told 
that its allegations were inaccurate. Th e suggestion from Th e Times 
was still that I was funding the Conservative Party to the tune of 
£4 million or more a year, which was utter nonsense.
 Th e onslaught by Th e Times continued and on Wednesday, 9 
June 1999 it carried a lengthy story on the fact that I had bought 
a house in London. In fact, the property had been bought by my 
wife, Susi. Under normal circumstances such a non-event might 
have made, at most, two paragraphs in a political or business 
diary. Th e Times deemed it worthy of a spread across two-thirds 
of a news page with the headline ‘Ashcroft in £1.6 million move 
to Westminster’. Th e story – again I use the word loosely – read: 
‘Michael Ashcroft, the Florida-based billionaire and Tory benefac-
tor, has bought a “spectacular” home within yards of Conservative 
headquarters to help him to oversee the party’s activities. Th e Tory 
treasurer, who is thought to be keeping the party in business with 
monthly cheques of up to £360,000, plans to use the £1.6 million 
house as a base during his trips to London.’ Th e paper then went 
on, once again, to repeat the same old claims about my fi nancial 
support for the party that it had made earlier in the week. Fi-
nally, it quoted yet another anonymous source – a senior aide to 
John Major – as saying: ‘We were certainly aware that there were 
anxieties expressed about Ashcroft by our treasurer’s department. 
Since then a number of people have said to me that they will have 
nothing to do with the party if Ashcroft is involved in it.’
 Even by the low standards of Th e Times, a thoroughly 

legitimate and above-board house purchase was a tenuous reason 
for having a snipe at me. Th e newspaper, however, seemed to be 
having doubts about the accuracy of what it believed was the level 
of my fi nancial support for the party, saying ‘it is thought’ that I 
was keeping the party in business with cheques of up to £360,000 
a month. But who thought this and why? Both the party and 
my aides had already made it abundantly clear that the fi gures 
were wrong, yet still the newspaper persisted in using inaccurate 
information.
 Th e Times was getting so desperate for some ‘dirt’ on me 
that it paid thousands of pounds to dispatch one of its reporters, 
Damian Whitworth, to Belize. After days of digging around in 
Belize City, he wrote two reports which appeared on pages 1 and 
10 of the paper on Friday, 11 June. Th ese suggested that Whit-
worth had not been sent to report on me and my companies in 
a balanced and objective way. He had tried to portray everything 
that related to me in a poor light.
 Th e page 1 story was headlined ‘Ashcroft made ambassador 
after helping Belize party to victory’. Th e report began: ‘Michael 
Ashcroft, the Conservative Party treasurer, was made Belizean 
Ambassador to the United Nations after he helped to bankroll the 
election victory of the party he favours in his adopted country.’ 
On page 10 another story from Belize written by Whitworth ran 
under the headline: ‘Small country where Ashcroft is a big noise’. 
Th e article began: ‘Michael Ashcroft, the Conservative Party 
treasurer who has had links to Belize since he lived here as a boy, 
dominates the business landscape of the country to which he 
returned to make money in later life.’ On the same page was a 
report from James Bone in New York headlined ‘UN post off ers 
a grand title and tax breaks’.  Th e article stated: ‘Th e diplomatic 
post that Michael Ashcroft holds as permanent representative 
of Belize at the United Nations headquarters in New York gives 
him far-reaching immunity from American law and the threat of 
lawsuits.’ 
 For once, there was little wrong with the general accuracy of 
the stories, but it was the way they were written to which I took 
exception. Th ey were trying to present widely known facts as if I 
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had done something wrong or underhand. It was true that I did 
have diplomatic immunity but that was because I was a diplomat 
for my adopted country. I had no greater or lesser immunity than 
any other diplomat, and I certainly never abused it – I even paid 
my parking fi nes. Th e snide insinuation from Th e Times, however, 
was that I had sought diplomatic immunity because I was doing, 
or planned to do, something illegal. Similarly, in Belize, as in Brit-
ain, I had substantial business interests, but this was my job and 
I had never made any secret of the fact that I was ambitious and 
driven in my attempt to make my ventures large, successful and 
profi table.
 Th ere was no let-up in Th e Times’s coverage the next day – Sat-
urday, 12 June. Th ere was a picture of me on page 1 with a short 
article headlined ‘Th ey seek him everywhere’. Th e whole of page 
19 was devoted to me: a main story from Belize about my business 
and charity work, a smaller story about my business interests else-
where in the Caribbean, and, most interestingly of all – certainly 
from my point of view – a short piece headlined ‘Delay over peer-
ages’. It read: ‘Th e controversy over Michael Ashcroft’s massive 
fi nancial backing for the Tory Party has forced the Government 
to delay publication of a new list of peers. Although the Conser-
vative Party treasurer’s name was nominated by William Hague 
for a life peerage, it is understood that he was blocked at the last 
minute by the Political Honours Scrutiny Committee. Th e deci-
sion was taken so late that the announcement of the new list of 
peers – planned for May 29 – was postponed with a day’s notice. 
Several new peers had to cancel celebration parties. Th e full work-
ing peers’ list, which is separate from today’s Queen’s Birthday 
Honours, is now expected to be unveiled next Saturday.’ I and 
the others who had been nominated had, of course, been told of 
the delay, but I was decidedly unimpressed that such confi dential 
information was being shared with Th e Times and its readers.
 By now the paper had reporters delving into me, my com-
panies and my roles all over the world, yet most of the material 
they were ‘discovering’ about me was readily available on the inter-
net or was otherwise public knowledge. Th e team of reporters 
had not uncovered anything newsworthy and their stories made 

no serious allegations against me or my companies. Nevertheless, 
Th e Times was presenting each article as if it contained major rev-
elations – and they were ‘revelations’ which inevitably made me 
appear sinister.
 Th us began a pattern of activity that was to dog me during 
the summer of 1999. I will not provide the full list of the negative 
articles that Th e Times carried about me, but I need to quote from 
some to give an indication of the scale of the onslaught. In total, 
there were tens of thousands of words published about me in stor-
ies which appeared day after day, many of them on the front page 
beneath sensational and misleading headlines. If there was good 
or positive news the story was either ignored or reduced to a para-
graph or two. For instance, when it was made public that William 
Hague was backing me despite the paper’s campaign against me, 
Th e Times carried a single-paragraph story buried on page 2 on 
Monday, 14 June. Th e entire article read: ‘William Hague threw 
his full support behind Michael Ashcroft despite the controversy 
surrounding the Tory Party treasurer. His aides went out of their 
way to praise Mr Ashcroft after it emerged that Mr Hague had at-
tended a fundraising dinner at his home, along with eight wealthy 
businessmen, on Th ursday.’
 After Th e Times’s initial attack on me, Tim (Lord) Bell, who 
had masterminded the Tory Party advertising campaign under 
Margaret Th atcher, thought it would be a good idea if Stothard 
and I got together. I was prepared to meet Stothard in case there 
was anything he wanted to put to me on an off -the-record basis 
– after all, I had nothing to hide. So Tim arranged a breakfast for 
the three of us at the River Room of the Savoy Hotel in central 
London on Th ursday, 17 June.  It was a genial enough encounter 
– the fi rst time that I had met Stothard – and I felt we had enjoyed 
a pleasant breakfast. I had explained fi rmly but politely to him 
that the amount of money Th e Times had reported I was giving 
the Conservative Party was untrue. I even helpfully tried to sug-
gest to Stothard how his false fi gure of £360,000 a month may 
have come about: during my early period as Treasurer the party 
had lost roughly this amount in a single month and someone may 
have assumed – quite wrongly – that somebody would have had 
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amounts of money I had been giving to the Conservative Party 
were completely untrue. I had, in fact, given £2 million to the 
party over the previous two years. ‘You cannot appoint a treasurer 
who is perceived to be wealthy, but who doesn’t lead the way,’ I ex-
plained. ‘Th e very fact that I put in a sum means I can ask others 
to do the same.’ Incidentally, when the Conservative Party even-
tually published its annual accounts for the year in question, they 
showed unequivocally that the fi gures I had given relating to the 
level of my donations were correct and Th e Times’s were wrong. 
Needless to say, the newspaper failed to publish an apology or a 
retraction – or even to publish the correct amounts.
 I said to Simon that I had not given up hope of becoming 
a member of the House of Lords. ‘I think every Treasurer of the 
party has gone to the Lords and I hope I don’t set a precedent by 
being the fi rst who doesn’t.’ It is a quote that has often been used 
in profi les of me over the years, but I meant what I said.
 I was told that Stothard was less than pleased that – having 
refused to be quoted directly in his paper – I had then chosen to 
give interviews to two rival national newspapers. Th e stories to 
which Th e Times devoted signifi cant amounts of space became ever 
more bland. Two journalists – Tom Baldwin and Paul Durman 
(whom the incompetent broadsheet had bylined Paul Durnam) 
– wrote a lengthy story on Th ursday, 24 June headlined ‘Ashcroft 
moves offi  ce to cash-for-questions house’. Th e Times revelled in 
reporting that my Carlisle Group had moved its UK address to 19 
Catherine Place, close to Buckingham Palace. Th e building had 
formerly been occupied by Ian Greer, the political lobbyist at the 
centre of the ‘cash for questions’ scandal that destroyed the career of 
Neil Hamilton, the former Conservative Trade Minister. Ration-
ally such a non-event – my company moving from one London 
offi  ce to another – warranted, at the most, a paragraph in a busi-
ness diary. Stothard, however, had long ceased to be rational. By 
now, I knew that I was in for a long and diffi  cult summer.
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to make up that loss and that that somebody must have been me. 
As I left the breakfast table, I hoped this would be the end of the 
matter, but I also suspected that Stothard was not a man I could 
trust.
 I felt I had judged Stothard’s lack of integrity correctly when 
he made inquiries after the meeting about whether he could con-
sider what I had said over breakfast to be on the record, though it 
was quite clear that all the parties had agreed that we had talked 
off  the record. I was not happy to rely on him to report our wide-
ranging meeting fairly and accurately: I felt instinctively that he 
would be highly selective about which words he chose to report 
and which he chose to ignore. So I repeated that what I had said 
was undoubtedly off  the record, a response that Stothard was evi-
dently unhappy with.
 I had learned, shortly before my breakfast with Stothard, 
that – because of the concerns of the Honours Scrutiny Com-
mittee – my name was not on the newly published list of peers. 
I suspected, too, that this fact would be leaked by New Labour 
– almost certainly to Th e Times – and that it would report it in 
as sneering and as negative a way as possible. Within two days 
of our breakfast, my prediction had come true: Th e Times glee-
fully reported the story on Saturday, 19 June under the headline 
‘Party sidelines Hague candidate for red benches’. Although I was 
extremely disappointed not to be on the list, I was not surprised 
given the publicity surrounding the newspaper’s campaign against 
me. I resolved to be patient and to remove the obstacles that stood 
in my way.
 Th at weekend Amanda Platell, William Hague’s loyal and tal-
ented press secretary, of whom I am enormously fond, was keen 
that the Conservative Party should not be seen to be on the de-
fensive. She suggested that I give one or two newspaper interviews 
to journalists who would be willing to allow me a fair hearing. I 
chose to grant the fi rst political interviews of my life to two jour-
nalists who could be trusted to be fair – Joe Murphy, then the 
political editor of the Sunday Telegraph, and Simon Walters, the 
political editor of the Mail on Sunday.
 I told Joe that the claims made by Th e Times about the 
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DURING JULY 1999, Th e Times started to print increasingly 
grave allegations about me. On Tuesday, 13 July it carried a story 
across the whole of its front page headlined ‘“Shadow” over Tory 
treasurer: Leaked Foreign Offi  ce memos pose questions about 
Ashcroft’s integrity’. Th e newspaper had obtained Foreign Of-
fi ce documents from three years earlier. I was far less concerned 
by what the 1996 documents said – essentially the idle and mis-
chievous scribblings of a little-known diplomat – than by the 
breach of confi dentiality that allowed them to come into the pos-
session of Th e Times. Th ose who were determined to cause the 
Conservative Party in general and me in particular damage and 
embarrassment now stretched well beyond the paper.
 Th e memos were written after I had met some Foreign Of-
fi ce offi  cials to discuss my proposals to set up a bank in the Turks 
and Caicos Islands. It was a straightforward business proposal: I 
had experience of banking in Belize and wanted to expand those 
profi table interests elsewhere in the Caribbean. Charles Drace-
Francis, a Scottish diplomat with responsibility for the region, was 
reported by Th e Times as having written a letter in October 1996 
in which he speculated that I was pushing the request because 
‘he now has about $1 billion in cash and would obviously like to 
have his own bank to put it in – but cannot use the Belize bank’. 
Th e letter, which was sent to Patrick Moody who then headed the 
economic relations unit at the Foreign Offi  ce, continued: 

Incidentally, I noticed, –
a) Mr Ashcroft looked rather hungover,
b) his crumpled shirt was missing a button at the sleeve 
which he aff ected not to notice at fi rst,
c) we went to a rather ‘lower’ dive than usual.
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Later he added: ‘I found it slightly odd for a man with $1 billion 
burning a hole in his pocket to look so worried.’ 
 I felt irritated that someone who had gone out of his way to 
‘befriend’ me should be writing such snide things about me be-
hind my back. Th e reference to my crumpled shirt and missing 
button was unoffi  cial diplomatic code: a reference to someone’s 
‘laundry’ is meant to suggest that he or she may be involved in 
money laundering. I felt that Drace-Francis was nothing more 
than a snob: his basis for regarding me with suspicion appeared 
to be simply that I had made a great deal of money. Furthermore, 
even his less serious claims were untrue. As a moderate drinker, 
I did not have a hangover – I have not had one since my student 
days. I have also, unfortunately, never had a billion dollars in cash 
in my life. Incidentally, when Drace-Francis was interviewed in 
August 1999, as part of an offi  cial leak inquiry, he confi rmed that 
his allusion to ‘laundry’ was a play on words and was meant to 
refer to my alleged money-laundering activities.
 Th e Times article of 13 July marked another unwelcome mile-
stone. Th e newspaper started tagging all of its major stories about 
me ‘Th e Ashcroft Aff air’. Th is was utterly preposterous. Th e ‘af-
fair’ was one entirely of the paper’s making, yet the initial – and 
continued – use of the tag wrongly suggested to readers that there 
was a continuing scandal involving me.
 A second document was also leaked to the paper: a Foreign 
Offi  ce telegram from Gordon Baker, the then British High Com-
missioner in Belize, to Drace-Francis. Th e telegram, written in 
April 1997, said that Baker was no nearer knowing the truth of 
the ‘rumours about some of Ashcroft’s business dealings. But those 
rumours do cast a shadow over his reputation which ought not to 
be ignored.’ To this day, I have no idea to what these unidentifi ed 
rumours and unsubstantiated tittle-tattle refer. I doubt if Baker 
does either.
 Th e Times the following day was unrelenting. It was now 
clear that on virtually a daily basis the newspaper was going to 
devote pages of newsprint and thousands of words to anti-Ashcroft 
stories until I resigned or was removed as party Treasurer. Its is-
sue of Wednesday, 14 July devoted its ‘splash’ – the main page 1 
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story – and pages 4 and 5 to articles about me: the thrust of the 
front-page story was that I had resisted an attempt to clean up the 
Belize economy despite an offi  cial report that the country was 
open to the laundering of South American drugs money. I have 
never resisted any attempt to clean up the economy of Belize. Th e 
way the newspaper worded its article suggested that the country 
was fundamentally corrupt, which was untrue: the offi  cial report 
had been concerned about the extent of regulation that would be 
required in the future. Th e simple truth was that, to the best of 
my knowledge, there had never been at that time any corruption 
of any substance in Belize. Th e Times also carried a cartoon by 
Peter Brookes portraying me as William Hague’s puppet-master 
and him collapsing on the fl oor in a heap. Th e message was abun-
dantly clear: I was going to bring the leader of the Opposition 
down unless William acted fi rst to get rid of me.
 A leader article in the paper’s comment section on the same 
day was headlined ‘Hague and his money: Ashcroft and the Tories 
must soon be parted’. Th e article was the most stinging criticism 
yet of my role. It read:

It is not hard to see why senior Tories were so reluctant to 
be drawn yesterday on the subject of their buccaneering 
paymaster, Michael Ashcroft. Th e Conservative Party des-
perately needs the billionaire’s money: it desperately does 
not need the questioning which must inevitably follow 
from our reports of yesterday and today.
 William Hague entered offi  ce with a strategy to break 
with the ‘sleaze’ associated with the Major government. He 
quickly apologised for the Tories’ errors, gave his activists 
greater say in the party organisation and formed an Ethics 
and Integrity Committee to patrol his party’s morals. It 
can be argued that without Mr Ashcroft’s millions, espe-
cially in the immediate months after electoral destruction, 
he might barely have had a functioning party at all. Yet, 
with his continuing dependence on Mr Ashcroft as party 
treasurer, he risks all the rewards that a successful strategy 
might bring.
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 As we have reported in recent weeks, there is deep 
Conservative concern that a single man should have such 
power over their party. Th e more that becomes known 
about Mr Ashcroft, the more worrying the identity of that 
powerful man becomes. Mr Ashcroft has undoubted fi -
nancial skills: some of his critics show clear animus against 
him. And yet his foreign residence, overseas tax status and 
the stream of revelations about his political and business 
methods in the Caribbean do not make comfortable read-
ing for Conservatives ...

Th e leader continued:

Th e Tories’ professional campaigners, even as they spend 
Mr Ashcroft’s money, know that they can never attack the 
Labour Party for taking questionable donations while their 
treasurer is in the post. Cashing Mr Ashcroft’s cheques was 
surely in breach of the spirit, if not the letter, of the Tory 
leader’s promise not to accept ‘any foreign money’ ...
 Mr Hague has an awkward choice. His party can con-
tinue to take massive sums of money from a man who, 
according to the British diplomats whom we reported 
yesterday, has a ‘shadow over his reputation that ought 
not to be ignored’. He can put the kindliest possible con-
struction on our report today that Mr Ashcroft appeared 
to threaten the governor of Belize’s Central Bank that he 
would withdraw his considerable business interests from 
the country if fi nancial regulations were tightened up ...
 Yet, only last year, Mr Hague pledged that ‘we are not 
going to have in the future any of the kind of controver-
sies that have dogged us in the past over funding’. If Mr 
Hague were to win the next election, Mr Ashcroft would 
be running the fi nances of the party in charge of Britain’s 
economy. Yesterday the party chairman, Michael Ancram, 
dismissed the latest revelations as part of a ‘political cam-
paign’ against the Tory treasurer. Th at is nonsense. Mr 
Hague can either continue with this stalling tactic and 
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continue to keep his treasurer. Or he can turn away from 
the Realpolitik of Belize and face the reality of British 
politics.

 By now Th e Times was no longer making any secret of its 
objective: to get me removed as Treasurer. Th e leader article eff ec-
tively challenged William to sack me on the spot. It was Michael 
Ancram who had, in a private conversation with me, correctly 
assessed the motivation of Th e Times: every word of the article 
had been slanted to suit the newspaper’s twisted political agenda. 
It would be tedious to challenge and correct the article sentence 
by sentence. In any case, how can anyone defend himself from 
such a woolly charge that he had a ‘shadow over his reputation’? 
Th e giveaway, however, was that even Th e Times acknowledged 
that the US report had only said that money laundering was ‘a 
potential threat to Belize’, thereby confi rming that at the time in 
question it was not a problem. 
 As the campaign against me by Th e Times intensifi ed, some 
senior colleagues in the Conservative Party were getting increas-
ingly agitated. Th e Opposition always hopes that newspapers, 
particularly the broadsheets, will be full of stories which put the 
Government on the back foot. Th is was not the case for much 
of the early summer of 1999. Although William Hague and 
Michael Ancram, the party Chairman, were models of understand-
ing, there was a very small number of others in the party who were 
not so patient nor so considerate about my plight. I came under 
growing pressure to ‘do something’. I, in turn, explained to the 
party that I had to wait until the newspaper clearly overstepped 
the mark. I initially told party offi  cials that it was impossible for 
me to sue for defamation because I had not actually been accused 
of anything clear and specifi c enough. Any libel lawyer will tell 
his or her client to beware of suing on a general comment or an 
opinion or a subtle or ambiguous insinuation because the debate 
becomes so subjective and the outcome uncertain. Th e libel law-
yer’s bible, Gatley on Libel and Slander, puts it this way: ‘Th e only 
person who can contemplate with equanimity bringing an action 
for libel or slander is one with ample means, whose reputation is 
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unblemished, whose past contains no skeletons, and whose 
complaint is of a damaging and clear public misstatement of a 
specifi c fact.’ Indeed, if the misstatement is not clear enough, it 
may either be held to be comment or it may give rise to a pro-
longed trial which, in turn, tends to be complex and expensive.
 I employed lawyers to scrutinise every word written about me 
in Th e Times. For many years, I had used Keith Godfrey of Allen 
& Overy, the London fi rm of solicitors. Keith, who had a bril-
liantly sharp mind, had acted for me in virtually every transaction 
of my business life in Britain since the mid-1970s and I trusted 
him totally. However, on this occasion Allen & Overy could not 
represent me because the fi rm was acting for News International, 
the owner of Th e Times, on other matters. Because of this confl ict 
of interest, I turned to David Hooper, an experienced and well-
connected solicitor who worked for the City law fi rm Biddle. I 
also employed two experts in the fi eld of defamation – James Price 
QC and Mark Warby, who is now also a silk. David, James and 
Mark knew that, as soon Th e Times moved from reporting tire-
some innuendo to making a clear and specifi c factual allegation 
that directly attacked my integrity and damaged my reputation, 
I wanted to serve a writ on the paper. I was prepared to bide my 
time because I knew that, when I did sue for defamation, I in-
tended to go all the way to court – and I wanted to be sure that 
I was going to win. While it was irksome to see potential targets 
go by, I knew that if I held my nerve a better opportunity to sue 
would come along. It was like a lion stalking its prey: it has to be 
prepared to allow some opportunities go by in order to have the 
best chance of catching its target.
 After taking legal advice, I thought long and hard about suing 
Th e Times for defamation over its articles of 14 July. By suggest-
ing that I had ‘ferociously resisted’ attempts to clean up the Belize 
economy, the newspaper was undoubtedly inviting its readers to 
make the inference that I and my companies preferred a regime 
that facilitated money laundering and drug running. Such a sug-
gestion was preposterous. My company was a prominent member 
of the Belize Off shore Practitioners Association (BOPA). Th e or-
ganisation had vigorously supported all moves that enabled the 
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early detection of fi nancial crime and money laundering. BOPA 
had, in fact, drafted new legislation to assist in the national fi ght 
against these illegal practices and had supported a move by the 
Government of Belize towards accession to the Vienna Conven-
tion of 1988 against illicit traffi  c in narcotic drugs.
 I had also briefl y considered making a complaint to the Press 
Complaints Commission (PCC), the newspaper watchdog. Th is 
has certain advantages: it is a relatively quick, straightforward and 
low-cost process and newspapers can be forced to print correc-
tions. However, the PCC had no power to award damages, it was 
often reluctant to fi nd against newspapers and, all in all, I was not 
convinced that this route was the wisest. Complaining to the PCC 
was simply not appropriate given the scale of the newspaper’s as-
sault on me.  In addition, the PCC will not consider a complaint 
if it is the subject of legal action. I decided that at the right time 
my response needed to be through the courts with an action for 
defamation aimed at ending the campaign by Th e Times once and 
for all. I was assured by my lawyers that I would win in a legal ac-
tion against the newspaper over its 14 July articles, but I decided 
to be patient and wait for another attack on my name that was 
even more blatantly defamatory. I was confi dent I would not have 
to wait long.
 I was fortunate, in some ways, that this relentless attack by 
Th e Times had not taken place in the early months of my period 
as Treasurer. By the summer of 1999, I was a year into the job and 
I like to think that I had established my credentials as an eff ective 
fundraiser, controller of costs and reorganiser. Th is meant that the 
party was keen to keep me, not to ditch me. If I had been a new 
or ineff ective Treasurer, I suspect the party would not have been so 
loyal to me. I was also, of course, continuing to support the party 
fi nancially.
 On several occasions during the onslaught, I considered my 
position and debated whether, for the sake of the party, I ought 
to tender my resignation as Treasurer. Instinctively, however, I felt 
that the greater the pressure, the more I should resist. I had taken 
the view that it was Th e Times’s objective to force me to step down. 
I knew I had the moral high ground: I had done nothing illegal, 
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nothing to be ashamed of and nothing that made me inclined to 
fall on my sword. All in all, the more I thought about it, the more 
determined I became that my enemies at the newspaper should 
not get me.
 On Wednesday, 14 July 1999 – in the wake of the latest on-
slaught from Th e Times – I did, however, think the time had come 
to make a public statement to defend my professional integrity 
and to deny the ridiculous and off ensive suggestion that I had 
attempted to thwart eff orts to clean up Belize’s economy. My 
statement was virtually lost amid yet another front-page splash 
in Th e Times the next day, and further stories on pages 4 and 5 
were devoted to attacking me and my business interests in Belize. 
My statement sought to explain the real reason that I had become 
involved in the debate on the future of Belize’s economy: having 
struck a fi rm deal with Belize’s government in 1990 – one that was 
due to last for thirty years – I feared that politicians were about to 
renege on it.
 Th e statement ran to just four short paragraphs, yet when Th e 
Times carried it on page 5, it acted outrageously, cutting it sub-
stantially and changing the order of the sentences to make it read 
strangely.  Th e opening lines, which were largely removed by the 
paper, read: ‘I am appalled at the persistent campaign being waged 
against me by Th e Times and the distortions they have published. 
Th e reports in the last two days have been comprised of often 
incorrect, largely unconnected, insignifi cant incidents and details 
out of which they have sought to insinuate wrongdoing on my 
part. I condemn this process of smear. I can fi rmly state that the 
conclusions they seek to draw from it are without foundation.’ Th e 
statement went on:  ‘My concern, as chairman of my company, 
with a duty to its shareholders, was that the basis on which I, and 
others, had invested in Belize was retrospectively to be changed. 
It was to this that I was reacting fi rmly as would the chairman of 
any company in similar circumstances. I and my company have 
always supported the need for Belize to operate a well-regulated 
off shore fi nancial services sector. I deeply resent any insinuation 
to the contrary. I regret the attempt of political opponents and 
Th e Times to damage my reputation and standing. I also deplore 



110 111Dirty Politics, Dirty Times

the publication of these wholly unwarranted attacks on me.’
 On 15 July, for the second time in as many days, Th e Times 
carried a lengthy leader on me. It was headlined ‘Bunkered 
down: Ashcroft’s statement does not address the questions’. Th e 
article devoted considerable space to yet another Stothard-inspired 
rant:

Parties under pressure have a tendency to retreat to the 
bunker. It was from behind positions which were, in 
every sense, defensive that the Major Government sought 
to avoid open engagement with many of its troubles. Well-
founded investigations were rubbished, serious allegations 
shirked. Th e names of Ian Greer and Tim Smith must be 
etched, in frustration, on the bunker wall. William Hague 
promised to conduct his leadership in an altogether more 
open fashion and showed early signs of his commitment 
to candour. But the Tory party’s reaction to the growing 
concern about the business background of its treasurer, 
Michael Ashcroft, has so far disappointed.
 Th e party is back in the bunker, declining to test its 
case in the open, shirking examination of the questions. 
Last night sniper fi re came back from the bunker. A state-
ment by Mr Ashcroft was aimed at its investigators: he 
condemned Th e Times for our journalistic campaign – the 
treasurer tried to shoot the messenger. But Mr Ashcroft’s 
statement is very far from the open engagement with 
troubling questions which the situation demands.
 Th e reports we have published this week have caused 
well-founded disquiet among senior Conservatives. A past 
member of the party’s board of fi nance, John Straff ord, 
has expressed public concern, and the former prime min-
isterial aide, Sir Timothy Kitson, has asked for the matter 
to be referred to the party’s Ethics and Integrity Commit-
tee. Th e worries stretch from right to left across the Tory 
family. And they will only be deepened by our reports 
today about the peculiar fi nancial arrangements between 
Mr Ashcroft and Belize’s electricity company.
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Th ose reports had tried to suggest that there was a scandal over 
a perfectly legitimate payment to one of my companies from the 
Belize Government in a deal relating to the partial privatisation of 
Belize Electricity.  Th e leader next purported to answer my state-
ment:

Rather than addressing these concerns in a proper spirit of 
openness, the Tories have sought to close matters down. 
Mr Ashcroft’s statement alleges that our reports have been 
‘often incorrect, largely unconnected and insignifi cant’. 
He provides no detailed explanation of which reports are 
incorrect and which insignifi cant.
 Is it insignifi cant that a man who holds the purse 
strings of a potential British Government should have 
been reported threatening Britain’s interests to advance 
his own? Is it without signifi cance that such a man would 
resist regulations intended to tackle crime because his own 
fi nancial interest, albeit legitimate, might suff er? Is it of no 
signifi cance that companies connected with Mr Ashcroft 
should enjoy peculiar tax benefi ts as a consequence of his 
political infl uence in Belize?
 Th ese incidents may be unconnected in Mr Ashcroft’s 
mind but they connect very clearly in the minds of many 
Tories. Th ey form a pattern of behaviour which has 
provoked genuine disquiet. And which demands detailed 
explanation.
 Conservative attempts to question how troubling in-
formation about Mr Ashcroft came to light is intended to 
divert attention from the real issue, his fi tness to hold the 
offi  ce he enjoys. Rather than questioning the provenance 
of these revelations, throwing sand in questing eyes, the 
Tories should address themselves to answering the con-
cerns raised. It is time to come out of the bunker. 

 On Friday, 16 July, there was yet another prominent front-
page story and yet another spread on me on pages 4 and 5. Th e 
front-page story was headlined ‘British diplomat tells Tories to 
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launch Ashcroft inquiry’. Th e newspaper had based its story on 
a letter it had been sent by David Mackilligin, the former British 
High Commissioner in Belize for four years until 1994. Th e art-
icle stated that Mackilligin wanted William Hague to launch an 
inquiry into my activities and said that I could not escape respon-
sibility for making Belize ‘a tempting target for drug runners’. 
It was a strange intervention, but then Mackilligin is a strange 
man. Andrew Mitchell, a Conservative MP, recalled visiting him 
when he was Britain’s commercial and aid counsellor in Indo-
nesia. Not long into their meeting, Mackilligin swept a pile of 
papers violently to the fl oor before leaping on to his desk where 
he began shouting: ‘I hate this country! I hate it! I fucking hate 
it!’ Mackilligin then moved on to the coff ee table where he stood 
doing an impersonation of a chimpanzee before telling Andrew: 
‘Th ere. Now you’ve seen a mad diplomat.’ However, Th e Times 
was never that choosy about who provided information about me: 
it would probably have accepted it from a real chimpanzee pro-
vided the information was potentially damaging. Andrew is now 
shadow minister for international development and deservedly in 
the Shadow Cabinet.
 I later discovered another interesting twist to Mackilligin’s 
letter, which was much longer than the correspondence that 
usually appears on the letters page. His original letter had been 
heavily edited and this had changed the meaning of it. I knew this 
because Mackilligin had spoken with a journalist from another 
newspaper – the Mail on Sunday – and had complained about 
the editing. Indeed, he was so angry that he faxed a journalist on 
the Mail on Sunday a copy of his original letter, pointing out the 
diff erences between it and the published text. Th e Times later said 
it had been forced to cut the letter for ‘reasons of space’. Th e cuts 
had conveniently, from Stothard’s point of view, included virtu-
ally every word that Mackilligin had written in support of me and 
my dealings with the Foreign and Commonwealth Offi  ce (FCO). 
Th e parts of the letter that were cut included his statement that, 
as regards my business interests in Belize, I had been treated by 
the FCO in the same way as any other British businessman. 
Even more signifi cantly, Mackilligin said in another unpublished 
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sentence that I had never tried to wield any ‘improper infl uence’ 
and that if I had done he was confi dent he would have heard abut 
it on the effi  cient ‘FCO grapevine’.
 By now, Th e Times was eff ectively operating a Belize offi  ce 
from the Radisson Fort George Hotel, close to my home in Belize. 
Dominic Kennedy, one of the paper’s reporters, had been sent to 
dig for ‘dirt’ on me. He was trawling around a long list of polit-
ical and business contacts in the country, many of whom either 
refused to talk to him or reported straight back to me what Ken-
nedy had been questioning them about. By now, too, I realised 
that I had to prepare myself for a lengthy and costly battle against 
Th e Times, and that, as is my nature, I might have to go on the 
off ensive sooner rather than later.
 I was not the only one who was unhappy with the amount of 
negative attention that I and the nation of Belize were receiving. I 
was fortunate at this stage that, partly out of self-preservation and 
partly out of loyalty towards me, a number of infl uential organ-
isations and individuals came to my defence. Th e Government of 
Belize, most of all, was angry at the way Th e Times was seeking to 
portray the country as a small nation dominated by corruption 
and eager to profi t from money laundering. On 19 July 1999, the 
Government of Belize wrote an open letter to British newspapers 
in general and Th e Times in particular giving unequivocal support 
to the role that I had played in the country. It read:

Britain and Belize are separated by 4,000 miles of Atlantic 
Ocean, but in many ways we are very close. Her Majesty 
the Queen is our Head of State, we speak English, and we 
are governed by the rule of law. Th e ties between our two 
countries are many, various and strong.
 It is particularly distressing, therefore, that British 
newspapers should appear intent on infl icting damage to 
the good reputation of our small but proud nation.
 We have reason to be grateful to Ambassador H.E. 
Michael Ashcroft, for his commitment to our country has 
in recent years become an investment boost to our devel-
oping country. He has invested in Belize, and others have 
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followed his example.
 Th is does not mean, as has been suggested, that he 
exerts an unhealthy control over our country. His appoint-
ment as our Ambassador to the United Nations refl ects 
our confi dence in his ability to represent us eff ectively. He 
has no role in the formulation of policy.
 Michael Ashcroft is a very successful businessman, 
who has earned a reputation in Belize for being tough. 
But he is also fair, and, in our experience, entirely trust-
worthy and reliable.
 We consider as baseless and preposterous recent al-
legations of improper infl uence and pressure, of money 
laundering and of drug traffi  cking.

Th e statement went further:

Th e Government of Belize or our Central Bank have never 
been asked any questions about Michael Ashcroft by the 
United States Drug Enforcement Agency [sic]. Indeed, 
only last week, we contacted the US Embassy in Belize 
which categorically repeated that there is no information 
even suggesting that Michael Ashcroft is under investi-
gation or on some watch list. Additionally the structure 
of our banking system is inimical to money laundering, 
and Michael Ashcroft’s companies have been amongst the 
most active supporters of fi nancial regulation and con-
trol.
 Th ere are already indications of the damage which our 
country might sustain as a result of the current rag-bag 
of unsubstantiated allegations in the British press which 
seems to be totally insensitive and unmindful of the pos-
sible negative eff ect on investor confi dence.
 We have no wish to become embroiled in the polit-
ical aff airs of Britain, but the time has now come when 
the British press should either produce evidence to sub-
stantiate its allegations or cease this campaign of smear 
and whispering, which not only stains the reputation of 
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Michael Ashcroft but puts at risk the economy and liveli-
hood of the Belizean people.

 Th e Government of Belize was not alone in springing to my 
defence. Keith Arnold, the Governor of the Central Bank of Be-
lize, had written an open handwritten letter three days earlier – on 
16 July – putting the record straight. ‘As Governor of the Central 
Bank of Belize since January 1992, I can confi rm that the Drug 
Enforcement Agency has never sought assistance from the Central 
Bank of Belize on any money-laundering matter relating to Mr 
Michael Ashcroft or any of his business interests in Belize.’
 On the same day that the Government of Belize issued its 
supporting statement, the US State Department’s Western 
Hemisphere Aff airs department drew up a press release that was 
intended as guidance for journalists.  Headed ‘Belize: Concerns 
about Michael Ashcroft’, it read:

Context: Articles in London newspapers have accused 
Michael Ashcroft, a citizen of both the UK and Belize, 
of shady fi nancial dealings. Th e articles implied the 
USG [United States Government] was concerned about 
Ashcroft’s possible involvement in money-laundering and 
that the USG had raised these concerns with the Govern-
ment of the UK. Ashcroft is extremely wealthy and has 
tremendous infl uence in the fi nancial sector in Belize. He 
is also active in politics in the UK, and the allegations 
may be part of a politically-motivated smear campaign to 
discredit him in the UK. However, the USG has no in-
formation linking him directly to money laundering. Nor 
have we ever raised specifi c concerns about Ashcroft with 
either the Belizean or British Governments.
 Q: What concerns about Michael Ashcroft has the 
US Government raised with the Government of the UK?
 A: Embassy London has not made any approach to 
the British Government about Michael Ashcroft. We 
know of no United States Government approach to the 
British Government about Mr Ashcroft.
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 Not surprisingly perhaps, given Th e Times’s motives, these 
statements were given no coverage. Indeed, on 16 July, just as 
Keith Arnold, the Governor of the Central Bank of Belize, was 
penning his letter of support, events had taken an interesting turn 
in the newspaper’s offi  ces in London E1.

AS THE days and weeks passed in the summer of 1999, it was 
clear that the campaign against me was failing to gain critical mass. 
Peter Stothard, Tom Baldwin and others were troubled: the scalp 
they wanted was eluding them and their campaign needed new 
material and new life. John Bryant, the paper’s deputy editor, who 
is well grounded in news, had been saying for weeks: ‘Where’s the 
silver bullet? We need the silver bullet.’ At this time, Th e Times 
operated two separate fi efdoms. Th e comment and opinion pages 
were under the sole discretion and direction of Stothard, while the 
news pages were left under the supervision of Bryant. Each fi ef-
dom left the other well alone and the system worked well until the 
newspaper began running story after story about me. Th en Sto-
thard started encroaching on Bryant’s ‘patch’, resulting in, fi rst, a 
collision and, eventually, a disaster.
 Toby Follett had been disappointed by the response of Chan-
nel 4. Without telling either Fulcrum or Channel 4, he went in 
search of a new market. He approached the Independent with a 
view to selling his story, claiming that he was able to support it 
with confi dential documents.  Follett had placed some stories with 
the paper in the past but on this occasion the Independent was not 
interested in buying his ‘scoop’. Rather helpfully, it pointed out 
that Th e Times had been running a campaign against me – one 
that seemed to have passed Follett by. 
 So on the morning of Friday, 16 July 1999 Follett rang Th e 
Times and was put through to the editor’s offi  ce, where John Bry-
ant took his call. Follett explained that he had been working on 
a Channel 4 documentary about me and, having seen the stories 
Th e Times had been running, was concerned that the newspaper 
was about to steal his thunder. He said that he had a ‘briefcase full 
of documents’ and was prepared to pool his investigative work 
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with that of Th e Times. Bryant was interested by what Follett had 
to say and invited him to the newspaper’s offi  ces at 3 p.m. that 
afternoon.
 When Follett arrived at the main reception of News Inter-
national at 3 p.m., he was taken to see Bryant, the former Daily 
Mail executive who had fi rst come to public attention many years 
earlier when he helped Zola Budd, the South African middle-
distance runner. Stothard was still at lunch, so Bryant and Follett 
had a long discussion during which the deputy editor concluded 
that his visitor was a complete fl ake. Bryant was preparing politely 
to show Follett the door when Stothard returned from lunch and 
ushered Follett into his offi  ce across from Bryant’s. Th e deputy 
editor followed the two men into the room.
 Follett then produced some of the Drug Enforcement Ad-
ministration (DEA) documents containing my name. He spread 
them out on the table in Stothard’s offi  ce, but made it clear he 
was not prepared to leave them with the newspaper. At some stage 
during the meeting, Bryant excused himself, saying he needed to 
visit the lavatory. He took his own papers with him, but at the 
same time managed to scoop up some of Follett’s documents. As 
he passed the secretaries outside, he handed them Follett’s docu-
ments and whispered, ‘Quick. I want you to get the best possible 
copies of these. I’m going to the loo. On the way back, I’ll pick up 
the originals from you.’ Th is was done, and when Bryant returned 
to Stothard’s offi  ce, so did Follett’s papers, just as surreptitiously 
as they had left in the fi rst place.
 Follett was to have a busier afternoon than he had expected 
at the offi  ces of Th e Times. An overexcited Stothard had called 
in Tom Baldwin and Alastair Brett, the paper’s legal manager, to 
join the meeting. As Follett talked of his contact, Jonathan Ran-
del, and the position he held in the DEA, a mood of triumph 
overtook Stothard, Baldwin and Brett. At last, it seemed, they 
had the ‘silver bullet’. Bryant was less persuaded and sought out 
Andrew Pierce, a senior reporter, putting him on notice that there 
were some documents that needed to be checked out. By the time 
Bryant returned to the meeting, Stothard had taken the deci-
sion to run a story in the next day’s paper. Bryant’s immediate 
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reaction was ‘No’: he felt this was a diffi  cult story which needed 
to be properly checked out and corroborated. Was it all a hoax? 
Even if it was not a hoax, what did it all mean? More time was 
needed, Bryant warned. ‘Ashcroft’s a litigious man. He’ll sue,’ he 
said. Stothard would hear none of it. He went out of the meeting 
and asked Pierce to call Jonathan Randel. By now, other reporters 
had sensed that something was up and a palpable sense of excite-
ment started to grow in the newsroom. Pierce started by ringing 
international directory inquiries to get the number for the DEA in 
Atlanta. Th e next call was considered so vital that, as Pierce made it 
from his desk, Stothard sat anxiously behind him, eager to witness 
the call at fi rst hand. Pierce then rang the DEA number and asked 
whether Jonathan Randel worked there. ‘Of course,’ came the 
reply. Pierce checked Randel’s job title and asked to be put through 
to him. Randel answered the phone and confi rmed that he knew 
Follett. Furthermore, he confi rmed to Pierce that he knew of me. 
‘Has Ashcroft been interviewed by the DEA?’ Pierce asked. Randel 
replied, ‘He has not been questioned personally, but his name, his 
bank and his businesses have been tied to our inquiries.’ Randel 
lied when he said that I had been ‘tied’ to the inquiries, but this 
rushed four-minute conversation – together with the documents 
that the journalists had seen – was enough ‘proof ’ for Th e Times. 
By the time Follett left the newspaper’s offi  ce, he had made it clear 
that he was after two things – his name attached to one or more of 
the future stories (which newspapers are often reluctant to agree 
to when dealing with freelancers they do not know) and money 
(although he had apparently agreed to divide any earnings with 
Randel). When Follett eventually departed late that afternoon, he 
took with him all his documents – unaware that some had been 
copied and that these duplicates would remain in Wapping.
 I will provide my detailed comments later on the substance 
– or rather the lack of it – of the NADDIS documents. Th e copies 
of the chaotic and haphazard records listed, among other things, 
my ‘links’ to the case of Th omas Ricke, the American jailed in 
1992 for laundering money gained from organised crime. Th ere 
were other hastily written records of possible ‘links’ I had to three 
other drugs investigations but, crucially, nothing to suggest that I 
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had been, or was currently, at the centre of a DEA investigation. 
Follett also had a second set of documents which he had obtained 
during his earlier ‘fact-fi nding’ trip to America, but these likewise 
provided no evidence that I or any of my businesses had done 
anything wrong.
 Perhaps the desperation of Th e Times’s journalists for a big 
story initially clouded their judgement. Once they had hurriedly 
digested the contents of the DEA reports on me, however, senior 
journalists at Th e Times must have known, as reasonably intel-
ligent people, that they eff ectively had a gun but no bullets. From 
that moment onwards, therefore, their aim was to show the gun 
and not let their readers know that there were no bullets. Such 
little journalistic integrity as they had shown up to that point now 
evaporated. Th e paper no longer made any pretence of carrying 
news stories: it was simply trying to smear me.
 Instead of carefully checking out the story and asking experts 
to analyse the importance and relevance of the NADDIS records, 
Th e Times scrambled together a story for its issue the next day. 
Most days the paper was off -stone at 8 p.m., but on Fridays the 
deadlines were earlier and the paper went off -stone at around 7 
p.m. Th is meant that just four hours after Follett had walked into 
the building with his DEA documents, and against the advice 
of the experienced executive in charge of news, Stothard took a 
breathtaking risk with my reputation – not to mention that of his 
newspaper – by publishing a story the next day. ‘Drugs agency 
has Ashcroft on its fi les’ was the front-page splash in Th e Times of 
Saturday, 17 July. Th e story read:

Th e US Drug Enforcement Administration has a series of 
fi les in which Michael Ashcroft, the Conservative Party 
treasurer, is named after several years of investigations into 
cocaine smuggling and money laundering in Belize.
 Offi  cial DEA documents seen by Th e Times in its 
London offi  ces yesterday make numerous mentions of Mr 
Ashcroft and his extensive business interests in Belize and 
the Caribbean.
 Mr Ashcroft had come under scrutiny as part of four 
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separate investigations dating back to the late 1980s to 
the early 1990s. ‘He has not been questioned personally 
but his name, his bank and his businesses have been tied 
to our inquiries,’ a senior DEA source told Th e Times last 
night. 

Th is so-called senior DEA source was, of course, Jonathan 
Randel. Th e article continued: 

Th ere is no suggestion that the DEA, a federal body with 
sweeping powers to stem the fl ow of drugs pouring into 
America, will lay charges against Mr Ashcroft, who spends 
most of his time in Florida. Mr Ashcroft was not spoken 
to by the DEA in the course of its inquiries.
 Th e Tory party treasurer’s name appears for a number 
of reasons, including his ownership of the Bank of Belize 
and the role played by his fi rms in regulating the country’s 
lucrative off shore shipping and fi nancial services indus-
tries. At least one of the investigations has a European 
dimension.

 Until the day before publication, when I was approached by 
Th e Times, I had no idea that my name was recorded on DEA 
fi les. I had to respond to the paper without seeing the details of 
my record, but I was determined to give a vigorous response. Th e 
paper, for once, used my statement prominently in the story:

If such a fi le exists, and I have no evidence that it does, 
obviously it contains no facts that would sustain a charge 
as there has been no such charge, and the DEA has never 
even made any attempt to contact me.
 I make this categorical statement: I have never been 
involved in drug-traffi  cking or money-laundering. My 
business aff airs are entirely proper and no amount of 
smear, rumour or innuendo will alter that fact.
 I am a tough and determined man and I have made 
many enemies over the years. I also have many aggressive 
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competitors, and I am involved in politics which has al-
ways attracted dirty tricks and smear tactics. Now I can 
add Th e Times to my list of enemies. However, being an 
enemy doesn’t make you right, simply hostile.
 I set up Crimestoppers in 1987. I am Chairman of 
the Trustees. I have given this organisation millions of 
pounds and over the last 12 years it has been responsible 
for 29,000 arrests. Given these facts – as opposed to ru-
mours – I clearly do not condone wrong-doing.

 I regarded the story as a despicable piece of journalism. It 
was simply a smear tactic using the DEA references to cause me 
maximum embarrassment and damage. Yet there was not a single 
allegation against me and I had never even been questioned, let 
alone charged, by the DEA or any policing authority. Th e Times 
had hurried into print when only a cursory check with the DEA 
would have revealed that millions of people around the world have 
a DEA reference – and even a NADDIS number – solely because 
of the nature of their job or the people they have travelled with or 
met either professionally or socially. 
 Th e paper, yet again, used the story as its front-page lead story 
and had more background – much of it repeating claims and in-
nuendoes of recent weeks – on pages 4 and 5. I sensed, however, 
that Th e Times was getting increasingly desperate and that I might 
not have to wait long before the paper overstepped the mark even 
more outrageously than it had done already.

I TOO, however, had spent a busy few days deciding my strat-
egy against the newspaper. My battle with Th e Times was reaching 
crunch-point and I felt that it was important for me at this stage 
to be seen as confi dent of my position, which was exactly what I 
was. So that weekend I gave interviews to three media organisa-
tions – two newspapers and a radio station – that I was convinced 
would give me a fair hearing.
 My fi rst interview was with Andrew Alderson, the chief 
reporter of the Sunday Telegraph, whom I agreed to meet on the 
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recommendation of a friend. I revealed details of my funding to 
the Conservative Party, which at that point totalled more than £3 
million. Th e aim of the disclosures was to show just how inaccurate 
the initial stories in Th e Times had been. It was, however, another 
story which the journalist picked up independently – but which 
I eventually confi rmed off  the record to be true – that caused the 
biggest stir. Th e Sunday Telegraph revealed in a front-page story 
of 18 July that I had been promised a peerage by a government 
minister if I defected to the Labour Party. Th e minister told me 
that I could ‘get an honour quicker with us than the Tories’ given 
that Labour was in power. Even now I do not intend to identify 
the minister because it was clearly intended as a private conversa-
tion and I do not want to break his, or her, trust. I have no doubt, 
however, that the approach – which I quickly dismissed – was 
serious. 
 I also gave an interview that weekend to Jeff  Randall, then the 
editor of Sunday Business. I acknowledged to Jeff , who is someone 
I have known and respected for many years, that the controversy 
over my interests in Belize was damaging my party. ‘Th is is not 
good for the Conservative party, I accept that. But everyone takes 
a buff eting in politics and I guess I have been overdue [one],’ I 
said, adding: ‘I’m one of life’s buccaneers and I’ll take on a very 
aggressive challenge.’ 
 Finally, and perhaps most signifi cantly that weekend, I gave 
an interview to Andrew Neil, the broadcaster, publisher and 
writer, for his popular BBC Radio 5 Live show called Breakfast 
with Andrew Neil. It was my fi rst interview for radio or television 
about the problems that I had faced as Treasurer of the Conser-
vative Party. Andrew has a reputation as a tough questioner, but 
he is also fair. He prefaced our interview by briefl y summarising 
Th e Times’s campaign against me. ‘And now Michael Ashcroft is 
fi ghting back. He’s given interviews to both the Sunday Business 
newspaper and the Sunday Telegraph, and he’s given a broadcast 
interview – but only one: it’s to this programme.’
 I told Andrew that I had no intention of stepping down as 
Treasurer of the party and that at no time had I off ered my resig-
nation to William Hague. I also tendered my fi rst explanation for 
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how I thought I had ended up on Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion fi les. Andrew said: ‘But it is, surely, of concern to yourself and 
to everybody else that you are making numerous appearances in 
Drug Enforcement Agency [sic] fi les?’ I replied: ‘Th e only thing I 
can answer to that is that the suggestion is outrageous. But there 
again, I do operate in the Central American area, and therefore 
I would expect that someone who is one of the largest movers 
and shakers is always of interest. But I did speak yesterday to the 
American Ambassador who was there for fi ve years until last year 
[in fact George Bruno was in post 1994–7]. And he confi rmed to 
me that as far as he was concerned the American authorities had 
no worries or concerns about me at all.’
 I was open with Andrew about my fi nancial assistance to the 
Conservative Party. I confi rmed that £3 million was a reasonable 
estimate of my total donations at that point. Andrew then asked: 
‘In addition to the £3 million that you’ve talked about in dona-
tions to the Tory Party from yourself, have you paid off  previous 
debts due to the Conservatives and are you helping to secure the 
existing debt?’ I replied: ‘No. I’ve never guaranteed any overdraft 
of the Conservative Party and, no, I haven’t paid off  any debts 
other than the part which came through the contributions that 
I’ve just mentioned to you.’
 Giving any interview, but particularly one to a radio or tele-
vision programme, is always a gamble because you do not know 
what is going to be thrown at you. As I have indicated, I am a 
private rather than a secretive man, but I believe that given the 
unusual circumstances it was the right thing to do. Tim Franks, 
Radio 5’s political correspondent, clearly thought I had emerged 
from my grilling well because he was asked by Andrew Neil for his 
live reaction to my decision to speak to two Sunday newspapers 
and Radio 5 Live. Th e political correspondent replied: ‘It’s almost 
slightly surprising that he hasn’t spoken until now, because it’s 
been the whole perception of the man in the shadows, this percep-
tion of sleaze, that word you keep using in your interview, “con-
troversy”, that’s surrounded him. And in a sense it makes absolute 
sense for him to come out now and to deny all this because at the 
moment, up until this point, we just had these stories running in 
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the newspapers and there’d been nothing really concrete to coun-
ter it. So I think tactically it’s absolutely the right thing for him to 
have done. And clearly he has absolutely no intention of off ering 
his resignation.’

EVEN AS my interview was being aired on the morning of Sun-
day, 18 July, Toby Follett was preparing to revisit Th e Times’s east 
London offi  ces. He had a busy few days ahead of him as the news-
paper worked day and night to prepare its latest stories against 
me. Indeed, Follett went to the offi  ces of Th e Times for three con-
secutive days until Tuesday, 20 July, and had a series of meetings 
with senior representatives from the newspaper.
 Over the weekend, I had asked David Hooper, my solicitor, 
to write to the editor of Th e Times urging him to publish the DEA 
reports on me in full. David wrote to Peter Stothard on 18 July 
saying that Andrew Pierce, the paper’s assistant editor, had indi-
cated that Th e Times intended to publish extracts from the report 
over the coming week. ‘If Mr Pierce is right, it clearly exposes 
your paper’s intention to use the report selectively in an attempt 
to damage and smear our client’s reputation rather than to inform 
the public by the publication of accurate and truthful informa-
tion. If the latter had been the case you would have published 
full details yesterday,’ David wrote. ‘Your approach seems to be-
long to the realm of the witchhunt rather than proper reporting. 
Smear and innuendo appear to be being used to mask a lack of 
hard information. Publishing carefully selected quotations of the 
DEA report would be in clear breach of your obligations under 
the Press Code. Considerations of fairness and the right of reply 
seem to have been jettisoned some time ago. If there is any justifi -
cation for publishing the DEA report it should be published in its 
entirety.’  
 Predictably enough, Stothard refused to publish the reports in 
full. Over the weekend, however, the news was dominated, not by 
my minimal references in DEA documents, but by a tragedy: the 
death of John F. Kennedy Jr in a plane crash off  the eastern coast 
of America. For once, even Th e Times had to concede that this was 
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of more interest to its readers than yet further smears about the 
Treasurer of the Conservative Party. For a couple of days, articles 
about me received reduced prominence, but the newspaper con-
tinued to print negative stories.
 On Monday, 19 July, Th e Times carried a front-page story 
headlined ‘Portillo raises doubts about Ashcroft links’. Th e article, 
written by Tom Baldwin and Roland Watson, read:

Senior Tories led by Michael Portillo, the former Cabinet 
minister, have questioned William Hague’s judgement in 
appointing Michael Ashcroft as Tory party treasurer. Mr 
Portillo has told friends he had always feared that sus-
picions over the sources of Mr Ashcroft’s wealth might 
embarrass the party.
 It is also understood that John Major, when he was 
Tory leader, was told by advisers to ‘keep his distance’ 
from the controversial billionaire.
 At the same time, another former Cabinet minister 
gave warning that unless Mr Hague could mount a con-
certed fi ght to clear Mr Ashcroft’s name, he would have 
to reconcile himself to losing his treasurer. Although Mr 
Portillo emphasised he had no specifi c evidence against 
Mr Ashcroft, he said privately that the rumours surround-
ing the businessman’s activities should have been enough 
to prevent him from being appointed to such a senior post 
in the party.
 Th e former Defence Secretary told friends that the Tor-
ies had to do more to counter their reputation for sleaze, 
saying the issue could keep the party out of power in the 
way industrial unrest in the 1970s did for Labour. Th e 
Times has disclosed that the Drug Enforcement Adminis-
tration in America had fi les naming Mr Ashcroft and his 
Belize businesses in connection with investigations into 
money-laundering and drug-traffi  cking. DEA sources 
said there were no plans to charge the Tory treasurer with 
any off ence.
 In an interview with BBC radio, Mr Ashcroft said: 
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‘What I have managed to piece together is that there was 
something that terminated in 1992 and in which it was 
more a general look at Belize than me.’ He said it was out-
rageous to suggest that he had personally been involved in 
money-laundering or drug-traffi  cking.
 He also made it clear that he had no intention of re-
signing as Tory party treasurer and said he had not even 
spoken to Mr Hague last week. He said: ‘I am one of life’s 
buccaneers and I’ll take on a very aggressive challenge.’

I was initially slightly surprised by the comments that had been 
attributed to Michael Portillo. However, he assured me later that 
they had been taken out of context and apologised if the mis-
understanding had caused me any embarrassment. Since I was 
all too aware myself of the sloppy standards of the newspaper’s 
reporting, I was happy to accept Michael’s explanation. For all his 
complexities, I believe he is a decent man.
   On the same day, Th e Times also devoted page 4 to me with 
the disgraceful headline ‘Ashcroft admits US drugs inquiry’ – it 
was clearly designed to imply that I was actively under suspicion 
of being involved in skulduggery – rather than a more truth-
ful and representative headline indicating that I denied any 
involvement in drugs traffi  cking or money laundering. A more 
appropriate and accurate headline would have been along the lines 
of ‘Ashcroft denies any role in drugs trade’.
 Th at Monday morning of 19 July, even as the newspaper kept 
up its frenzied attacks on me and with Follett still midway through 
his debriefi ng, there were those on Th e Times who had serious 
reservations about the wisdom of its stories about me. John Bry-
ant, the newspaper’s experienced and wily deputy editor, called 
all those involved in the stories about me – with the exception 
of Stothard – together for a meeting. He said there should be no 
more ‘stuff  about Ashcroft’ in the paper until the ‘silver bullet’ 
had been produced, as he was not satisfi ed from what he had seen 
that there was anything in the DEA material that met the required 
standard of evidence. Th e meeting broke up with a general sense 
of relief, but one of those present, Tom Baldwin, went behind 
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Bryant’s back to Stothard and persuaded the editor to overrule the 
deputy editor’s diktat. 
 Th e newspaper’s reporting continued to go from bad to worse. 
Th e Times used Randel’s documents to stage an assault against me 
in its edition of Wednesday, 21 July. On this occasion, I was photo-
graphed on the front page leaving Tory Central Offi  ce after a 
routine visit. Th e accompanying story was headlined ‘Tories strive 
to defend embattled treasurer’ and was a pathetic attempt to try to 
persuade readers that my days as Treasurer were drawing to a close. 
Perhaps the paper felt that if it made this claim that I was about to 
be sacked as Treasurer often enough it would somehow come true. 
Th e article began: ‘Th e Tories have launched a concerted eff ort 
to bolster the position of Michael Ashcroft, the party treasurer, 
amid a growing belief at Westminster that his days are numbered.’ 
Th e phrase ‘growing belief ’ – without any attribution – is another 
tired old journalistic trick: unidentifi ed and supposedly numerous 
people were lumped together as if they held a common opinion. 
Who were these Westminster sources? Members of the Labour 
Party? Journalists on Th e Times? Whoever they were – if indeed 
they existed at all – they were wrong. Yet, given the way the story 
was worded, it was impossible for me to refute or challenge the 
claims at the time.
 It was, however, a story on page 9 that was the straw which 
broke the camel’s back. Bylined by the then unknown Toby Fol-
lett – together with Tom Baldwin – it was headlined ‘File has 
practical value for agents’. Th e article began:

Michael Ashcroft is named in the fi les of the United States 
Drug Enforcement Administration because the informa-
tion is thought to be of ‘practical value’ to their agents’ 
investigations.
 He is suffi  ciently important to be given his own in-
dex number on the Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs 
Information System (NADDIS), which, according to a 
confi dential DEA memo seen by Th e Times, should not be 
‘cluttered’ with useless information.
 Last week Th e Times disclosed that Mr Ashcroft, 
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who has extensive business and political interests in 
Central America and the Caribbean, was named in four 
separate investigations into drug-traffi  cking and money-
laundering. Senior Tories have tried to dismiss the report 
as a ‘red herring’, suggesting that he was referred to only in 
passing because of his prominent role in the Belize econ-
omy. Mr Ashcroft later said it was ‘outrageous’ to suggest 
he had been involved in any criminal activity.
 Although there is no suggestion that the DEA plans 
to lay charges against him, senior offi  cials within the or-
ganisation have confi rmed that Mr Ashcroft’s name, as 
well as businesses including the Belize Bank, have been 
tied to investigations dating back to 1989.
 Th e memo from the DEA says that people on the 
NADDIS index should include those suspected of drug 
violations or connected to businesses and vessels suspect-
ed of involvement in the narcotics trade. It adds: ‘Business 
fi rms or vessels which are just incidentally involved will 
not be indexed.’
 Th e criteria for indexing also rules out ‘offi  cials of 
business fi rms’ if they are not suspects or have not been 
‘contacted in the course of the investigations’. Yesterday, 
as the Tory leadership mounted a concerted eff ort to shore 
up Mr Ashcroft’s position, the party treasurer spent most 
of the day locked in private meetings at Conservative 
Central Offi  ce.
 At the same time, two Commons motions were tabled 
to increase pressure on Mr Hague ...

 Th is story went further than before in suggesting, without 
anything to back it up, that I had been an important fi gure in the 
DEA agents’ inquiries. As was to be characteristic of Th e Times’s 
campaign, these serious accusations were not properly put to me 
in advance of publication. A journalist from the newspaper had 
contacted David Hooper, my solicitor, the day before the article 
was printed. David had made the reasonable and proper request 
that any questions should be forwarded to me in writing so that 
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they could be addressed fully. Th is request, as with countless 
others like them in the past and future, was turned down.
 Th e article – as my legal team readily confi rmed – had over-
stepped the mark by a long way. It was grossly defamatory and was 
designed to leave the reader in no doubt that the DEA believed 
that I was a suspected drugs runner – and a key suspect at that. 
Th e report was clearly saying that agents of the DEA suspected 
me of involvement in four separate investigations, and of drugs 
traffi  cking and money laundering. I was also perturbed by the 
claim that ‘senior offi  cials within the organisation have confi rmed 
that Mr Ashcroft’s name, as well as businesses including the Belize 
Bank, have been tied to investigations dating back to 1989’. Th is, 
I would later discover however, was false: Th e Times’s only source 
within the DEA was the abjectly inept Jonathan Randel.
 On Tuesday, 20 July, between 9.40 a.m. and 10.58 a.m. local 
time, Jonathan Randel accessed six fi les from NADDIS which 
contained references to me. He printed off  copies of the fi les on 
a DEA printer. For some reason, the DEA has always referred to 
these as the ‘Dallas’ documents. Randel then scanned this mater-
ial on to a second computer within the DEA offi  ces and sent these 
fi les as attachments by e-mail, again carelessly using the DEA’s own 
system rather than his own. Th ey were sent to jan.white@newsint.
co.uk between 11.49 a.m. and 11.53 a.m. local time. Jan White 
worked as the secretary to Alastair Brett, the legal manager of 
Times Newspapers. Quite why Randel sent these documents to 
him is unclear, but it appears that the newspaper belatedly wanted 
from the horse’s mouth a full record of the NADDIS documents 
that related to me. Th ere was also at least one document relating 
to me that Follett, for some reason, did not have in his possession 
and this was contained in one of the fi les that Randel sent to Th e 
Times on 20 July.
 Tom Baldwin had, early in the third week of July, made con-
tact with Peter Bradley, the Labour MP for Th e Wrekin. Bradley, 
a self-styled champion of the left, was one of those odious, little-
known MPs who will do virtually anything to get their name in 
the newspapers. A former public schoolboy, Bradley had profi ted 
from a career as a public relations/planning adviser to out-of-town 
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superstores that were often built in Labour-run areas. His main 
claim to fame, however, was as a principal critic of Dame Shirley 
Porter, whose stewardship of Westminster Council had been over-
shadowed by scandal. He had only been elected as an MP for the 
fi rst time in 1997 but he saw publicity as essential to promotion 
in the Labour Party.
 On the evening of Tuesday, 19 July, Baldwin and Bradley were 
spotted huddled together on the terrace of the House of Com-
mons. With the help of others at Th e Times, Baldwin had drafted 
a speech for Bradley using Th e Times’s in-house computer sys-
tem. Th is draft was seen by most of the senior editorial team at 
Th e Times before its so-called author, Peter Bradley, had seen it 
himself. Baldwin ran through the draft with Bradley and showed 
him some of the DEA documents to which the speech referred. 
He tasked him with reading out extracts from the confi dential 
NADDIS fi les in the House of Commons. As an MP, Bradley had 
the benefi t of parliamentary privilege, which meant that he could 
not be the subject of a defamation action even if his claims were 
untrue. Th e Times – and indeed other media organisations – had 
qualifi ed privilege in the reporting of his speech, provided any 
articles were fair and accurate and were not malicious.  To ask an 
MP to make allegations in the House of Commons that a news-
paper does not dare to make on its own is one of the oldest tricks 
in the journalist’s book – and also one of the cheapest.
 Bradley delivered ‘his’ speech – I suspect with some amend-
ments of his own – to an attentive House of Commons on 
Tuesday, 20 July. At 11.41 a.m., Bradley stood up and said:

I should like to raise some important issues before the 
summer recess – issues that some Conservative members 
may not wish to hear, but that need to be raised none the 
less.
 In recent weeks, there has been much interest and 
speculation about Mr Michael Ashcroft. Many allega-
tions have been made. Many revelations have appeared 
in the daily papers about his status as a foreign funder of 
the Conservative Party, about his business dealings and 
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about his relationship with the previous Government. 
Th roughout it all, the Leader of the Opposition has stood 
by Mr Ashcroft and said that he has no case to answer. 
Mr Ashcroft has conceded that his connections with the 
Conservative Party are causing it damage, but he still reso-
lutely refuses to go.
 May I remind the House who Michael Ashcroft is? 
He is a United Kingdom tax exile. His principal residence 
is in the United States of America. His principal business 
interests lie in Belize. He funds the Government party 
there – the People’s United Party, which I understand has 
recently sought advice on joining the Socialist Interna-
tional. He is Belize’s ambassador to the United Nations. 
He is a citizen of Belize; he is also a citizen of the Turks 
and Caicos Islands. As far as I know, he is a citizen of oth-
er places too. All those credentials are considered by the 
Leader of the Opposition to qualify him for his other job: 
treasurer of the United Kingdom’s Conservative Party.

He then rehearsed the familiar innuendoes:

Mr Ashcroft is a man about whom our man in Belize 
warned the Foreign Offi  ce: there was, he said, a ‘shadow 
over his reputation that ought not to be ignored’ – of 
course, that shadow has been ignored by the Leader of 
the Opposition. Mr Ashcroft is a man whose business in-
terests, according to a report by Rodney Gallagher, which 
was sponsored by the Foreign Offi  ce as part of its aid to 
Belize, were creating ‘a growing sense of disquiet’ in Belize 
– a sense of disquiet clearly not shared by the Leader of 
the Opposition.
 Mr Ashcroft is a man whom our former high com-
missioner in Belize, Mr David Mackilligin, described last 
week as ‘an object of suspicion to governments in the area, 
especially the Americans who have to cope with constant 
war against drug-runners and money-launderers.’ He 
went on to write in a letter which appeared in Th e Times: 
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‘he cannot escape responsibility for establishing a system 
that makes Belize a much more tempting target for drug-
runners than it would be and for resisting eff orts to 
regulate it properly in order presumably to maximise his 
company’s profi ts’.
 Th at is, apparently, what motivates Mr Michael 
Ashcroft – the bottom line. It is not political conviction; I 
have mentioned that he funds not only the Conservative 
Party, but the People’s United Party in Belize. It is not 
personal loyalty. It is not public interest, but the ruthless 
pursuit of the bottom line. He has made money out of 
fl ags of convenience in Belize, which is known to have 
one of the worst safety records in the world. According to 
Th e Independent this morning, he has sold passports for 
profi t. According to our Foreign Offi  ce diplomats, he is 
prepared to ‘stir up trouble’ for Britain in the Turks and 
Caicos Islands if he does not get his way.

Bradley now exploited parliamentary privilege in order to inten-
sify the smearing:

In no fewer than ten of the 40-odd votes in the Unit-
ed Nations since he has been Belize’s ambassador there, 
Mr Ashcroft has voted against the United Kingdom. As 
I have said, he has opened the door in Belize to money-
laundering and drug-traffi  cking through his interference 
in the regulation of its fi nancial sector. Th e linking of Mi-
chael Ashcroft to the drugs trade is the most alarming 
aspect.
 On Sunday, Mr Ashcroft told the BBC that, although 
he was aware of one investigation undertaken by the Drug 
Enforcement Administration in the United States, he be-
lieved that it had concluded in 1992 and that its principal 
interest was Belize, not him. To be caught up in one drugs 
investigation may be just bad luck – a big man in a small 
place at the wrong time – but there is more.
 I have seen documents, which have also been seen by 
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Th e Times – fi les of the DEA, the FBI and the Bureau 
for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Aff airs. 
All refer to Michael Ashcroft and his business interests. I 
have no reason to believe that they are forgeries. Th ey are 
taken from the fi les of United States investigation, intel-
ligence and enforcement agencies. Th ey make disturbing 
reading.
 In 1989, Mr Ashcroft’s name was linked to a DEA 
drug-traffi  cking inquiry that stretched across Europe, the 
United States and Canada, and involved the son of Jean 
Baptiste Andreani, who was immortalised, if that is the 
right word, in Th e French Connection. In 1992, a Th omas 
Ricke was arrested and jailed for laundering money, gained 
from organised crime, through Michael Ashcroft’s Belize 
Bank. In 1993, the DEA conducted an investigation of 
Belize-linked businesses, half of which were connected to 
Michael Ashcroft – 12 of the 25-odd that it investigated 
had links with Michael Ashcroft.

At this point, some two-thirds of the way through his speech, 
Bradley was asked by Christopher Gill, the Conservative MP for 
Ludlow, to give way, but the Labour MP was having none of it. 
He continued:

 In 1994, a DEA fi le reported observing Michael Ashcroft 
taking a fl ight from the United States to the Caribbean. 
It referred to ‘possible air smuggling/money laundering 
activities under way by Michael Ashcroft’. It also reported 
that the plane was owned and piloted by two suspected 
drug traffi  ckers.
 In 1996, Mr Ashcroft was the subject of another 
investigation [by the DEA]. In 1997, a man arrested in 
Holland on suspicion of drug off ences gave as his address 
the same address in Belize as Mr Ashcroft’s principal com-
pany, Belize Holdings. Th ese are serious matters.
 I do not claim that Michael Ashcroft is guilty of any 
off ence. I simply do not know, but nor does the Lead-
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er of the Opposition. However, he above all should be 
concerned about these allegations. Th e drip, drip, drip of 
disclosures is becoming a torrent that threatens to engulf 
the Conservative Party. It is extraordinary that the Leader 
of the Opposition has taken no action about it. After all, 
it was he who said just last year: ‘We are not going to have 
in the future any of the kind of controversies that have 
dogged us in the past over funding.’ He said it, but did he 
believe it and did he mean it?
 If Michael Ashcroft were just another businessman, 
we would take little interest in him, but he wants to play 
a role in British public life, and that gives us legitimate 
interest in his aff airs. Th at is why the Leader of the 
Opposition must refer him to the ethics and integrity 
committee that he established recently. Th at is why he 
should relieve him of his post as treasurer of the Conser-
vative Party, and why he should consider returning to him 
the donations that he has made in recent years.
 Michael Ashcroft says that he will not go. Only one 
man can decide his fate – the man who says that he runs 
the Conservative Party – but does he dare? Does he have 
the courage or even the authority to sack him, and can 
he aff ord to, given that Michael Ashcroft is the man who 
owns the Conservative Party?
 Th e Conservative Party says that sleaze is a thing of 
the past, but it is running its [by-election] campaign in 
Eddisbury on money from Belize and tomorrow it will 
ask the people in that constituency for their trust. Does 
the Leader of the Opposition want it said that Michael 
Ashcroft is the man who defi nes the Conservative Party? 
Th is is the real test of his qualities of leadership. He has a 
big decision to make.

Bradley then sat down at 11.51 a.m., having rattled off  his – or 
more accurately his Times-inspired – speech in just ten minutes and 
having ensured that Th e Times and every other media organisation 
had qualifi ed privilege for the most scandalous claims against me. 
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 Bradley had been allowed by Th e Times to deliver the speech 
without being informed that, by this stage, the newspaper 
knew that Sir Denis Th atcher and the London City Ballet had 
NADDIS references. Th e Times had deliberately kept this detail 
from the MP because it knew it would discredit its ‘revelations’. 
Indeed, there was much humour within the walls of Wapping 
when the name of the London City Ballet came to light. ‘I never 
realised the bulge in the tights was actually a stash [of drugs],’ said 
one journalist at the time.
 Bradley’s speech was packed with smear and innuendo but 
was without substance. It contained an abundance of the favou-
rite journalistic phrases such as ‘linked to’ and ‘connected to’ – 
the language that libel judges are all too familiar with and look 
upon with disdain. Bradley’s phrase ‘Th ese are serious matters’ 
was pompous drivel – perhaps a carefully rehearsed soundbite to 
provide newspapers with the option of using the word ‘serious’ 
– as of claims or allegations – in a headline. Bradley threw in, for 
good measure, a totally misleading claim against me – no doubt 
unchecked by him – from that morning’s newspapers. ‘According 
to Th e Independent this morning, he has sold passports for profi t,’ 
he told MPs. Bradley had tried, in just twelve words, to convey an 
image of me standing on a street corner fl ogging illegal passports 
to all and sundry. 
 Nothing could have been further from the truth. Th e reality 
of the situation was that one of my businesses, the Belize Bank, 
had provided, with the encouragement of the Belize Government, 
‘economic citizenship’ packages. Th e Government – like many 
others around the world – wanted to off er incentives for wealthy 
individuals to invest in Belize and the packages, which includ-
ed a passport, could be purchased – perfectly legally and above 
board – through several accredited suppliers. Similar packages are 
off ered all over the world, including Switzerland, and are avail-
able for purchase from the world’s most respected accountancy 
fi rms. Bradley had ended his speech by baiting William Hague 
and questioning whether he had the courage to sack me. As a self-
styled champion of justice and fair play, Bradley ought to have 
been ashamed of himself. Here was a politician so desperate for 
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the so-called ‘Beast of Bolsover’ belies a deep streak of unpleas-
antness. Despite the preposterous nature of the comment, it was 
gleefully reported by Th e Times the next day.  
 However, Stothard and his fellow journalists on Th e Times, 
along with their stooge Bradley, had, once again, not been the 
only ones to be busy in the course of Wednesday, 20 July. I, too, 
had been holding meetings with my legal team because my pa-
tience had fi nally ended. I was no longer prepared to tolerate Th e 
Times and its sly and desperate campaign to discredit me. I had 
decided that enough was enough.
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publicity and so desperate to impress his Labour masters that he 
was encouraging a situation in which a man – just because he was 
a political opponent – was guilty until proven innocent.
 Christopher Gill, no doubt much to his relief, eventually 
got his chance to speak to the House on the subject of commer-
cial forestry. Despite having his mind on his address to MPs, 
Christopher was astute enough to spot Bradley’s ruse and he could 
not resist pointing it out to the Commons. ‘Th e House will un-
derstand that what the hon Gentleman has said was covered by 
Parliamentary privilege, but I did not hear him cite any specifi c 
charges that had been brought against Mr Ashcroft. I remind the 
House of the very important principle and tenet in British law 
that a man is innocent until proved otherwise. Th e hon Gentle-
man questioned the motives and motivation of Mr Ashcroft, but 
I hope that I shall not be out of order in questioning the hon 
Gentleman’s motives. He spent 10 minutes giving us a lot of in-
nuendo but, as far as I know, he was unable to substantiate that 
with any facts.’
 A ‘celebratory’ dinner took place later that evening in the 
Churchill Room of the House of Commons which did nothing 
to hide the nature of the alliance between the newspaper and the 
Labour MP. Baldwin was the host, Bradley the guest of honour. 
Around the table were a number of other MPs, as well as An-
drew Hood, a special adviser at the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Offi  ce and a close friend of Baldwin’s. During the dinner, Peter 
Mandelson came over to congratulate Baldwin and Bradley on the 
wonderful work they had done for New Labour that day.
 Th ere are no prizes for guessing which speech Th e Times con-
centrated on the next morning. Indeed, it devoted the best part 
of fi ve pages to ‘Th e Ashcroft Aff air’ in its issue of Th ursday, 21 
July. It even quoted the deranged comments made later in the 
Commons by Dennis Skinner, the Labour MP – allegations that 
provoked uproar from MPs on both sides of the House. Once 
again speaking with the benefi t of parliamentary privilege, he 
took it upon himself to intervene: ‘Th e Tory Opposition are 
receiving £1 million a year from one of the biggest drug runners 
in the West.’ As can be seen from this, Skinner’s playful image as 

Dirty Politics, Dirty Times



1396  Fighting Back

‘ENOUGH IS enough.’ Th us I began my open letter to the editor 
of Th e Times dated 21 July 1999. 

When I agreed to have breakfast with you and Lord 
Bell six weeks ago, I listened carefully to your alle-
gations and answered all the points you raised. You told 
me that I had given a good account of myself and I had 
expected to hear little more about it. How wrong I proved 
to be!
 Since that time, there has been an almost constant 
stream of infl ammatory articles in Th e Times about me, 
about Belize, and about organisations with which I am 
connected. 
 I have tried to be reasonable. My lawyers have written 
to you day after day asking you at least to have the de-
cency to check the facts with me before you publish. You 
have consistently refused to do so.
 Instead, we have witnessed perhaps the most 
one-sided, partial and coloured account of anyone’s 
aff airs ever produced by a newspaper in a free country. 
You print deliberately selective quotes, you twist every 
detail and comment. You are the spin-doctor in this sorry 
saga.
 Everything that fails to fi t the construction which you 
have chosen to place upon events is ignored, even offi  cial 
statements from the Government of Belize, the US State 
Department and the Governor of the Central Bank of Be-
lize.

I went on to explain why I was taking no more:
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Over the years, I have developed a thick skin and, until 
now, I have been able to ignore your allegations. But in 
the last 24 hours you have gone too far. As you know, I 
established Crimestoppers and I have been chairman of 
Action on Addiction [a charity set up to help drug ad-
dicts]. I do not condone crime, and in particular I do not 
condone drug-traffi  cking.
 I have nothing to hide. On Sunday, my lawyers wrote 
to you asking you to publish the infamous DEA reports 
in full. You declined to do so. Instead, we were last night 
warned by one of your journalists that a Labour MP had 
been set up to ask questions in the House today about me. 
Step forward Peter Bradley.
 Th is morning, you published more about me, mak-
ing it perfectly clear to your readers what you consider 
my track record to be on both drug-traffi  cking and 
money-laundering. Th is was followed, as planned, by 
Peter Bradley’s performance in the House of Commons.
 Th is co-ordinated campaign – this conspiracy – to 
smear me at a crucial point in the run-up to an important 
by-election is disgusting.
 I have asked myself the question, why is Th e Times 
doing this? Until last night, I was unable to fi nd an answer. 
But I learn from one of your journalists that, following 
your failure to prevent Greg Dyke’s recent appointment, 
you have told your colleagues that instead you intend to 
get me. I have no intention of allowing you to get me. I 
am this afternoon issuing a writ against you, your employ-
ers and two of your journalists.

 Th e article I had chosen to sue the newspaper over was the 
one printed that morning – 21 July – headlined ‘File has prac-
tical value for agents’. It was the article that was clearly intended 
to leave the reader with the impression that the Drug Enforce-
ment Administration suspected me of being a drug runner and 
money launderer. My decision to seek damages had nothing to do 
with the collusion between the newspaper and Peter Bradley over 
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the Labour MP’s abuse of parliamentary privilege to level further 
allegations against me.
  Stothard replied to me through the pages of his news-
paper the next day in an open letter. His newspaper published 
both our letters side by side on page 5. Opposite the letters, tak-
ing up virtually the whole of page 4, was a verbatim record of 
Bradley’s speech, composed with the help of Th e Times. Stothard 
wrote: 
 

Th ank you for your unusual personal letter to me. Since 
you have released your letter to the press, I intend to do 
the same with this reply.
 I too recall our meeting last month. When Lord Bell 
asked me to see you for breakfast, I raised various points 
relating to your degree of fi nancial and political control 
over the Conservative Party. You answered a number 
of my questions and, although you later chose to give 
on-the-record answers to other newspapers, Th e Times 
published the fullest possible account of your replies.
 Subsequently we received information and opinions 
about your business and political activities in Belize. Fol-
lowing normal journalistic practice, we conducted our 
investigations and asked you to respond to every sub-
stantial point in turn. It was striking that while you were 
frequently prepared to comment off -the-record you were 
almost never ready to give replies for publication.
 In these diffi  cult circumstances we strove strongly for 
balance. I reject absolutely your characterisation of our 
reports as ‘the most one-sided, partial and coloured ac-
count of anyone’s aff airs ever produced in a free country’. 
But this is not, perhaps, the best place for a history lesson 
on the British and American press.

He concluded:

During wholly legitimate investigations into your position 
as Conservative Party treasurer, our reporters have been in 
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contact with many politicians and offi  cials in Britain, the 
US and the Caribbean. Some have supported you; many 
have not. Among the latter are both the Labour MP who 
addressed aspects of your recent past in the Commons to-
day and many senior Tories who have been publicly more 
reticent.
 Today we have sent you a copy of one of the rele-
vant documents upon which our continuing inquiries are 
based. Th is, and others which will also be available to us, 
will form the basis of a vigorous defence against your writ 
if you are determined that these matters should be aired 
in open court.
 Th ere has been no conspiracy. My personal view is 
that the Conservative Party has done itself no credit in 
this aff air. I am far from alone in that opinion. But your 
attempt to connect our reports to the timing of the Eddis-
bury by-election is absurd – as is the contention that you 
are linked to our position on the next Director General 
of the BBC. Th e investigation has had – and still has – a 
momentum wholly of its own.

 Stothard’s reply was disingenuous and predictable. It was mis-
leading to claim that I had been given every opportunity to reply 
– point by point – to the allegations made against me. My request 
to see the evidence and for the newspaper to publish in full the 
DEA reports that related to me had been rejected out of hand. 
For weeks, whenever the newspaper was doing a story on me the 
next day, it had tended to contact my offi  ce between 5 p.m. and 
6 p.m. Journalists knew that, given my lifestyle, I was likely to be 
on the other side of the world and either diffi  cult or impossible 
to contact. Th e Times did everything possible to ensure that I had 
insuffi  cient time and information to make a full and detailed reply 
to its stories. Th ere was also no admission in Stothard’s letter of 
the way Th e Times had manipulated Bradley and parliamentary 
privilege for its own ends. Furthermore, it was the newspaper – 
not me – which was hiding behind anonymous sources who were 
making false claims and providing inaccurate information. Why 
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was Stothard providing just one document – a partially redacted 
one at that? Why did he not have the courage to provide me with 
all the so-called evidence against me?
 Th e newspaper’s coverage of the events of Wednesday, 21 July 
matched Stothard’s letter in its lack of honesty and its predictabil-
ity. Th e Times’s front page was dominated by the story under the 
headline ‘MP’s onslaught against Ashcroft’. Th ere were two prom-
inent photographs showing William Hague and myself leaving a 
fundraising dinner at the Staff ord Hotel in central London the 
previous night. For the fi rst time, the newspaper also published a 
photograph of an extract from one of the DEA reports on me: one 
of those referred to by Bradley in his speech.
 Th e story on page 1 began:

Michael Ashcroft, the Tory Party treasurer, issued a writ 
against Th e Times yesterday hours after he had been named 
in Parliament in connection with a US Drug Enforcement 
Administration investigation into money-laundering and 
smuggling.
 Peter Bradley, Labour MP for Th e Wrekin, speaking 
in the House of Commons under parliamentary privilege, 
detailed a series of allegations against Mr Ashcroft based 
on offi  cial US documents.
 He quoted from a DEA report dated April 1994 say-
ing Mr Ashcroft, who had recently given £3 million to 
the Tories, was observed boarding a fl ight from the US 
to the Caribbean. Th e documents, the existence of which 
was fi rst disclosed by Th e Times last week, said the aircraft 
was piloted and owned by ‘suspected drug traffi  ckers’, the 
MP added during an early morning debate. Mr Bradley 
went on to read the title of the report: ‘Possible air smug-
gling/money laundering activities underway by Michael 
Ashcroft’.

It was thoroughly dishonest of Th e Times to suggest I had been 
‘named’ in Parliament yet still make no mention of the central 
role that it had played in bringing this about. Th ere was also an 
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initial implication that I had sued as a result of Bradley’s speech, 
which was also, of course, not the case.
 I had, as a matter of courtesy, told William Hague about my 
decision to serve a writ. He was entirely supportive and indeed 
was quoted in Th e Times in its front-page story on what he had 
told the 1922 Committee of backbench Tory MPs. ‘I am not 
going to allow people to be driven from positions in the party by 
smear and innuendo. We will now see whether Labour MPs have 
the courage to say outside the House what they had the cowardice 
to say inside.’ As one might have guessed, there was a deafening 
silence from cowardly Labour MPs, including Bradley, once they 
stepped out of the House of Commons and, therefore, no longer 
had the protection of parliamentary privilege. In battle, I suspect 
Bradley would have been one of those who shouted ‘charge’ while 
running to the rear for his own safety.  
 In some ways, I was pleased that Th e Times had fi nally given 
me the chance to sue on a narrow, clear-cut issue. Th is enabled me 
to ring-fence the issue that I was seeking damages over and there 
would be no justifi cation for the newspaper to bring in a host of 
other issues which would have prolonged the length of the legal 
action. I am a busy man and I wanted to devote my time and en-
ergies to growing my companies – not to fi ghting a High Court 
battle that, if it spiralled out of control, could have taken the best 
part of a year out of my life. 
 Th e article in Th e Times had provided the opportunity, in the 
words of my anxious fellow Tories, to ‘do something’. A senior 
Tory MP later told me: ‘Th ere was a feeling of relief through-
out the party when you served the writ. Th e campaign by Th e 
Times had made many people in the party feel a bit queasy: some 
were concerned because Th e Times was widely considered to be a 
reputable newspaper and they were worried in case there was “no 
smoke without fi re”.’
 On 22 July 1999, the Daily Telegraph carried a much fairer re-
port on the events written by George Jones and Robert Shrimsley. 
Th e story appeared under the headline ‘Tory tycoon to sue over 
drug slurs: Ashcroft fi ghts to clear his name’. It was only much 
later that I discovered that reporters in the newsroom of Th e Times 
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had, that very morning, been debating their rival newspaper’s 
headline. Th ere was near universal agreement that the word ‘slur’ 
was defi nitely an accurate way to describe what I had been sub-
jected to – as a result of Th e Times’s actions – the previous day. 
 Once I had served the writ, I was relishing the prospect of 
confronting the key fi gures in the High Court. After deciding to 
sue, I asked David Hooper, my solicitor: ‘Who is the QC most 
likely to strike fear into Th e Times if the paper learned that he 
was representing me?’ Without a moment’s hesitation, David re-
plied: ‘George Carman.’  Within hours I had acquired George’s 
charismatic services at a time when he was widely regarded as the 
most formidable libel silk of his generation. He was a veteran of 
countless libel battles and I was particularly looking forward to 
witnessing someone as astute, fl amboyant and devastating as 
George tearing into the likes of Peter Stothard and Tom Baldwin. 
I knew that George would cross-examine them in the most ruth-
less manner and that – since I assumed that even this dubious duo 
would have to tell the truth under oath – it would be a joy to see 
their deceit exposed to the nation in the High Court.
 Now, too, it was my opportunity to turn investigator. I and 
my legal team needed to fi nd out which people were behind the 
campaign to discredit me and to what lengths they had gone to 
smear my name. I suspected that some of the tactics that had been 
used against me were unfair, even illegal, but nothing prepared me 
for the scale of dishonesty and criminality that I would eventually 
uncover.  
 Even when my fi ercest business rivals have acted aggressively 
against me and my companies, I have never allowed such rivalries 
to turn to personal animosity. Matters did, however, become in-
creasingly personal as I realised that some senior journalists and 
executives at Th e Times were determined to do all they could to 
bring me down – and were harming my livelihood at the same 
time. Th e newspaper was trying to do me down not with the qual-
ity of its information but by the quantity of it. It was relying on 
endless column inches of disinformation, smear and smoke. By 
the mid-summer of 1999, all journalistic integrity had evapor-
ated. On 22 July – the day after I served my writ – Michael Gove, 
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a senior leader and comment writer on Th e Times, went on Radio 
4’s Today programme and was repeatedly asked by Ed Stourton, 
the presenter, whether Th e Times had passed the DEA reports to 
Peter Bradley. Time after time, he evaded the question, squirmed 
in his seat and prevaricated until eventually he said he did not 
know how Bradley had got hold of the DEA reports. My reac-
tion at the time was that Gove was either lying or, alternatively, 
that he should not have been put on the programme to represent 
his newspaper if he did not know the answer to such a straight-
forward question. I initially suspected that it was the former, but 
I later learned – and not from Gove himself – that he had been 
recruited to go on the Today programme, even though he knew 
little about the story, because he was considered eloquent. How-
ever, due to his lack of knowledge of the ins and outs of the story, 
he put up a lamentable performance, and Stothard later went on 
to Th e World at One to try and repair the damage.
 Some senior journalists were, however, as baffl  ed by Th e 
Times’s campaign as I was. Boris Johnson, the editor of the Specta-
tor and, later, the Conservative MP for Henley-on-Th ames, poked 
fun at Th e Times and other media organisations which had sent 
reporters to Belize to try and get a story on me. In an article in the 
Daily Telegraph published on 21 July and headlined ‘Show us the 
skeleton, boys – or catch the plane home’, Boris wrote:

Th ink of us, you BBC men, you Channel 4 honchos, 
when you raid the minibar tonight in the Radisson Fort 
George Hotel and head for an easy-skanking moonlight 
picnic on the Cays; think of us who pathetically scour 
your dispatches for something, anything, to explain the 
Ashcroft hysteria.
 What do we have, after a month of nudge-and-wink 
blackguarding by Th e Times? We know that this Ashcroft 
Johnny is jolly rich; that he has given roughly £3 million 
to the Tory party; and that he keeps his loot stashed in 
Belize, where he is a big noise. Apart from that, we have 
two-thirds of sod all.
 Th e gravest charge seems to be that he lobbied to pro-
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tect his investment in Belize against tax by an incoming 
government. Is that a crime? Day after day we wait in Lon-
don for the skeleton to tumble from the closet, clutching 
a bag of cocaine. Perhaps someone will send me a manila 
envelope containing a picture of Mr Ashcroft, arms round 
the shoulders of Mr Rankin’ Dread, the senior Yardie. But 
until we receive better intelligence from Belize ... we are 
forced to conclude that the Conservative Party treasurer is 
the victim of an old-fashioned smear.
 So he pays little tax in Britain: that’s a bit rich com-
ing from a paper owned by Rupert Murdoch. OK, so he’s 
also Belize’s ambassador to the UN. He was even on the 
delegation when Belize voted to outlaw the fi rst strike of 
nuclear weapons – not exactly in line with UK policy, let 
alone Tory policy. You might think that was odd, or you 
might think that it was just the kind of useful job a buc-
caneering British patriot ought to have in his portfolio. 
Either way, how does it make him a crook?
 ... So I say to our chums [Th e Times’s journalists] on 
the beach in Belize: produce the smoking gun, that killer 
fact, that escrow account: or put a sock in it, because even 
Rupert Murdoch might begin to ask if your pina colada is 
justifi ed. 

IN HIS quest for fame, Toby Follett, Th e Times’s informant, had 
wanted his name on one or more of the newspaper’s articles about 
me. Th is name appeared on the very article on which I decided 
to sue and Follett therefore found himself one of the defendants 
in my libel action. Th is disturbed him enormously and he be-
came increasingly paranoid, imagining – incorrectly – that I had 
him under twenty-four-hour surveillance. To reassure him that he 
would be protected, Alastair Brett, the legal manager of Th e Times, 
even allowed Follett to stay at his house. 
 Th e Times was keen to mount a swift and vigorous defence 
to my libel action. However, after my writ had been served, its 
lawyers were dismayed to fi nd that not a single journalist, other 
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than John Bryant, had kept notes about what had happened. Bry-
ant’s own habit was to keep notes on the back of the day’s news 
schedule. Th is meant they were dated and were, by defi nition, 
contemporaneous. Th e notes, however, recorded many things 
(including Bryant’s reservations over stories about me) which the 
lawyers did not like and, in preparing the defence, they had to 
work around them. I later discovered – as a result of evidence pre-
sented to a US court by the Drug Enforcement Administration 
– that the newspaper gave Randel a return Delta Airlines ticket 
so that he could fl y to London. Presumably, too, the newspaper 
hoped he would help sustain its editorial campaign against me. 
As Randel prepared to fl y to London, he told his wife: ‘Toby’s in 
trouble. I need to go to London to help him out.’ He failed to 
mention – or perhaps even to realise – that he would soon be in 
serious trouble himself.  
 Th e Times was prepared to spend good money on securing its 
only witness. Randel was put up at an expensive central London 
hotel, One Aldwych, where even then rooms cost £290 a night. 
Th e list of awards the hotel has won is almost as long as its main 
restaurant’s formidable wine list. In May 2001, the Toronto Globe 
and Mail described it as ‘the best hotel in the world’. More recent-
ly, in January 2005, the 105-room hotel, which has a fi fty-six-foot 
swimming pool with underwater music, was chosen as one of ‘Th e 
Best Hotels in the World for Location’ by Condé Nast Traveller 
Gold List. Brett and his legal department arranged Randel’s ac-
commodation and his timetable, and they went to great lengths to 
keep the identity of the hotel a secret. Presumably their paranoia 
was still working overtime. Did they really think I was monitoring 
– even bugging – their every move and every conversation? Appar-
ently so. Th e reality was that at that time I did not even know who 
Randel was, let alone where he was staying and why.
 On 27 July, a clandestine meeting, with elaborate anti-
surveillance precautions, took place at the Waldorf Hotel in 
central London. Tom Baldwin, the paper’s deputy political editor, 
was considered too close to the story and too hot-headed and was 
excluded from the meeting. Alastair Brett, the legal manager of 
Th e Times, and Andrew Pierce, the paper’s senior reporter, were 



148 149Dirty Politics, Dirty Times

charged with debriefi ng Randel, acting out the ‘good cop/bad cop’ 
scenario, while Heather Rogers, the newspaper’s barrister, looked 
on. When asked why he was doing this, Randel said it was because 
it would be the making of him in Hollywood – he was convinced 
that he would move on to being a script writer and producer in 
Tinseltown. Pierce was unimpressed. ‘Th is bloke is a fl ake,’ he 
later concluded. In fact, when Randel admitted that he had used 
the DEA computer in his own offi  ce to download the documents, 
Pierce was unable to hide his despair at the man’s naive behaviour 
and started banging his head against the table in front of him. On 
Saturday, 31 July, Randel fl ew back to Atlanta, arriving the same 
day. His hotel bill of £1,261.83, including phone calls, was picked 
up by Stephen Farrell, a reporter on Th e Times, using his Master-
card. Farrell, who had been assigned to look after Randel while he 
was in London, recovered the money on his expenses.
 US investigators were later to discover that on Monday, 2 Au-
gust, the fi rst working day after his return to America, Randel 
opened an account at an Atlanta branch of the Wachovia Bank, 
depositing a cheque from an unidentifi ed source for $4,751. Two 
days later, on 4 August, a wire transfer for $3,218.20 (this would 
have equated to a sterling payment of £2,000) was transferred into 
the account from Follett’s account at the Nationwide Building 
Society in Swindon, Wiltshire. DEA investigators uncovered this in-
formation when they visited the branch in Swindon to pursue their 
inquiries into Randel. Th en, on 27 September, Randel received 
a further wire transfer from News International, the parent 
company of Times Newspapers, for $4,905. Eventually, it was 
established that Th e Times had paid Randel some £6,000, plus his 
travel and hotel expenses, and Randel had also received a further 
£2,000 from Follett. Just days after Follett had fi rst walked into 
Th e Times’s offi  ces hawking his material about me, Fulcrum had 
learned that he was selling information which the television prod-
uction company had commissioned. Not surprisingly, Fulcrum – on 
Channel 4’s behalf as well as its own – was unhappy about this and, 
after a three-way meeting between the parties, a written contract 
was struck whereby Th e Times paid £9,000 to reimburse Channel 4 
for the expenses it had laid out, via Fulcrum, the production 
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company, for Follett’s trip to the United States. Follett was paid 
a further £25,000 by Th e Times, which he agreed to share with 
Randel. In short, Follett and Randel (the latter earned only some 
£30,000 a year) had achieved a nice little earner for selling the 
DEA’s secrets – not to mention their own souls – to a newspaper 
that was devoid of principle, that was disrespectful of the law and 
that had long given up even any pretence of occupying the moral 
high ground.

I LODGED my detailed case against Th e Times in a legal docu-
ment – the Particulars of Claim – on 4 August 1999. Th e claim 
was made against four defendants: Times Newspapers Ltd; Peter 
Stothard, the newspaper’s editor; Toby Follett, the newspaper’s 
informant; and Tom Baldwin, the newspaper’s deputy political 
editor. Follett and Baldwin had been bylined on the article in 
question. My claim quoted extensively their story headlined ‘File 
has practical value for agents’, which had appeared on page 8 of 
the newspaper on 21 July. Th e claim was issued in the name of my 
counsel: George Carman QC, James Price QC and Mark Warby. 
It stated: 

In their natural and ordinary meanings the words com-
plained of meant and were understood to mean that 
Michael Ashcroft:

is suspected, as a key suspect, on reasonable 
grounds by agents of the United States Drug 
Enforcement Administration in four separate in-
vestigations, of playing an important role in drug 
traffi  cking and drugs-related money-laundering; 
and/or

is guilty, or very likely to be guilty, of such off ences 
and/or is centrally (and not merely incidentally) in-
volved in the narcotics trade, and as such is currently 
the target of DEA agents’ investigations.
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 Th e claim declared that I was seeking damages, including ag-
gravated damages, because ‘as a result of the publication of the 
words complained of Mr Ashcroft has been gravely defamed, and 
has been caused anger and distress’. It went on to outline how 
the newspaper had chosen to ignore supportive comments from 
a range of relevant groups and organisations which had made it 
clear that I had never been accused of acting illegally and that I 
was not, and had never been, under investigation.
 Th e claim also highlighted the lack of honesty from Th e Times 
and detailed how Michael Gove, its leader and comment writer, 
had been less than straightforward in his interview for Radio 4’s 
Today programme about his newspaper’s links with Peter Bradley, 
the Labour MP.  ‘Asked whether Th e Times had shown the docu-
ments to Mr Bradley Mr Gove repeatedly sought to evade that 
question, and to divert attention from the issue. Mr Gove con-
cluded by giving the impression (which he must have known to 
be false) that Th e Times had not been instrumental in Mr Bradley 
seeing the documents, and was unaware of how he had done so. 
Mr Ashcroft will rely on this interview as an implicit admission 
that the conscience of Th e Times was aff ected by its conduct. TNL 
[Times Newspapers Ltd] and Mr Stothard only admitted help-
ing Mr Bradley when Mr Stothard was driven to do so by Mr 
Bradley’s own admission in an interview for Radio 4’s World at 
One programme on 22 July 1999.’
 I decided that, with so much misinformation fl ying around, I 
should put the record straight. I wrote an article which appeared 
in the Daily Telegraph on 24 July under the headline ‘I’m an 
honourable man and I am staying put’. I wanted to redress the 
balance and, in particular, to refocus the public spotlight on my 
role as party Treasurer, which despite all the sensational headlines 
had been going rather well. I wrote:

In an increasingly rare idle moment, I found myself yester-
day imagining a scene in which Gene Hackman is asked 
to dust down Popeye Doyle’s famous hat in preparation 
for the fi lming of French Connection III, in which he faces 
up to the deadly villain Limey One, a dark and sinister 
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drug runner who doubles as the Treasurer of the Con-
servative Party. I got as far as contemplating a car chase 
under the Hammersmith fl yover before I was once again 
dragged back to reality.
 Distinguishing between fact and fi ction has become a 
preoccupation in the past few weeks. During this time, I 
have been on the receiving end of lies dressed up as fact, 
innuendo made to look like testament and the innocent 
cast as the dishonourable. I have been given cause to 
re-examine many aspects of my life but, thus far, with 
the exception of a little attention to a certain shirt, I am 
pleased to say that my friends have not seen the need for 
change.

I said that we had travelled a long way in the previous month, but 
that it was clear to me ‘that the accusations which kicked off  this 
campaign betray the true intent of those who continue to guide 
its progress’.

I stood accused variously of making a donation of £4 mil-
lion to the Conservative Party, of guaranteeing its loans, 
of helping to increase its overdraft, and of funding it to 
the tune of £360,000 per month. It was implied that the 
party had become a rich man’s plaything, and that I was 
that man. None of this is true.
 Political parties need a great deal of money to make 
themselves heard in the fi ercely competitive market place 
for the eyes and ears of the public – let alone for their 
hearts and minds. When I assumed responsibility for the 
party’s fi nances just over a year ago, the truth of this state-
ment could not have been more evident. 
 We had just fought a general election. Our overdraft 
at one time was hard against our £4 million limit and we 
had £3 million of pressing creditors. Today, our overdraft 
limit remains at £4 million, and we are comfortably within 
it. And we no longer have £3 million of pressing creditors. 
However, contrary to what some would have you believe, 
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this improvement is not the result of a massive donation 
from me, nor indeed from any other donor.
 Th e revival of the party’s fi nances results from a steady 
and detailed programme of work involving almost 300 
people throughout Britain. Th e irony is that we cannot 
rely simply upon the generosity of a small number of ma-
jor donors. We need a broad base of giving in order to 
secure the party’s future.
 For the record, as a donor to the Conservative Party, 
I fulfi l the spirit of Neill [a reference to the guidelines is-
sued by Lord Neill’s Committee on Standards in Public 
Life] in that I am a British citizen and I am entitled to 
vote in Britain.

I went on to indicate the true scale of my payments:

I make no secret of the fact that I have been a fi nancial 
supporter of the Conservative Party since the 1980s, and 
that my donations, and donations from others related to 
me, have in that time totalled £3 million or so. I expect 
to make a further major commitment this year. But how 
could I not? I am perceived as a wealthy man. How can I 
ask others to give to the party if I do not give myself? Am I 
to say: ‘I haven’t given because Th e Times will say it doesn’t 
look good’? I am proud of the fact that I am a Conserva-
tive. I am an ‘all-weather’ supporter and I intend to lead 
from the front.
 My donations this year are likely to represent about 10 
per cent of the party’s income, but no amount of money 
gives me any say over policy. Nor would I want it. My aim 
in fundraising is to be able to approach a broad church for 
support. I do not get involved in policy matters.
 Th e party’s fi nances are in good shape, and they’re 
getting better. Th is is, of course, good news for the 
Conservatives, but it is also good news for Britain. Th is 
country needs a strong, well-fi nanced and eff ective 
Opposition in order to keep the Government on its toes.
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 It does not, however, take much imagination to 
conclude that there might well be those for whom a 
well-fi nanced Opposition is not such a welcome develop-
ment.
 Destabilising the structure which will guarantee the 
future fi nances of the Conservative Party could in some 
circles be seen as a crafty wheeze, and my head as a 
signifi cant prize.  Rest assured that I intend to keep my 
head well away from anybody’s trophy cabinet. I’ve got a 
job to do.

 On the day my writ was issued, Dominic Kennedy, a reporter 
on Th e Times, was in Washington where he had gone to interview 
George Bruno, the former US Ambassador to Belize. Kennedy 
had been told that the diplomat would ‘knife’ me and deliver the 
‘silver bullet’. After his interview, Kennedy had to telephone his 
news desk and say that the outcome had been rather diff erent. 
‘Bruno said that Ashcroft’s a good bloke actually,’ he reported. 
‘Did he?’ came the reply from the news-desk executive. ‘Well, that 
good bloke has just sued us.’

IT WAS time for others to show where their loyalties lay. Unsur-
prisingly, Peter Bradley, the Labour MP who had colluded with 
the newspaper to blacken my name, came out for Th e Times in 
an article in the Independent on 28 July headlined ‘I retract noth-
ing on Mr Ashcroft’. In a rambling and pompous article, Bradley 
made a pathetic attempt to justify his abuse of parliamentary priv-
ilege. ‘It is no secret that, before I made my speech, I contacted 
Th e Times and asked if they had papers about the existence and 
content of which I had long been aware. I was right to ask and Th e 
Times was right to show me. I would not have spoken on the basis 
of hearsay. In the event I spoke on the basis of evidence,’ he wrote. 
‘I knew the Tories would huff  and puff  about parliamentary privi-
lege. But privilege is an essential feature of our democracy. It gives 
MPs the right to raise various issues in the public interest without 
fear or favour. It is upheld when MPs believe, like I did, that what 
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they are saying is true. It is abused when what they are saying is 
false – as has been the case with those Tories who have since used 
it to smear my name.’ 
 What Bradley did not do, however, was repeat the allegations 
without the benefi t of parliamentary privilege. He had not been 
open in his speech to the House of Commons when he said, ‘I 
have seen documents, which have also been seen by Th e Times.’  In 
fact, he was being extremely economical with the truth, which was 
that he had been supplied with the documents by the newspaper 
in order to abuse parliamentary privilege. His statement had not 
revealed who had contacted whom or indeed that there had been 
any contact. His article posed more questions than it answered. 
How had Bradley ‘long been aware’ of the existence of the DEA 
documents about me in the build-up to his rambling speech in 
the House of Commons on 20 July?  Th e Times itself had known 
nothing about the documents until Follett walked into its offi  ces 
on Friday, 16 July. If Bradley had known about the documents 
well before this date, why had he not brought them to the public’s 
attention earlier? Or was his claim simply, as I strongly suspect, a 
fi gment of his over-active imagination?
 After my writ had been served, however, others came for-
ward with statements which supported my legal action against 
the newspaper. George Bruno, US Ambassador to Belize from 
1994 to 1997, told the Guardian that the American authorities 
had no evidence that I was linked to any illegal activities. In an 
interview published on 28 July, he said that references to me in 
DEA reports ‘meant nothing’. Furthermore, he added: ‘One must 
ask whether this is a politically motivated campaign. If there is 
anything against Mr Ashcroft, I have not seen the substance. Th is 
is a tempest in a teacup.’ His comments could hardly have been 
more useful to my cause: George said that it would be wrong to 
assume that I was being investigated merely because my name 
appeared in DEA documents. ‘I would question their validity. I 
would be highly sceptical of any news organisation having access 
to classifi ed DEA documents ... DEA documents include details 
that could be nothing more than a DEA source pretending to 
be a friend of a powerful person,’ he said. ‘I don’t know from 
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where these stories came. But as someone once said, “Where’s the 
meat?” I haven’t seen any.’ George could just as easily have made 
his comments to Th e Times if the newspaper, rather than rushing 
into print to blacken my name, had asked him and others in posi-
tions of responsibility just how easy it was to receive a mention in 
a DEA report. George’s comments to the Guardian, predictably 
enough, went unreported by Th e Times.
 It was Taki Th eodoracopulos, the witty Greek newspaper col-
umnist, who summed up the campaign against me entertainingly 
and succinctly in an article published in the Spectator on the same 
day. Taki devoted just three paragraphs to my libel action but no-
body could accuse him of sitting on the fence:

Which brings me to Michael Ashcroft. No, I’ve never met 
him and he has never off ered me his private jet, but if he 
is forced to resign as Tory party treasurer it will be yet 
one more example of why the Tories deserve to disappear 
as a political party. Ashcroft has done absolutely nothing 
wrong except leave England in order to make his billions, 
and to employ 45,000 people. Bums like Peter Mandel-
son can go around making trouble for Ashcroft, but how 
many people has Mandelson ever given employment to? 
In fact, how many of Blair’s cabinet have ever earned a 
living outside politics? How many have ever created jobs 
or employed people? None is the answer. Th e disgrace, of 
course, is that of Th e Times and the dirty work the news-
paper has done to facilitate Labour’s dirty tricks. Peter 
Stothard, the editor, has chosen innuendo and distortion 
when he wasn’t libelling Michael Ashcroft.
 Stothard is the same little man who had his little wife 
write an article in the Guardian denying his cross-dressing 
[Stephen Glover had written in the Spectator that Stothard 
used to wear kaftans at Oxford].
 Stothard and his ilk are envious little creeps trying to 
destroy a self-made man by the most outrageous lies. If 
Ashcroft is involved in drugs because he owns banks in 
Belize, so is David Rockefeller and every other banker we 
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know. If Ashcroft is involved in drugs because he fl ies a 
private jet, so is every other private jet owner – the poor 
little Greek boy, too, as I plan to buy a share in one.  Th is 
is what Th e Times has come down to. I hope a jury throws 
the book at Murdoch’s catamites, and that Stothard is 
fi red for disgracing a once good newspaper and for cross-
dressing. But enough of such ugly and jealous people.

 As summer 1999 turned to autumn, I was increasingly look-
ing forward to my day in court: it could not come quickly enough. 
My legal team was busy throughout that time preparing our case 
and anticipating what would be the likely thrust of Th e Times’s 
defence. As part of the ‘discovery’ process when two sides are 
preparing for a defamation action, I fi nally got to see the 
DEA documents in early December. When my legal team and 
other advisers saw them, they could not believe how fl imsy and 
inconsequential the newspaper’s ‘evidence’ against me was. 
 I will explain, to the best of my knowledge and ability, how 
it seems I came to the attention of the DEA on several occasions. 
Th e only reason that I had a NADDIS record – and that Th e 
Times wrongly concluded that I must be a suspected criminal – is 
that the DEA monitors millions of innocent people as part of 
its wide-reaching and often indiscriminate fact-gathering process. 
Journalists from Th e Times had read the guidelines and become ex-
cited by suggestions that the NADDIS index should only include 
information of ‘practical value’ to their agents’ investigations. 
However, far from giving NADDIS numbers only to suspects, 
the DEA gives them out routinely as an easy way of facilitating 
cross-referencing. Th e fact that an individual or a company or an 
organisation had a NADDIS number did not mean they were a 
suspected drug runner or money launderer – far from it.
 In his speech to the Commons, Bradley had said that I was 
linked in 1989 to a ‘drug-traffi  cking inquiry that stretched across 
Europe, the United States and Canada, and involved the son of 
Jean Baptiste Andreani, who was immortalised, if that is the right 
word, in Th e French Connection’. At this time, the Icelandic and 
Danish authorities were making routine checks of passengers who 
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stopped off  in Iceland on the ‘North Atlantic route’. Iceland had, 
apparently, become a favoured meeting point halfway between 
northern Europe and the US for drug smugglers, and Operation 
Ice Track was launched to try to identify and catch the off enders.
 My reasons for being in Iceland were straightforward. By 
1989, I already had my fi rst private plane but, unlike my pres-
ent one, it did not have the range to fl y across the whole of the 
Atlantic. I used therefore to stop off  in Iceland either to refuel or, 
while I was working a great deal in America and Belize, to meet 
European business contacts. It was halfway for both of us. At this 
time, the ever vigilant DEA was monitoring the movements of 
executive jets to and from Iceland, and this meant that my plane 
and its passengers were given NADDIS numbers. My bad luck 
was to choose the same convenient location as a drug smuggler for 
business meetings. Th is may have been unfortunate for me but it 
was hardly a crime. However, it did account for me picking up a 
NADDIS number for the fi rst time in my life.
 Bradley had also gleefully told the Commons about my ‘links’ 
to the case of Th omas Ricke, the American jailed in 1992 for 
laundering money gained from organised crime. As already noted, 
an associate of Ricke’s had deposited $25,000 for him with the 
Belize Bank, which I controlled through one of my companies. 
I did not know and had never heard of Ricke or any of his as-
sociates. No one has ever claimed that the bank or its staff  was to 
blame. I was not a bank teller. It was absurd to suggest that I could 
be held responsible for verifying the propriety of a single transac-
tion involving just one of the 40,000 savings accounts held by 
the bank at the time. Regardless of how responsible and thorough 
they are, large banks do occasionally handle the fi nancial aff airs 
of drug runners and criminals because every crook has a bank ac-
count and it is not always possible to know who is honest and who 
is not. Like it or not, most crooks in Britain will have an account 
with at least one high-street bank.
 A DEA report of 1994, also referred to by Bradley in his 
speech, mentioned ‘possible air smuggling/money laundering ac-
tivities underway by Michael Ashcroft’ relating to a fl ight of mine 
in the Caribbean. Th is is the easiest of all to explain. Occasionally, 
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when my own aircraft was out of use, I used to charter a private 
plane to fl y me around the Caribbean. On one occasion, I had 
fl own in a private plane from Fort Lauderdale, Florida, to the 
Bahamas. It was my misfortune that the aircraft – which I had 
chosen at random from an advertisement – the aircraft’s owner 
and one of the two pilots all had a NADDIS number. I had never 
met or even heard of the man who owned the plane, although I 
was to discover that he was called Victor Belote. Th is did not stop 
me, however, from receiving another unwelcome – but totally un-
merited – DEA entry. In July 1999, the Mail on Sunday, unlike 
Th e Times, tracked down Belote. ‘My business is being a lumber 
manufacturer, not smuggling cocaine,’ he told the paper, adding 
that he was as ‘straight as an arrow’. 
 I believe my name was initially brought to the notice of 
the DEA offi  ce in Belize for no other reason than that I was in-
vesting heavily in the country and travelling extensively in the 
region. By Belizean standards, I was an extremely wealthy 
businessman and the millions of dollars that I was investing rep-
resented an abnormally large amount. If I had been investing in 
a bigger and wealthier nation, such sums would not have been 
considered so unusual. Th e DEA offi  ce in Belize essentially sub-
mitted a ‘cuttings job’ on me, mainly information gathered from 
newspaper articles and the internet that was in the public domain, 
to its Atlanta headquarters in 1994. As I have already indicated, 
at a later date Crimestoppers, my crime-fi ghting charity, and the 
London City Ballet, the height of respectability, would be given 
NADDIS numbers because of their links to me. Th e ‘club’ of 
unlikely NADDIS number holders also included Sir Denis 
Th atcher, who, I would contend, was as unlikely a drug smuggler 
as it is possible to fi nd. Why, one might wonder, was Th e Times 
not running an article headlined ‘Denis Th atcher named in drug 
agency probe’ pointing out that the guidelines said the fi les should 
not be ‘cluttered’ with trivial information and that therefore he 
must be a suspect? Th e DEA was routinely giving utterly honest 
and respectable people like Denis and me a NADDIS number. 
It was blindingly obvious that the DEA was, for whatever rea-
sons, less than exact in following its own guidelines. Th e way it 
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operated clearly led to thousands and thousands of innocent people 
being given NADDIS numbers. How could Th e Times and Peter 
Bradley not see this? Th e DEA was, like many large organisations, 
prone to human error. Denis, rest his soul, was listed in DEA rec-
ords as the ‘son of former British PM Margaret Th atcher’. 
 As part of my lawyers’ inquiries, they tracked down and in-
terviewed a recently retired senior offi  cer with the DEA. Tony 
Bocchichio, a man with twenty-fi ve years’ experience in the or-
ganisation, was able to explain how the DEA drew up its records. 
He said he found it ironic to learn that ADT, the large company 
I had built up in the United States and beyond, had a NADDIS 
number – because it supplied the security systems for many of the 
DEA offi  ces across the US. He also said that Operation Ice Track, 
which had given me my fi rst NADDIS number because I was fl y-
ing in and out of Iceland, was a typical DEA operation – planes 
taking off  from and landing in Reykjavik would have been cross-
referenced to existing records. Tony Bocchichio, who had been in 
charge of 800 staff , considered it ridiculous that I had been linked 
to the Th omas Ricke investigation merely because there had been 
a deposit of money in my bank. Th e main thrust of the interviews 
that he gave my lawyers was that the allocation of a NADDIS 
number meant little, if anything. Th e phrase he used was that hav-
ing a NADDIS number was ‘less than circumstantial evidence’. 
He said that a NADDIS number was for reference only – he knew 
that congressmen and senators had been given NADDIS num-
bers. Th e offi  cer added that God might have one if someone has 
used the name as an alias and it had featured in a DEA report.
 My lawyers also worked out in September 1999 the extent 
of the resources that Th e Times had used. No fewer than twenty-
three journalists on the paper had written or contributed to 
articles on me. Between 5 June and 27 July alone, the paper 
had carried an astonishing eighty-six separate articles and letters 
about me. Furthermore three journalists – Damian Whitworth, 
Dominic Kennedy and Paul Durman – had stayed a total of 
twenty-eight days in Belize. Never can a newspaper have spent so 
much money trying to fi nd ‘dirt’ on an individual and yet found 
so little – in fact, nothing at all.
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*

IN EARLY October, as the Conservative Party gathered in Black-
pool for its annual party conference and my lawyers waited for Th e 
Times to submit its defence to my action for defamation, some-
thing rather extraordinary happened. Peter Stothard, the editor 
of Th e Times, ran an unprecedented full-page leader in his news-
paper under his own name headlined ‘Tories and Treasurer’. 
I suspect that he was hoping he would be regarded by fellow 
journalists as defi ant, but I looked upon his article as the 
desperate action of a desperate man, one which must have left 
the majority of his readers thoroughly baffl  ed. Indeed, I doubt 
whether more than a small number bothered to reach the end 
of his 3,000-word rant. It is virtually unheard of for any leader 
article in a newspaper to be more than a few hundred words at 
the most.
 It went over much of the old ground already covered by 
countless leader articles which Stothard had either written or com-
missioned earlier in the year. Th e article also had a sanctimonious 
and condescending tone to it whereby Stothard implied that his 
campaign against me was motivated by his desire to reform the 
Conservative Party for the better.  It began:

When William Hague was elected as Conservative lead-
er, he promised an open, accountable party and a break 
with the record of sleaze, scandal and unchecked foreign 
fi nancing that had accompanied the catastrophic electoral 
defeat in 1997. Th is morning in Blackpool the people who 
make up the real Conservative Party have a rare chance to 
question those who rule their party and ask themselves if 
these promises have been kept.
 Members of the National Conservative Convention, 
senior representatives of those who raise Tory funds and 
rouse Tory voters at local level, are due to discuss ‘house-
keeping issues’ before the main conference begins. Few 
politicians like to discuss the money that they rely on for 
their campaigns. But the Tories’ heavy reliance today on 
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the wealth of one man, their Treasurer Michael Ashcroft, 
needs seriously to be discussed.
 During the summer Th e Times set out a range of dis-
quieting facts about Mr Ashcroft in a number of articles. 
In the opening days of this new political season, many 
Tory friends have tut-tutted to me about these investiga-
tions. Why, they ask, should a newspaper editor of known 
conservative outlook, who has been a regular and mostly 
supportive attender of Tory conferences for 20 years, seem 
so opposed to a man who is pouring millions of pounds 
into the party in its present dire need? Th is question de-
serves an answer. Th is is that answer: and members of the 
convention may care to consider it this morning as their 
meeting begins.

 Th e article then went on to try to justify the newspaper’s 
belief that it had been duty bound to look into the concerns of 
senior Conservatives about the extent to which I funded the party. 
Stothard sought to imply that the rejection of William Hague’s 
recommendation that I should become a working peer was highly 
signifi cant. He tried to imply, too, that I was preventing my party 
shaking off  its reputation for sleaze and that I worked too closely 
for comfort with a supposedly corrupt government in Belize. He 
openly criticised the party for failing to investigate its Treasurer. 
Stothard moreover had the audacity to say that Michael Ancram, 
the Conservative Party Chairman, was wrong to suggest that the 
newspaper was waging a political campaign against me. ‘Nothing 
could be further from the truth,’ he wrote. He went on: 

Th e only question over which I know we [Michael An-
cram and him] disagree is whether, in the best interests 
of British politics and public life, Mr Ashcroft should be 
Treasurer of the Conservative Party.
 Some of my Conservative friends say that they under-
stand and even share my concerns but that I have simply 
made too much of them, that I have published too much 
over too short a time and acted in a way that is too far 
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from the traditional Times character. My defence to such 
criticism, which I understand as well-meant, is threefold.
 First, once we had begun our investigations, the infor-
mation about Mr Ashcroft poured rapidly forth. Most of 
it was documented in offi  cial records; but each point had 
to be checked and, if it was of worthwhile public inter-
est, prepared for publication. Allegations were carefully 
put to Mr Ashcroft for response and, although he almost 
never gave us an on-the-record reply, a very great deal of 
what we found was newsworthy; the resulting articles 
were newsworthy in the most literal sense that their 
content was new and, for the public good, worthy of 
publication.
 Secondly, we were trying to alert the Tory leadership 
to an issue which was potentially seriously damaging to 
the party. If Mr Hague and Mr Ancram chose not to lis-
ten, our only option was to keep speaking out, more often 
than we might have liked.
 Th irdly, in presenting an investigation boldly, we were 
acting fi rmly within a Times tradition. In 1967, to take an 
example from a diff erent area of public interest, William 
Rees-Mogg’s Times investigated what became a notorious 
police corruption case at Scotland Yard. ‘Th e method of 
revelation bordered on the sensational,’ commented the 
Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Robert Mark. ‘It read 
more like the People or the News of the World than Th e 
Times.’ And so it did. And it was right that it did. As 
another editor of Th e Times wrote in 1852 in response to 
repeated attacks by the British Government: ‘Th e press 
lives by disclosures.’ Th en, as today, Th e Times lives by 
disclosures.

 Stothard then went on to call for a debate within the party on 
its own funding before rounding off  his article – one of the longest 
opinion pieces ever submitted by an editor to his own newspaper 
– with what I can only assume was meant to be a rallying call to 
his rapidly dwindling rump of Tory supporters.
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Let me end with a warning of muddied waters. Not all 
of those criticising our interest in Mr Ashcroft deserve as 
sympathetic a reply as this has been intended to be. Th ere 
are those rival newspapers which, in the search for a com-
petitive advantage and short-sighted favour with the party 
hierarchy, would rather parrot party propaganda than be-
have as a candid friend. Th ere are the Tory authors of that 
propaganda who, whether they believe in Mr Ashcroft’s 
suitability to be Treasurer or not, have decided to bury 
their heads in the Blackpool sand and kick out wildly at 
whomsoever brings an unwelcome message. And there is 
Mr Ashcroft himself, who has chosen to issue his writ for 
libel.
 Some of Mr Ashcroft’s supporters have expressed the 
hope that this writ will stop us writing about him. Th at, 
I must tell them, is an empty hope. We will continue to 
investigate the Treasurer’s aff airs and publish what is rele-
vant and new in the public interest. Today the volunteers 
of the Conservative Party can directly confront what their 
leaders would rather forget. And afterwards they must 
continue that confrontation – and take the inevitable 
criticism for speaking more loudly than is their wont – if 
their party is to be reformed and ready to govern Britain 
again.

 Stothard’s self-serving diatribe was of course predictable in that 
I had always expected that he would use the start of the Conserva-
tive Party conference to try to fi nd a way to embarrass me. So it had 
been with a certain amount of trepidation that I opened my copy of 
Th e Times on the fi rst Monday of the conference in my room at the 
Imperial Hotel. I had a variety of reactions to Stothard’s article. My 
initial one, even before reading the article, was that if he needed a 
full page he must be concerned by the weakness of his newspaper’s 
case against me. After reading through it, I could see the main pur-
pose was the few lines in which he said he was not accusing me of 
being involved in drugs and money laundering. Th is claim took my 
breath away because this was clearly now going to be at the centre of 
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his defence. Coming as it did just days before the defence was due 
to be submitted, it was a crass attempt to build the newspaper’s case 
in the public arena rather than in confi dential pleadings. 
 What were these ‘disquieting facts’ that Th e Times had re-
vealed about me? ‘Facts’ such as Gordon Baker, the then British 
High Commissioner in Belize, revealing in 1997 that ‘rumours do 
cast a shadow over his reputation’, though not providing anything 
to justify such a statement? ‘Facts’ such as Th e Times repeatedly 
misleading its readers about the ludicrously exaggerated size of my 
donations to the Conservative Party even though they had been 
repeatedly told their information was wrong? 
 On refl ection I was annoyed, too, that he should be making a 
fi nal plea to the party hierarchy to dismiss me when it was already 
clear that William Hague and other senior party members had 
given me a vote of support on the basis of my work as Treasurer. 
Furthermore, I was incensed by the number of inaccuracies in the 
piece. Indeed, the claim that the newspaper had ‘carefully put’ its 
allegations to me almost made me choke on my breakfast. As I 
have shown, reporters from Th e Times had repeatedly ignored my 
requests for time to answer the claims against me. On the article 
I sued on, for example, the newspaper had rejected my reasonable 
request that any questions should be put in writing. How, too, 
could Stothard seek to compare the allegations his newspaper had 
used against me based on no evidence at all with Th e Times’s inves-
tigation into genuine corruption at Scotland Yard in the 1960s? 
Finally, I found it galling that someone as petty and unreliable 
as Stothard should have the nerve to portray himself as a ‘candid 
friend’ and a courageous protector of both the Tory Party and 
the public. For Stothard to claim that his paper was speaking out 
‘more often than we might have liked’ was humbug. If his message 
was, as he suggested, directed at William Hague and Michael An-
cram, Stothard could have written a private letter to them rather 
than involve the entire readership of his newspaper.
 Th ere was, however, much comfort to be gained from 
Stothard’s article. Two strands ran through the article: an over-
whelming sense of desperation which encouraged me to pursue 
my libel action ever more vigorously, and an overriding impression 
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that senior party offi  cials had privately been telling the editor of 
Th e Times that his campaign was ill conceived and misguided. 
Furthermore, it gave my lawyers a strong, advance indication 
of the nature of the newspaper’s ‘public interest’ defence to my 
defamation action. As I began wandering around the conference, 
other journalists approached me to discuss the article, and their 
conclusion was – in the words of one of them – that ‘Stothard was 
putting up the white fl ag.’
 By chance, that day senior offi  cials from the constituencies 
were debating a resolution on whether the Conservative Party 
should start to elect its treasurer. Stothard had referred to this in 
his article in an attempt to persuade offi  cials to support the new 
move. I was therefore delighted when the resolution was crushingly 
defeated. Th e meeting was chaired by Robin Hodgson, chairman 
of the convention and head of the voluntary party, who delivered 
a cracking speech in my support. Stothard’s article had not had its 
desired eff ect and was quickly forgotten amid the hurly-burly of 
party conference.

PETER STOTHARD was not the only member of staff  on the 
newspaper with a burning desire to do me down. Tom Baldwin, 
who at the time was the newspaper’s deputy political editor, had 
also become passionate about the ‘Get Ashcroft’ campaign. I even-
tually decided to look into his background and was horrifi ed by 
what I discovered.
 I found not only that Baldwin was a binge drinker but also that 
he was a habitual user of cocaine, the Class A recreational drug. 
Th e more I delved into his past, the more apparent it became that 
he was a prime candidate for a lengthy visit to both Alcoholics 
Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous. Baldwin would not be 
the fi rst, nor the last, journalist with a drink problem. However, 
what I found utterly distasteful and hypocritical was that the jour-
nalist from Th e Times who had pursued me the most vigorously 
should himself be a heavy and regular cocaine user. It was beyond 
irony that I, who had no interest in or connection with illegal 
recreational drugs, was being hounded by an addictive personality 
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who used a Class A drug so much himself that he was fuelling the 
illegal market for the drug traffi  ckers and money launderers that 
he claimed to be targeting.
 I had met Baldwin only fl eetingly at various Conservative Par-
ty functions, but the more I learned about him the more I came 
to agree with the assessment of a senior Conservative MP who has 
had many dealings with political journalists over the years. Th e 
MP told me: ‘Tom Baldwin is a clever man but he is not an hon-
est man. I don’t believe his principal objective as a journalist is to 
get at the truth: I think he just wants to have a good story and he 
doesn’t mind if it is true or not provided it puts his name on the 
front page. He is the journalist I would trust least of any journalist 
I know.’
 Th e Times’s legal manager, Alastair Brett, also appeared to be 
taking an unusually close interest in me. I have never met Brett. 
I do, however, have a high regard for his ability, under any cir-
cumstances, to try to defend the indefensible. I have an equally 
low opinion of his integrity.  He is a lawyer prepared to resort to 
discreditable tactics to obtain information that is benefi cial to his 
newspaper. My inquiries into his practices have revealed that in 
the course of his work as Th e Times’s lawyer he has, at best, exhib-
ited extremely poor professional judgement.
 Th is was certainly true of his conduct in the case of Carmen 
Proetta v Times Newspapers. Proetta had been a witness to the 
SAS shooting of three IRA terrorists in Gibraltar in 1988 and she 
brought a libel action against the newspaper group over a story in 
the Sunday Times which criticised her reliability as a witness. In 
the build-up to the hearing, as both sides submitted argument on 
the admissibility of evidence, the courts issued two judgements 
that were critical of the legal department that Brett headed.
 In a judgement handed down on 21 February 1991, Mr Justice 
Drake criticised the way Brett and others had handled an aspect 
of the newspaper’s defence. Joseph Wilkins, a convicted criminal 
awaiting trial on drugs charges, had off ered to give evidence for 
the newspaper against Proetta but only in return for a payment 
– to his sister. Payment was agreed, and made. Th is obviously 
undermined the worth of Wilkins’s evidence considerably. Brett 
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was less than candid about these events, and tried to disguise the 
payment. In his judgement Mr Justice Drake said: ‘It is conceded 
that Wilkins is a man with an appalling record, and it appears 
from documents that I have seen that Wilkins asked for payment 
in return for giving the statement and that the defendants, after 
the statement was given, did pay £2,000 to Wilkins’s sister at his 
request, which they falsely described as a consultancy fee.’
 Six days later, on 27 February, three Court of Appeal judges 
ruled on the Sunday Times’s appeal. Th ey noted how the payment 
to Wilkins’s sister was ‘euphemistically referred to in affi  davits on 
behalf of the defendants as a “consultancy fee”. It did not feature 
in their bill of costs. In the event, £1,000 was paid to the sister in 
December 1989 and a further £1,000 in March 1990. Legal as-
sistance was also aff orded to Wilkins by the defendants in regard 
to his appeal against conviction [for drug off ences].’ So Brett had 
arranged for substantial payments to be made to the sister of a 
man, already garlanded with convictions for fraud, counterfeiting 
and drug running, to secure his evidence and had even off ered 
to commit the Sunday Times’s legal resources to assisting him in 
overturning his latest conviction.  Later in 1990, as the Court of 
Appeal noted, Wilkins had managed to escape from HM Prison 
Parkhurst and had gone on the run.
 Brett’s behaviour came under further scrutiny when the Sun-
day Times was criticised by Hard News, a self-appointed television 
watchdog on newspapers’ journalistic standards, for the way it de-
fended libel proceedings. He fi nanced his own legal action against 
Channel 4 and Hard News, in respect of the edition broadcast on 
16 June 1991. In January 1994, Brett, then aged forty-three, won 
‘substantial damages’ against the programme but in announcing 
the result in the Sunday Times eff ectively shot himself in the foot.
 For the same story in the Sunday Times that announced Brett’s 
‘victory’ against Hard News also reported his admission that he 
had made payments totalling £3,000 to a potential witness in the 
case (Joseph Wilkins, who was not named by the newspaper). 
Curiously, the payments to Wilkins had somehow risen from 
£2,000 to £3,000, suggesting that the newspaper’s original 
evidence to the courts in 1991 had been false. On 23 January 
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1994, the Sunday Times concluded its report on how Brett had 
received compensation, an apology and his legal costs with these 
two deeply embarrassing paragraphs: 

Yesterday Brett admitted that, with hindsight, he had 
been wrong to pay a total of £3,000 to the sister of a con-
victed drug smuggler whom he had been advised to see by 
leading counsel. He had agreed to the payments (subject 
to being given an opportunity to check the truth of the 
information) during prison visits while making important 
inquiries to defend the libel action.
 Brett said: ‘I never off ered money to criminals: they 
demanded it from me, and with the exception of one case 
nothing was ever paid. My problem was that in order to 
get to the truth behind Proetta, I had to make a snap de-
cision how to deal with the demand for money by a man 
who could clearly give highly relevant information about 
Proetta’s background.’

 So, other than the ranting, misguided and obsessional 
Stothard, two principal members of the rival team were an 
alcohol-and-cocaine-fuelled, hypocritical political journalist and 
an in-house lawyer with appalling judgement who was prepared 
to pay a criminal thousands of pounds for evidence. It was good 
to know the sort of people I was up against.

THE TIMES submitted its defence on 7 October 1999. In lay-
man’s terms it was a ‘kitchen sink’ defence in that the newspaper 
threw anything and everything into it that could cast some doubt 
on my integrity. Th is was no surprise, when the only evidence it 
had from the DEA was a few documents which of course I had 
at that stage yet to see, but which failed to substantiate the story 
published. We concluded that the defence was an attempt to cloud 
the issue and broaden the scope of the future hearing. It came up 
with a range of arguments suggesting its story was justifi ed, true, 
privileged and, in any case, not defamatory.

Fighting Back

 Th e defence referred to a series of articles carried by Th e Times 
– not just the one I was suing over – and claimed: ‘In publish-
ing those articles, Th e Times was exercising its right of freedom 
of expression to publish matters of a legitimate public interest.’ 
Furthermore, it denied my claim that the article I had sued on 
alleged that I was ‘guilty’ or ‘very likely to be guilty’ of drug traf-
fi cking or money laundering, or that I was even thought to be a 
‘key suspect’. Finally, for good measure the newspaper also relied 
on the so-called ‘Reynolds defence’, a novel and complicated issue 
that arose from a Court of Appeal ruling the previous year. Th e 
Times was now citing the 1998 ruling to claim that its report was 
published after it had done everything possible to verify the story 
and therefore had a degree of protection from my defamation 
claim. Th e newspaper stressed the importance of the fact that I 
had been listed on four separate occasions on the DEA’s Narcotics 
and Dangerous Drugs Information System (NADDIS). Th is, the 
newspaper claimed, meant that the information about me ‘was 
deemed to have practical value for DEA investigations’.
 Just a day later, on 8 October, I met with my legal team in 
London to consider our tactics now that the newspaper had sub-
mitted its defence. Both I and my legal team were confi dent and 
upbeat. Th e Times’s defence had been weak and predictable and 
had not thrown up anything we had not expected. George Car-
man warned me, however, that the case would become a war of 
attrition and that our primary objective in the run-up to the hear-
ing should be to remove as much extraneous material as possible 
from the defence. I had sued on a matter that we could manage. 
I have a life – professionally, socially and politically. I had neither 
the time nor the desire to litigate on a whole series of irrelevant 
areas. However, on the fundamental allegations of drug running 
and money laundering, I had to do what I had to do. 
 James Price was adamant that the hearing must concentrate 
on the drug-running and money-laundering allegations, whereas 
Th e Times would continue to want to widen the scope of the case. 
James said there were strong grounds for thinking that a judge 
would strike out everything in the defence except the drugs and 
money-laundering matters. He advised that an application for 
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 It was not until 1 December 1999 – a fortnight after my law-
yers had submitted my reply to the newspaper’s defence – that we 
were fi nally sent the DEA documents about me which Th e Times 
had in its possession. We had been asking for them repeatedly for 
months, receiving a variety of unconvincing reasons for their non-
production. Given what was (and was not) in the documents, I 
had no doubt that this lengthy delay was deliberate. If the news-
paper had possessed what it thought was a ‘killer fact’, I am sure 
the documents would have been handed over much earlier. As it 
was, Th e Times was clearly nervous about delivering its rag-bag of 
documents, fearing – quite rightly as it turned out – that, when 
they saw them, my lawyers would fi nd the ‘evidence’ against me 
to be laughably weak.
 Th e Times’s legal team introduced the documents with an 
accompanying witness statement from Rupert Earle, the 
out-of-house solicitor acting for the newspaper. Earle did not 
identify the source of the information from the DEA – Jonathan 
Randel – but he did admit that Th e Times had paid him £6,000. 
Earle said:  ‘I am told the source received the sum of £5,000 from 
Th e Times, which went to reimburse him for his work and the 
expenses he had incurred (including travel, telephone calls and com-
munications, and public information database access, which ran to 
several thousand dollars). He received a further £1,000 from Th e 
Times for additional work undertaken at its request.’ 
 I was to discover later that the line that Earle had been fed 
was a joke. History was repeating itself, with Th e Times paying 
an informant for information, then dressing it up as something 
else.  At the time, though, I knew little about the criminality, or 
even the identity, of the so-called reliable and authoritative source. 
Th ere was still much that I needed to fi nd out if I was to get to the 
bottom of what had led to ‘Th e Ashcroft Aff air’.
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summary judgement could also be made whereby a judge would 
be asked to decide the issue without a trial – to rule that there was 
nothing in the defence which was substantive enough to require 
putting before a jury. I decided to go down this route because, if 
successful, it had the major advantage of fast-tracking my legal 
action.
 By early October, we had also established that Th e Times’s 
original article had been printed within hours of the arrival in 
the newspaper’s offi  ces of Toby Follett – a researcher who was un-
known to them at the time. Far from the newspaper giving me 
ample time to respond, it had not even given its own journalists 
suffi  cient time to analyse and check out the signifi cance of the 
DEA documents that Follett was providing. 
 By 16 November, my lawyers had submitted a thirty-seven-
page reply to the newspaper’s defence, which answered points 
raised by Th e Times. In the response, my legal team fi ercely dis-
puted the newspaper’s claims point by point and said that ‘the 
plea of justifi cation is untenable and illegitimate and ought to 
be struck out’. Similarly, we denied that the newspaper’s claims 
were true, or were subject to any claim of privilege such as the 
‘Reynolds’ defence. We insisted again that Th e Times had intend-
ed to allege that I was involved in, or suspected of involvement 
in, drug running and money laundering. We stressed that the 
DEA’s methods of preparing NADDIS records had become un-
scientifi c and lax. It was clear that those drawing up the records 
had long ago abandoned the direction under the DEA guidelines 
that the NADDIS index should not be cluttered with ‘infor-
mation of no practical value’. By 1984, for instance, there were 
NADDIS fi les on more than one and a half million people, in-
cluding congressmen, clergymen and foreign dignitaries. By 1991, 
the DEA had amassed more than two and a half million names 
on the NADDIS database. By 1999, the fi gure was fi ve million. 
Either huge percentages of the population in the US and other 
countries were suddenly making a living out of drug running 
and money laundering, or the register had become overloaded 
with innocuous data. It did not take a genius to conclude that it 
was the latter. 



7  The Need to Settle 173

AS THE two sets of lawyers exchanged countless letters, I was 
becoming increasingly aware that time was not on my side. 
Whereas I was keen that my libel claim should be heard as quickly as 
possible, Th e Times wanted to proceed at a more leisurely pace. I 
suspect that Th e Times hoped that if it had more time its team of 
private investigators and journalists would be able to gather the 
evidence needed to support the accusations it had already made. 
It was still searching for the ‘silver bullet’ which it hoped would 
bring me down. 
 As the newspaper’s delaying tactics burgeoned, my greatest 
fear was that the date of the libel hearing would be fi xed for the 
second half of 2000. Th is would be heard at the worst possible 
time – in the run-up to the general election expected the fol-
lowing spring. Indeed, I simply could not allow this to happen 
– nor would it have been fair to the Conservative Party or Wil-
liam Hague. I could not, just as the electorate was deciding which 
party to vote for, expose the Tories to the sort of headlines that 
the hearing would inevitably throw up. Th e newspaper was go-
ing to be represented by Geoff rey Robertson QC, who was no 
slouch as an advocate. Although I had nothing to hide, it was 
inevitable that the press would glean some sensational soundbites 
from Robertson’s opening speech and from the questions he put 
to witnesses in cross-examination.
 My legal team knew that I was anxious to proceed with the 
fastest possible timetable for my legal action. However, the issue 
of obtaining an early hearing was complicated by the fact that Mr 
Justice Morland, the judge appointed to the case, and some of the 
lawyers involved, including George Carman QC, were involved 
in the High Court libel battle between Neil Hamilton, the for-
mer Conservative minister, and Mohamed al-Fayed, the owner 
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of Harrods. Th e case had opened on 14 November 1999 and was 
expected to last several weeks.
 I will put the timing of my libel battle into further context. It 
had also been made clear to me that the whole matter of revisiting 
my peerage nomination was on hold until my defamation action 
had been resolved. Furthermore, I knew that the Belize Govern-
ment had put my name forward for a knighthood as part of the 
New Year’s Honours List to be announced on 1 January 2000. 
However, Said Musa, the Prime Minister of Belize, had been asked 
by the Labour Government in Britain to defer the nomination 
while my peerage nomination was still under consideration. Th e 
Prime Minister of Belize had agreed to the request but only on 
the basis that the knighthood appeared in the Queen’s Birthday 
Honours List in June 2000. 
 My business interests were being seriously damaged by Th e 
Times’s campaign against me. Th e adverse publicity – and the fear 
among shareholders and other investors that there might be some 
truth to the claims against me – meant that millions of pounds 
had been wiped off  the value of my public company, the Carl-
isle Group, during the summer and autumn of 1999. Even more 
importantly, renewing the worldwide banking facilities for my 
companies was becoming increasingly diffi  cult. Not surprising-
ly, large lenders are extremely wary of providing loans to anyone 
‘linked’ to drug smuggling or money laundering. I found it hard 
to persuade some bankers and investors that a newspaper with a 
history as formidable as that of Th e Times could conduct such a 
campaign without there being any truth in its claims about my 
involvement in such activities. I guess some – including a minor-
ity of my colleagues in the Conservative Party – believed in the 
old adage that perhaps there was no smoke without fi re (the very 
conclusion reached by others, no less wrongly, when my company 
ADT was sued by Laidlaw eight years earlier). In short, I was un-
der pressure on a number of fronts to settle.
 On the other hand, I was prepared to reach an agreement 
with Th e Times only if it resulted in the accusations against me 
being withdrawn and my reputation being publicly restored. Th e 
Times had not produced any evidence against me that caused me 
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a moment’s concern, but when an unlikely opportunity presented 
itself to reach an out-of-court settlement I was prepared to listen. 
Enter, out of the blue, my old friend Jeff  Randall, the senior and 
experienced business journalist with a fat contacts book who had 
interviewed me the previous July. Past jobs that he has held in-
clude business editor of the Sunday Times and editor of Sunday 
Business. He is currently business editor of the BBC. I have known 
Jeff  more years than I can remember – ever since he was a young 
reporter on Financial Weekly magazine. Over the years, he and I 
had built up a mutual trust and respect for each other. 
 When I was in the middle of my libel battle, Jeff  was the edi-
tor of Sunday Business and he would sometimes ring me at the end 
of the week for a chat that was often angled towards his getting a 
story for his newspaper. By chance, during a telephone conversa-
tion with him one day – on Friday, 26 November 1999 – Jeff  told 
me that he was attending Rupert Murdoch’s Christmas drinks 
party the following week. ‘Is there any message that you’d like 
me to give him?’ he asked mischievously. I thought about it and 
said: ‘Tell Rupert Murdoch that I think if the two of us were to sit 
down face to face alone and discuss this [my legal action], I think 
we could sort it out.’ 
 Jeff  duly attended the party at Rupert’s apartment in St James’s 
the following week on the evening of Th ursday, 2 December, 
where one of the other guests was Peter Stothard. Th e political 
movers and shakers who were attending ranged from Baroness 
Th atcher to Gordon Brown, from William Hague to Peter Man-
delson. Even before arriving at the party, Jeff  had told Rupert that 
he might be able to help him over my libel action. When Jeff  ar-
rived, Mandelson was waiting to speak to Murdoch, but when the 
party host saw Jeff  he ushered him to a quieter part of the room 
to speak with him privately. ‘Great,’ said Rupert. ‘Invite Michael 
here. We’ll sit down and have a cup of tea.’ Th en he added: ‘Let’s 
keep this tight.’ Jeff  did not waste any time in relaying Rupert’s 
positive response back to me. He rang me up on his way home 
from the party and said: ‘I saw Rupert and passed on your mes-
sage.’ He added that I had an appointment at Rupert’s home in 
London in just two days’ time – at 3.30 p.m. Even at that early 
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stage, I thought a settlement was possible, if not likely, because I 
was convinced that I would be able to make Rupert an off er he 
would fi nd diffi  cult to refuse.
 I had never met Rupert before, but I knew he was a tough 
operator who combined a passion for newspapers with a sense of 
the bottom line, both fi nancially and journalistically. I believed 
that the terms I was prepared to off er were generous. Indeed, I had 
crafted them in a form which I was convinced would encourage 
Rupert to impose them on Th e Times. Th is, however, was a tricky 
area: when Rupert bought the newspaper in 1976 he had given an 
undertaking to preserve the editorial independence of Th e Times 
and he could face criticism if he broke it.
 I fl ew to Britain from America and, fortifi ed by a breakfast 
of kippers, I met with my legal team in a conference room at the 
Petersham Hotel in Richmond, Surrey, on Saturday, 4 December. 
I decided to keep my appointment with Rupert so secret that I 
did not even inform my lawyers during our four-hour meeting, at 
which I received a full review of the case. George Carman joined 
us for the second half of the meeting, arriving by taxi from his 
home in nearby Wimbledon. (It was only later that I learned the 
reason for this – his failing health caused by prostate cancer.) Th is 
meant that when I saw Rupert later that day I was up to date on 
exactly where we stood. I did not tell George or any of the legal 
team that I was meeting Rupert because I did not want to take 
the risk that they would tell me it was inadvisable or inappropri-
ate. Instead, I felt I had to go with my own gut instincts. I later 
learned that Rupert had taken a similar approach and had not 
even told Stothard that he was seeing me.
 I visited Rupert at his London apartment. We spent the fi rst 
forty-fi ve minutes of our meeting discussing the world in gen-
eral and exchanging small talk. I enjoyed his company: he was 
charming, well informed and witty. Th en, as we sat together in his 
drawing room sipping tea, we got down to the business in hand. I 
said: ‘Rupert, I am going to propose a deal that you will not fi nd 
diffi  cult to accept. Although I want a page-one retraction, I am 
not looking for a humiliating climb-down from Th e Times and I 
am not looking for your paper to pay my costs.’ I explained that 
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I wanted a clear and unequivocal recognition that the newspaper 
had no evidence that I, or any of my companies, had even come 
under suspicion of drug running or money laundering. I said, 
however, that I was also willing to pad out any statement with 
an acknowledgement that it was legitimate for the newspaper to 
delve into the area that it had investigated.
 During my meeting with Rupert, I passed on some informa-
tion about one of his journalists. I told him that Tom Baldwin, 
then Th e Times’s deputy political editor, was a regular cocaine user 
and questioned whether this was the sort of person suitable for 
employment on the newspaper. Incidentally, I see that Baldwin is 
still employed by Th e Times. Perhaps I should not be surprised.
 I liked Rupert’s style and, as you might expect from two 
pragmatic businessmen, we swiftly thrashed out the basis of a 
resolution. I detected that privately Rupert felt his newspaper had 
pushed the issue too far without the evidence to back it up, al-
though he did not spell these feelings out to me. He agreed that 
Th e Times would draw a line under ‘Th e Ashcroft Aff air’ and print 
a front-page retraction to that eff ect if, in turn, I brought my legal 
action to a close. At the end of the business part of our meeting, 
which took less than half an hour, we left it that I would send him 
a draft of what I would like to see on the front page. I came away 
from his apartment convinced that Rupert wanted this subject off  
the agenda and that it would only be a matter of time before we 
reached agreement on the wording of the text. Unlike Stothard, 
Rupert was a man I felt could be trusted.
 I still did not inform my legal team even at this point. I 
was confi dent that Rupert was not going to bring in his law-
yers and I knew that the moment our teams of solicitors and 
barristers were involved things could get out of hand. Over 
the next two days, Rupert and I exchanged faxes after I had 
initially sent him a draft of the statement that I wanted 
Th e Times to carry. Our brief debate on the precise wording of the 
statement was entirely courteous and professional.
 My application for summary judgement had been due 
to be heard on Monday, 13 December. However, with the 
Hamilton–Fayed case looking as though it would continue right 
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up to Christmas, Th e Times’s legal team made an application to 
have the summary-judgement application postponed. Among 
other problems, Geoff rey Robertson QC, who was acting for Th e 
Times, had a holiday planned over Christmas and the New Year 
in Australasia, where he wanted to see in the new millennium. 
On Tuesday, 7 December, senior lawyers representing myself and 
Th e Times gathered in Court 13 at the High Court in the Strand, 
unaware that a possible out-of-court settlement was being negoti-
ated elsewhere in the city. Th e lawyers, including my team led by 
George Carman QC and Th e Times’s led by Heather Rogers, met 
before Mr Justice Morland at 10 a.m., half an hour before the 
latest session of the Hamilton–Fayed hearing was due to begin 
in the same courtroom. George presented our case, asking Mr 
Justice Morland to hold the summary-judgement hearing either 
on 13 December or, if that was not possible, before Christmas. 
Th e judge, however, turned down the request and set the date for 
the preliminary hearing in February 2000. Unknown to all of us 
at the time, George’s prostate cancer, held at bay with medication 
for several years, had returned with a vengeance. With his health 
failing, I am sure that he was not at his persuasive best. I remain 
convinced that George, in perfect health and on top of his game, 
would have triumphed, enabling my claim to be heard at the early 
date I needed.
 Th e successful attempt by lawyers for Th e Times to drag 
matters out was terrible news for me. We could have a summary-
judgement hearing in February but success was not guaranteed, or 
the case could linger on until a trial in the autumn of 2000, during 
the build-up to the next general election. Whatever course the case 
now took, the cloud of doubt would continue to hang over me. My 
position had been severely weakened. It was time to fi nalise Plan B 
– my out-of-court settlement with Rupert Murdoch.
 At the time that my legal team was facing its setback in the 
High Court, Rupert Murdoch and I were edging ever closer to 
agreement on the wording of a front-page statement that would 
settle the dispute. I had faxed him a second draft of the proposed 
statement which was shorter and more succinct. In a brief conver-
sation with him, it was evident that the two of us had reached an 
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agreement. Rupert now said that he would have to clear it with 
his editor. In a later telephone conversation, Rupert told me that 
he was having some diffi  culty with Stothard, who wanted some 
further changes. I could not live with the majority of the pro-
posals that Stothard wanted. In particular, Stothard wanted 
to draw a line, not under ‘Th e Ashcroft Aff air’, but under the 
litigation: this would have enabled him to carry on smearing 
me. However, I won the day on this point and, by Wednesday 
afternoon (8 December), we had agreed a wording acceptable to 
both parties. We concluded that my writ against Th e Times and 
its journalists should wither on the vine rather than bring lawyers 
together to end the action formally.
 When it comes to negotiating the settlement of a libel action, 
timing is everything. If I had held out longer, I felt confi dent that 
I would eventually have obtained an apology, damages and my 
costs. However, because I, largely for the sake of the Conservative 
Party, needed a quick settlement I had to agree – somewhat reluc-
tantly – not only to waive any damages but also to pick up the bill 
for my own costs.
 It was now time for Stothard to transform from newspaper 
editor to spin doctor, delivering a performance worthy of Alastair 
Campbell, the former press secretary to Tony Blair. Stothard’s re-
action to the news of the settlement in the east London offi  ces of 
his newspaper was, once again, entirely predictable. He told his 
colleagues that he had won a great victory and that I had backed 
down.
 As agreed, Th e Times ran its page 1 retraction, which appeared 
in its issue of Th ursday, 9 December, just fi ve days after Rupert 
Murdoch and I had fi rst met.  It was headlined ‘Th e Times and 
Michael Ashcroft’ and it read:

In the past six months Th e Times has reported extensively 
on the business and political interests of the Conservative 
Party Treasurer, Michael Ashcroft. During that period Th e 
Times has questioned the suitability of Mr Ashcroft to 
be both Treasurer and the most substantial donor to the 
Conservative Party, and has challenged the dependence of 
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Her Majesty’s Opposition upon the wealth of one man.
 Mr Ashcroft has a British passport but has lived and 
worked abroad for more than a decade, not only as a 
businessman but, for part of the time, as the Permanent 
Representative to the United Nations for the Central 
American Commonwealth state of Belize. Th e issues 
raised by Th e Times have resulted in a substantive and 
useful debate on foreign donations to political parties.
 In the course of its inquiries – and in its view acting in 
the public interest of disclosing relevant facts about those 
in public life – Th e Times published details of US Drug 
Enforcement Administration fi les in which Mr Ashcroft’s 
name is mentioned. Mr Ashcroft issued a writ for libel, 
alleging that Th e Times had implied that he was under 
serious suspicion of involvement in drug traffi  cking and 
money laundering.
 Th e Times is pleased to confi rm that it has no evidence 
that Mr Ashcroft or any of his companies have ever been 
suspected of money laundering or drug-related crimes.
 Mr Ashcroft has told Th e Times that he recognises the 
public concern about foreign funding of British politics, 
and that he intends to reorganise his aff airs in order to 
return to live in Britain. Th e Times applauds this. He will 
continue with his work to raise funds for the Conservative 
Party from the largest possible number of donors, includ-
ing both the wealthy and the less well-off . Th e openness 
and accountability of political funding by all parties will 
remain a central issue for investigation and comment by 
Th e Times.
 With this statement Th e Times intends to draw a 
line under ‘Th e Ashcroft Aff air’. Litigation between the 
parties has been settled to mutual satisfaction, with each 
side bearing its own costs.

 However, Stothard’s public statements on the day that his 
newspaper carried its retraction did not give me confi dence that 
he was being gracious or that he considered our dispute over. He 
told Radio 4’s PM programme: ‘I was completely happy with this 
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statement. It was a withdrawal of Mr Ashcroft’s libel action, no 
correction, no apology, no payment of costs. It was hardly a state-
ment which was imposed on an unwilling editor.’ Th e truth was 
that two pragmatic men – Rupert Murdoch and I – had reached a 
practical decision that avoided the need for continuing costly and 
time-consuming legal action. I only found out much later that 
the settlement also eff ectively ended John Bryant’s career on Th e 
Times. For the previous fi ve months, Stothard had resented the 
fact that his deputy editor had been entirely right when he warned 
that I would sue over the DEA documents if such information 
was used recklessly in a story. Although he had needed Bryant on 
board for the legal action, he now told Murdoch and Les Hinton, 
News International’s executive chairman, that he considered him 
to be ‘hostile’ and could no longer work with him. Bryant there-
fore left the paper shortly after the settlement, another innocent 
victim of the newspaper’s campaign against me. Bryant is now 
editor-in-chief of the two Telegraph titles.
 News of a settlement was welcomed by the stock market. Dur-
ing the day – 9 December – shares in my public company, Carlisle 
Holdings, rose from £6.90 to £8.70. Th is was welcome news for 
shareholders, myself included. Indeed, it meant the value of my 
personal holdings increased by £70 million in a matter of hours. 
Yet I had reservations about the settlement too, primarily that it 
deprived me of my day – of victory – in the High Court.
 Th e settlement received widespread coverage in national news-
papers. However, it was the way that another old detractor of mine, 
Private Eye, picked up on the story that gave me a chuckle. Lord 
Gnome’s spoof leader in the Christmas Eve edition, 1999, read:
 

I am happy to announce that a settlement has been reached 
in the dispute between my newspaper and Mr Cashcroft, 
treasurer of the Conservative Party and UN Ambassador 
of the Republic of Selize.
 At an informal drinks party aboard my aeroplane, 
Mr Cashcroft and I both agreed that it is unhelpful for 
newspapers to go prying into the aff airs of very rich busi-
nessmen who choose to live abroad for the purposes of 
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avoiding tax and who use their money to wield political 
infl uence. 
 We have, therefore, agreed to draw a line under this 
unfortunate aff air.
 Meanwhile, my editor Mr Stopwork has my fullest 
confi dence, as he seeks alternative employment in what is 
a very tough market.

 I do not think I realised at the time quite how much George 
Carman had been looking forward to the trial and how disap-
pointed he was that I had settled my action. However, in February 
2001, just a month after his death from cancer, Karen Phillips, 
his devoted companion, wrote a lengthy article about George’s 
extraordinary life for the Mail on Sunday. She said: ‘It was dur-
ing quiet meals together that we would discuss his more private 
work. Believe it or not, the courtroom dramas were often not 
as interesting as the cases which settled before they got there. I 
know that George was in some ways disappointed that his client 
Michael Ashcroft, who had sued Th e Times, reached a settlement 
with Rupert Murdoch. Central to the action were suggestions 
that Ashcroft – now Lord Ashcroft, the Tory Party treasurer – was 
somehow involved in drug running. George had discovered that 
one of the key defence witnesses was himself a little too personally 
involved in the “drugs industry”. He was looking forward with 
relish to that particular piece of cross-examination. Sadly, it was 
not to be.’  From what Karen says about George’s zest for the case, 
I think Tom Baldwin should feel he had a lucky let-off  in not hav-
ing to give evidence under oath.
 

THROUGHOUT MY battle with Th e Times, I had another 
inquiry hanging over me. Th is was the Marine Accident Investi-
gation Branch (MAIB) inquiry into the sinking of the Rema on 
25 April 1998, with the loss of four lives.
 Th e inquiry, which began on 16 June 1999, was published on 
17 February the following year, less than two months after I had 
settled my legal action against Th e Times. Th e report must have 
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made disappointing reading for the Stothard and Blair teams. It 
showed that the Rema had been fully seaworthy on her depar-
ture from Berwick-upon-Tweed and that all her certifi cates were 
valid. Yet somehow – and it was not possible even with under-
water video footage to establish exactly how – 769 tonnes of 
water had seeped into the hold without the crew being aware of it. 
An underwater survey had been carried out on the wreck in June 
1998. It showed that the vessel was upright and intact, but with 
evidence of ‘soft contact bow damage’. When the ship sank bow 
fi rst, her cargo had shifted forward and forced its way out of the 
forward hatches, thereby spilling on to the seabed. Th e ship had 
sunk so quickly that the crew had no time to escape.
 Th e investigation put forward eight possible reasons for the 
sinking – including the deliberate scuttling of the vessel – but 
each was rejected in turn for lack of evidence. Th e Internation-
al Merchant Marine Registry of Belize (IMMARBE) was given 
four recommendations, but these partly related to general safety 
proposals that it was hoped would apply to the international com-
munity. For example, it proposed the fi tting of hold bilge alarms 
in all single-hold vessels to avert a similar tragedy. I was relieved 
by the report’s fi ndings, but certainly not surprised. In short, the 
sinking of the Rema was simply a tragic accident at sea for which 
nobody was to blame. Although I was not surprised by the report’s 
fi ndings, I was satisfi ed by them. Irresponsible journalists and op-
portunist Labour politicians had used the deaths of four seamen 
to attack me and the Conservative Party. Now that I had been 
exonerated, there was not a squeak of contrition.
 I am delighted to say that in recent years the safety record of 
IMMARBE has gone from strength to strength. On 24 September 
2007 Lloyd’s List, the ‘bible’ of the shipping world, commented on 
the remarkable extent of the progress:

‘Th ere is a sort of weary resignation about many of the 
more exotic open registries, which are typically confi dent 
of taking their client’s money, but not much else. 

‘Corrupt and irredeemable, but protected by the omerta 
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of sovereignty, there is the perception that black listing 
these ships is about all that can be done.

‘But with the will, a lot of hard work and a certain amount 
of resource, it is possible for such an open register to haul 
itself out of the mire and assume a considerable respect-
ability.

‘Belize is an exemplar in this respect, moving from a Cen-
tral American horror story to a fl ag that is even smiled on 
by the US Coast Guard Qualship 21 assessors, noted for 
their uncompromising attitudes.

‘Belize has moved rapidly up the quality scale by simply 
applying both professionalism and considerable intoler-
ance to ships that fl y its fl ags, deregistering the non-com-
pliant, attracting better quality ships, and always inten-
sifying its fl ag state inspection regime. It has cleaned up 
its fi shing fl eet substantially, and improved the casualty 
statistics throughout the fl eet.

‘Respectability, compliance, professionalism and quality 
are words that resonate in the maritime community and 
the eff orts of this small Commonwealth country show 
that huge improvement is possible. Th e dividend for all 
this hard work is an improved reputation.’

WITH THE settlement of my litigation against Th e Times and 
with the offi  cial report showing that I had no culpability for the 
loss of the Rema, my name was put forward again by William 
Hague for a working peerage. With the exception of the Rema, 
the other obstacles had been technical and capable of near-instant 
resolution. I needed, for instance, to resign my role as Belize’s 
Ambassador to the United Nations.
 I had been appointed as Belize’s Permanent Representative to 
the United Nations in 1998, an honorary position bestowed by the 



Aged ten weeks with my mother.



TOP LEFT: Dressing up as a soldier, aged four, in Nyasaland. TOP RIGHT: Learning to ride  
in St Anne’s-on-Sea, 1950. BOTTOM: With my mother and Mary the nanny after Patricia’s  
christening in Nyasaland, 1951.

Aged six months with my father.



TOP: Aged eleven (circled), Norwich School, 1956. BOTTOM LEFT: With my best friend,  
David Sabben, British Honduras, circa 1955. BOTTOM RIGHT: A student at Mid-Essex  
Technical College in Chelmsford, 1966.

TOP: Family portrait, Burnley, 1956. BOTTOM LEFT: In the Cathedral grounds at  
Norwich School, 1956. BOTTOM RIGHT: Anyone for tennis? With my father Eric, British  
Honduras, 1956.



TOP: Launching my business in High Wycombe, 1972. BOTTOM: This cartoon made me  
laugh because it sums up what an unusual species we entrepreneurs are.

TOP: Chairman of ADT, 1992. BOTTOM: Not exactly an average night at the dogs: Wembley, 
circa 1988.



TOP: At the launch of the crime-fighting charity Community Action Trust (now Crimestoppers) 
with Sir Peter Imbert, then the Metropolitan Police Commissioner (left); Douglas Hurd, then the 
Home Secretary (second from right); and Shaw Taylor, the television presenter (far right) in 1988. 
BOTTOM: Margaret Thatcher doing what she does best.

TOP: Deep in conversation with Diana, Princess of Wales, Washington DC, October 1990. BOT-
TOM LEFT: My son Andrew, dressed as an original ADT (American District Telegraph) boy, on 
the same evening. BOTTOM RIGHT: Standing next to the Princess at the same event.



TOP: Meeting leaders of the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka with Michael Ancram in 2003.  
A photograph from the meeting later unexpectedly turned up on the rebel fighters’ website.  
BOTTOM: Michael Ancram and I meet Afghan warlord Ismail Khan, 2004.

TOP: Conservative Party Conference, Blackpool, 1999. BOTTOM: The Guardian’s David  
Austin adds to the Government’s embarrassment at having to pay my legal costs (June 2003).



Harrogate, April Fool’s Day, 2000.



TOP: With William Hague, 2000. BOTTOM LEFT: David Austin (The Guardian)  
demonstrates that it is possible to find humour in the subject of tax (May 2001).  
BOTTOM RIGHT: Nicola Jennings (The Guardian) caricatures the altercation with Clare Short 
(June 2001).

TOP: With Seb Coe: a great Olympian and a great friend. BOTTOM LEFT: Invested as  
Chancellor of ARU. BOTTOM RIGHT: Taking the oath in the House of Lords, 2000.



Leaving Conservative Central Office after election night, 2001 – soon after my quadruple heart 
by-pass.
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Belize Government. While performing this role, I was eff ectively a 
civil servant: I and other permanent representatives had to vote as 
instructed by the Belize Government. Th is role should have been 
uncontroversial. After all, Belize is part of the Commonwealth; 
the Queen is its head of state; Belizean nationals are permitted to 
be members of the Privy Council in the UK; a Belizean citizen 
can be a member of the British House of Lords; Belizean citizens 
living in the UK are able to vote in British elections; and Belizean 
citizens living in the UK can contribute towards UK political par-
ties. Where was the demonstrable confl ict of interest between my 
role for the Belize Government and my role for the Conservative 
Party? And if there was any confl ict of interest on a specifi c point, 
I would do what any individual does in such a position and not 
participate in a particular set of decisions or debates.
 Th e role had, however, become controversial and eventually I 
chose to relinquish it. Th is disappointed me a great deal and I felt 
I had been the victim of some petty-minded attitudes. Yet I had 
to be pragmatic: I could have fought it, but it would have delayed 
my peerage still further. Even now, I remain an itinerant ambas-
sador for Belize.
 So, with all obstacles removed, approval of my nomination 
for a peerage should have been automatic. Some senior fi gures in 
the party felt strongly – even more strongly than me – that I was 
being treated unacceptably badly over my peerage nomination. 
One of them – James Arbuthnot, the party’s Chief Whip – felt 
so outraged by the whole episode that he, unprompted by either 
William or me, arranged a meeting with Sir Richard Wilson, the 
Cabinet Secretary, to complain. ‘I spent an hour with the Cabinet 
Secretary,’ James later told me. ‘I just wanted to tell him that I 
thought what was happening to you was grotesquely unfair and 
utterly intolerable. I demolished the arguments against you one 
by one.’
 Unfortunately for me, fairness is not something that New 
Labour has ever considered to be a priority. Tony Blair wrote 
to William on 3 March 2000, indicating that my nomin-
ation for a peerage had been turned down a second time by the 
Honours Scrutiny Committee, the cross-party committee consist-
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ing of Lord Hurd of Westwell (Conservative), Baroness Dean of 
Th ornton-le-Fylde (Labour) and Lord Th omson of Monifi eth 
(Liberal Democrat), who was its chairman.
 To the unsuspecting, it seemed as if I had been judged by 
the great and the good and found wanting. Once again, it was 
not quite as it seemed. Lord Th omson is the former Labour MP 
George Th omson, whose daughter Caroline married Roger Lid-
dle, a friend of Peter Mandelson. As Brenda Dean, Baroness Dean 
had previously been the leader of Sogat, the printers’ union, from 
1985 to 1991. Neither Lord Th omson nor Baroness Dean was 
likely to look upon me sympathetically – indeed, some might say 
that for me to be judged by this pair, despite the moderating in-
fl uence of Lord Hurd, was akin to jury tampering. In any case, 
Blair was trying to hide behind the committee when, in fact, he 
was personally blocking my nomination: a letter he enclosed from 
Lord Th omson did not support the Prime Minister’s claim that 
my nomination had been rejected – it was no more than a request 
for clarifi cation of certain points.
 It did not surprise me when the news of my rejection was 
leaked to Tom Baldwin of Th e Times. Th e newspaper’s main front-
page story of 24 March 2000 was headlined ‘Peerage for Ashcroft 
vetoed again’. Th e Times and Labour MPs could hardly contain 
their glee. Peter Bradley, the newspaper’s lapdog rent-a-quote La-
bour MP, said: ‘Sooner or later, the Tories are going to have to 
ask themselves whether the cash Mr Ashcroft provides is worth 
the humiliation which comes with it. Yet again they have showed 
themselves to be a party without scruples and with a leader 
without judgement and – thanks to the vigilance of the scrutiny 
committee – a treasurer without a peerage.’
 Th ere were no legitimate grounds for the rejection of my 
peerage and William was as furious as I was disappointed. In the 
absence of valid objections, the Prime Minister of the day should 
make the appointment of working peerages as individual party 
leaders request (provided those leaders do not exceed their quota 
of appointments). In the case of my working peerage, William 
believed that this was a constitutional issue: Blair had asked him 
to nominate people to work for Her Majesty’s Opposition in 
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the House of Lords and now the Prime Minister was refusing, 
without good reason, to make the appointments that William had 
requested.
 With little time left to resolve the issue, William had to 
ring Blair during a summit of European leaders in Lisbon, 
informing the Prime Minister’s aides that it was ‘urgent’. William 
complained furiously to Blair, telling him it was ‘disgraceful’ 
that his recommendation had been turned down without good 
cause. He demanded that Blair reconsider and warned the Prime 
Minister that he saw this as a major constitutional issue. It was, 
admittedly, hardly the best time for the leader of the Opposition 
to telephone the Prime Minister, but it was the only possible time. 
In the face of William’s protests, Blair backed down and I got 
my peerage. It meant that within the space of three months, and 
amid relentless pressure and controversy, I had received a knight-
hood and a peerage. Peter Bradley, the Labour MP, was less than 
delighted and quipped: ‘At the rate Ashcroft is going, he will be 
a member of the Royal Family by Christmas.’ It is the only com-
ment Bradley has ever uttered that has made me smile.
 Yet even now that my peerage had been granted, things were 
not straightforward – there would still be an unpleasant sting in 
the tail. Exactly a week after Th e Times had reported that my peer-
age had been vetoed a second time, the newspaper was forced to 
concede that it had been granted. Th e front-page story that it 
ran on 31 March 2000 was headlined ‘A peerage with strings for 
Ashcroft’. It reported:

Michael Ashcroft was fi nally named as a peer last night, 
but only after being forced to accept unprecedented con-
ditions before he can take his seat in the House of Lords.
 Th e billionaire Conservative treasurer made it on to a 
list of 33 new working peers after giving the cross-party 
honours vetting panel an assurance that he will come back 
to live in Britain this year.
 Mr Ashcroft, who has given more than £3 million to 
the Tory party since the election, as well as loans of up to 
£2 million at any one time, also complied two days ago 
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with its request to give up his post as Belizean Ambassa-
dor at the United Nations.
 It is believed to be the fi rst time such strings have been 
attached to a peerage, and the decision to give him the 
honour in such controversial circumstances provoked a 
political storm last night, with even senior Tories voicing 
dismay and disbelief at the arrangement.
 Viscount Cranborne, the former Tory leader of the 
Lords and longstanding opponent of Mr Ashcroft, called 
it ‘an aff ront to the dignity and standing’ of the party and 
Parliament. He said: ‘I regard the award of a peerage as 
primarily the award of a right to become a member of 
the British Parliament and that implies that the recipient 
is worthy and already satisfi es all the criteria which we 
would expect. As far as I know, it is unprecedented for 
conditions to be set before anybody can become a peer. It 
reminds me of the way medieval Popes made their neph-
ews into cardinals’ ...

 Th e announcement of a peerage is intended to be a 
dignifi ed aff air: my elevation to the Upper House was made, as 
tradition dictates, with the briefest of statements in the London 
Gazette of Th ursday, 30 March 2000. Under the heading ‘life 
peers’, my name was second in alphabetical order in the list of 
barons, and the six words read: ‘Michael Ashcroft, Chairman, 
Carlisle Holdings Ltd’. 
 New Labour decided, however, that this was far too digni-
fi ed and understated. If Tony Blair was being forced to recognise 
my peerage, he would do so with the worst possible grace. On 
April Fool’s Day, the story of William’s telephone calls was leaked 
to several Sunday-newspaper journalists. It meant that, once 
again, I found myself at the centre of a fabricated controversy. 
Th e headlines in the weekend newspapers included ‘Hague inter-
rupted summit to beg for Ashcroft peerage’ in the Sunday Times 
and ‘Hague begged Blair for Ashcroft peerage’ in the Independent 
on Sunday. Th e Sunday Times even quoted the publicity-seeking 
Peter Bradley as saying: ‘You have to wonder why Hague was so 



188 189Dirty Politics, Dirty Times

utterly desperate to secure the peerage right now.’ William found 
it unbelievable that the contents of his private and confi dential 
phone call to Blair should be leaked in this manner and that his 
words should be twisted to suggest that he (William) had not only 
been pleading but had been in the wrong.
 Th at weekend I gave an interview to Joe Murphy, political 
editor of the Sunday Telegraph. Th is caused controversy too, but 
for diff erent reasons. Th e newspaper led its front page with the 
headline ‘Tory treasurer: I will be Lord Ashcroft of Belize’. Joe 
reported that I wanted to adopt the title Baron Ashcroft of Belize 
in ‘an extraordinary gesture of defi ance to critics who opposed his 
peerage’. He also wrote, perfectly accurately, that I had assured the 
Belize Government that I would use my infl uence in the House of 
Lords to defend the country’s interests abroad.  
 William and other senior offi  cials in the party thought that 
to be called Lord Ashcroft of Belize was imprudent. When Wil-
liam was asked about the choice of title on GMTV that Sunday 
morning, he said: ‘I think that was a little joke he was having and I 
think it should be taken as a joke rather than written up as a genu-
inely serious story.’ In fact, I was totally serious about my desire 
to be Lord Ashcroft of Belize. Ideally, I would have liked to have 
refl ected my aff ection for Belize in my title. I learned, however, 
that there have to be exceptional reasons if the location of the title 
is not in the UK and this would have involved protracted nego-
tiations with the Foreign and Commonwealth Offi  ce. Th is could 
have delayed my investiture still further, so eventually I agreed 
that, for once, I should be less confrontational. I therefore took 
the pragmatic approach and adopted the title of Lord Ashcroft of 
Chichester. I had no overriding affi  nity with any particular town 
in Britain, so I chose the place of my birth.
 I am deeply indebted to William that he pursued the issue of 
my peerage so vigorously. I am indebted to him, too, for his loyalty 
to me throughout my battle with Th e Times. Th ere had been one 
Sunday in the summer of 1999 – 18 July – when virtually all the 
newspapers were full of negative stories about my working life and 
my private life. As I looked at the press cuttings spread in front of 
me, I was at my lowest. I felt depressed for myself and the party. 
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I thought to myself: how much longer can William sustain this 
sort of relentless pressure? As I was pondering these diffi  culties, I 
received a mid-morning telephone call from William. When I was 
asked to come to the phone to speak to him, I thought, ‘Th is has 
to be William saying to me that we have to release the pressure: 
that it is time for me to stand down.’ So I picked up the receiver 
rather apprehensively – if he was going to ask me to resign, I was 
going to accept my fate. William, however, was in good spirits 
and said to me: ‘Ffi on and I are up in Yorkshire looking at all the 
papers. We just want you to know that you have the best wishes 
of both of us because it can’t be very easy for you or your family 
at the moment.’ And that was his only message. William had not 
made a single mention of his own or the party’s diffi  culties, or the 
political pressures that he was under. If my friendship with Wil-
liam and Ffi on had not been totally cemented at that time, then it 
was after that telephone call. Th e Hagues came up trumps.
 Shortly after receiving my peerage, I went into the chamber of 
the House of Lords and saw Viscount Cranborne, my adversary 
within the Tory Party who had been anything but helpful during 
my attempt to get a working peerage, sitting on the front bench 
reserved for Privy Councillors. I stood in front of him waiting 
for him to look up, and when he did I said: ‘Robert, I am here. 
Perhaps we should have lunch together?’ Th ere was no response 
from the man who once described himself as an ‘ill-trained span-
iel’. Nor, it seems, will there be any future opportunity for us to 
make up. My sternest critic, who has since succeeded his father as 
Marquess of Salisbury, is currently on indefi nite ‘leave of absence’ 
from the House as a protest against the introduction of new rules 
on the declaration of business interests in 2001. No doubt Salis-
bury, who characterised the new rules as ‘onerous’, is relieved that 
Th e Times never investigated his business and personal life in the 
same way that he had encouraged the newspaper to explore mine.
 I gave my maiden speech in the House of Lords on 12 Decem-
ber 2000, in a foreign aff airs debate. In my speech, I made a plea 
for the Government not to abandon its responsibilities to Britain’s 
four remaining overseas territories in the Caribbean: Anguilla, 
the British Virgin Islands, Montserrat and the Turks and Caicos 
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Islands. I also took the opportunity to denounce drug 
traffi  cking in the area. ‘Th e Caribbean overseas territories are not 
drug-producing countries, but they do sit astride some of the most 
prolifi c drug traffi  cking routes in the world. Th e threat of power-
ful, organised crime is ever present. Th ose who deal in drugs are a 
cancer on the societies in which they operate.’ 

THE TIMES had said it was willing to draw a line under ‘Th e 
Ashcroft Aff air’, but it quickly emerged that the axis of Peter Stot-
hard, Tom Baldwin and Alastair Brett were not prepared to bring 
an end to their personal hostilities. Bizarrely, they even seemed to 
think that the libel settlement had weakened my hand and that it 
had given them a greater licence to target me further.
 As soon as I realised that there were going to be continu-
ing attempts to smear me, I decided to go on the off ensive. I 
wanted to piece together the full story of what had happened to 
me. After the libel-action settlement with Rupert Murdoch in 
December 1999, I was prepared to let bygones be bygones and I 
did not have a vengeful attitude towards Th e Times and its senior 
staff . However, once I was aware that the unscrupulous trio of 
Stothard, Baldwin and Brett were not prepared to accept that they 
had enjoyed a lucky escape as a result of the agreed settlement, 
I decided to raise the stakes a little and to scrutinise the full ex-
tent of their appalling behaviour. At the height of our legal battle, 
Th e Times had employed Forensic Investigative Associates (FIA), 
a London-based fi rm, to help defend my action against the news-
paper. Th e company is chaired by Lord Armstrong of Ilminster 
who, as Robert Armstrong, had been a career civil servant, becom-
ing Cabinet Secretary in 1979 and head of the Civil Service in 
1981. To this day, Armstrong is best known for a delightful phrase 
uttered during the Spycatcher trial in Australia when he admitted 
that he had been ‘economical with the truth’.      
 In the autumn of 1999 – when it still looked as though Th e 
Times and I were heading for a High Court battle – Armstrong 
had approached the newspaper saying that he believed his com-
pany could help it defend my legal action. He was confi dent that 
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his well-connected staff  could gather material in the US and Cen-
tral America that could be used against me. Th e Times agreed to 
hire FIA, knowing that the company would inevitably run up a 
substantial bill for its services.
 Th e private investigator who made many of the inquiries into 
my personal and business lives was Jessica De Grazia, a former 
leading New York City prosecutor who started working for FIA 
after she came to live and work in Britain. De Grazia, who is 
the author of a 1991 book entitled DEA: Th e War Against Drugs, 
knew that her job was to dig for ‘dirt’ on me. As part of this pro-
cess, she telephoned and e-mailed former British and American 
military and diplomatic offi  cials in an attempt to obtain dam-
aging information about me (one of them was kind enough to 
e-mail me both her sly requests for help and his dignifi ed replies). 
Among the issues that she decided to scrutinise was the sale of my 
American house two years earlier. When I sold ADT to Tyco in 
1997, I no longer needed a house in Boca Raton, Florida. Dennis 
Kozlowski, then Tyco’s chief executive and chairman, did, how-
ever, need a property there because he intended to relocate Tyco to 
the former, but enlarged, ADT headquarters. I therefore agreed to 
sell him my house, and, because I was going to be away on busi-
ness, I paid a nominal fee of $100 so that my wife Susi could act 
as my agent in the sale. She in turn transferred it at completion 
to Kozlowski for the agreed price of $2.5 million which was at, or 
fractionally below, the market value of the property. Although to 
an outsider this transaction might have looked odd, it was entirely 
innocent and above board. Had I not been away on business, I 
would have conducted the sale myself and would not have trans-
ferred the property to my wife.
 I found out that John Moscow, a friend of De Grazia and 
former colleague of hers in the New York District Attorney’s of-
fi ce, had been looking into the house deal. Moscow was now 
working as an Assistant District Attorney in New York. As part of his 
inquiries, he summoned senior Tyco executives to explain the 
apparently unusual house sale, and they in turn alerted me to 
what was happening. I discovered, quite by chance but from an 
impeccable source, that it was De Grazia who had drawn the Boca 
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Raton property deal to his attention. Indeed, at a conference in 
Miami, Florida, on 17 February 2000, he spoke with a journal-
ist friend of mine who he was unaware had anything to do with 
me. Moscow chatted with my contact shortly after delivering an 
early-morning presentation along with two others on the subject of 
‘Th e Bank of New York, the Fight Against Money Laundering and 
Organised Crime in the US and the Americas’. Th e investigative 
journalist went to speak to Moscow during the 10.15 a.m. coff ee 
break because he had known him as a result of his (Moscow’s) in-
vestigations into the worldwide collapse of the BCCI bank. When 
my contact asked if he was working on anything interesting, Mos-
cow told him he had been ‘looking into a house – sold by Michael 
Ashcroft to Tyco – for a friend of mine’. Th is, at least, explained 
why Moscow was delving into the deal even though it was so triv-
ial that it would be outside his normal remit. Furthermore, this 
had happened in Florida, well out of his ‘normal’ jurisdiction. On 
his return to London from America, the journalist, learning that 
his editor was interested in running something about the investi-
gation in his newspaper, rang Moscow, only for Moscow to insist 
that any story could harm, or even end, the investigation into the 
deal. So nothing ever appeared in the British newspaper.
 De Grazia had clearly scrutinised the details of the property 
deal and had wrongly assumed that something odd was afoot. 
Perhaps it was because of the apparent transfer to my wife in her 
maiden name Susan Anstey – a name she uses to this day on her 
passport and on the electoral register. Indeed, in early 2000, as 
I now looked into the sale of my house, I discovered something 
I had not known before: that the property had not been sold to 
Dennis Kozlowski personally, as I had always thought, but to Tyco. 
At this stage, I took advice on whether I should have declared 
the transaction and I was told that I had, in fact, acted entirely 
properly by not doing so because it was part of a ‘competitive 
process’ exempt from disclosure.
  So here was De Grazia, someone who had been – or possibly 
even still was – on the payroll of Th e Times, calling in favours from 
contacts just to cause trouble for me. What alarmed me most 
about all this was that it was happening several weeks after I had 
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settled my action with Th e Times and when it had agreed to draw 
a line under ‘Th e Ashcroft Aff air’. I tried to get to the bottom of it 
all through my lawyers, but FIA and Th e Times repeatedly refused 
to answer straightforward questions, and I eventually decided to 
let the matter rest. 
 Th e Times never ran any articles about the sale of my Flor-
ida house, presumably because it was satisfi ed that all was above 
board. However, shortly after Kozlowski’s arrest, this transaction 
came back to haunt me for a second time. In June 2002, the New 
York District Attorney’s offi  ce leaked information to American 
journalists that it was looking into some of Kozlowski’s property 
transactions, including the house deal that he had negotiated with 
me. Th e District Attorney’s offi  ce was trying to make this non-
event house sale – a transaction that it had already examined two 
years earlier and on which it had taken no action – look as though 
it was a key part of its investigation.
 I was, however, concerned to learn at the end of March 2000 
that Peter Stothard needed to take several months off  from his 
job as editor of Th e Times for chemotherapy for a rare, but treat-
able, form of cancer of the pancreas. Concerned about rumours 
apparently spreading through the industry that he was being re-
placed because of his dispute with me, he called an impromptu 
staff  meeting in the news room on 29 March. ‘It is wrong for 
me, wrong for Th e Times and wrong for the owners of Th e Times 
to allow the allegation to stand that I have been eased out of the 
editor’s chair, even temporarily, at the instigation of Mr Ashcroft, 
his acolytes and satellites,’ he said. While I was sorry to learn that 
Stothard had health problems, I was perturbed that the tone of 
his speech provided further evidence that he did not think our 
battle was over. Moreover, it confi rmed to me that he was some-
one who enjoyed dishing dirt but was thin-skinned about what 
other people thought about him.
 Incredibly, about a year after our agreed settlement and when 
Stothard was off  for several months on sick leave, Ben Preston, his 
deputy and a friend of Tom Baldwin, sent Dominic Kennedy to 
Belize to go over all the old subjects again. It was a deeply unpleas-
ant experience – as well as a total breach of the deal with Rupert 
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Murdoch – to have someone back on my home turf, where I felt 
relaxed and safe, on a speculative assignment trying to dig up ‘dirt’ 
all over again. It was impossible for a journalist engaged in such 
activities not to be noticed, nor for those who were approached 
not to draw their own conclusions about why they were being 
questioned. I was furious that the newspaper was not prepared to 
keep to the agreement that I had reached with its proprietor. I ser-
iously considered suing News International, the company which 
owned Th e Times, for breach of contract – an action which would 
have put Rupert Murdoch into the witness box.
 For the most part, the exchange of letters between my 
lawyers and those from Th e Times was deadly serious and for-
mal, but occasionally I could not resist winding up Alastair Brett. 
I had heard from several sources that Brett was becoming increas-
ingly paranoid and was even convinced that I was using a team of 
private investigators to trace his every move, along with the 
activities of the reporting team that had been looking into my 
aff airs. Th is was, of course, nonsense, but early in 2001 I 
discovered that Brett had started holding meetings about me in 
the corridor because he believed that I had bugged his own offi  ce 
at News International. Th is was because Brett had persuaded him-
self that the offi  ce cleaners at Th e Times must have been employed 
by one of my companies. He became convinced that these clean-
ers came armed with bugs, especially for the telephones. ‘Ashcroft 
appears to know everything we’re doing,’ he complained to col-
leagues. On another occasion, at the height of his paranoia, he 
even seriously talked about getting a ‘lead-lined offi  ce’, which he 
understood would prevent me from bugging him.
 On 2 February 2001, David Hooper, my solicitor, wrote a let-
ter to Brett in which he referred to – and dismissed – a suggestion 
that I had been using private detectives to monitor Dominic Ken-
nedy, a reporter on the newspaper. David wrote: ‘Coming from 
Th e Times, which has employed numerous private detectives to 
poke around into our client’s aff airs, I fi nd such a statement a little 
rich. It also has a ring of paranoia to it. Next you will be telling me 
that your offi  ce has been bugged and that you have to hold your 
meetings in the corridor instead!’
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 I would love to have been a fl y on the wall of Brett’s offi  ce 
when he read that last sentence – I suspect it caused him to splut-
ter over his morning coff ee. In his reply of 7 February, Brett made 
an early reference to our baiting of him. Before going on to other 
issues, he wrote: ‘As regards meetings in our corridors because we 
are paranoid about being bugged – how right you are!!’

THE DRUG Enforcement Administration had been alerted, by 
the US Embassy in London, to the fact that some of its classifi ed 
fi les had been leaked. Such a breach of security is a serious mat-
ter and at some point the DEA launched an investigation to try 
to identify the culprit.  Jonathan Randel was challenged in De-
cember 1999.  He resigned his position immediately and walked 
out. Th e DEA continued a criminal investigation, however, and 
its investigators also seized the hard drives on his work computer. 
Th ey studied all the information that he had accessed throughout 
1999 and found he had been downloading data on a wide range 
of people – other than me – whose names must have been sup-
plied by Toby Follett and/or Th e Times. Th is activity continued 
throughout the latter half of 1999 following the commencement 
of my legal action against Th e Times, and involved Randel mak-
ing dozens of queries to DEA databases, not only about me but 
about other prominent UK citizens. I do not know who else was 
targeted in this way, presumably at the behest of Th e Times, or 
what the results may have been. Randel was certainly not acting 
on Follett’s requests during this period, for we were to learn that 
the pressure of events had become too much for him and he had 
fallen ill. Randel was eventually arrested in the car park of his local 
shopping mall on 11 July 2001 and indicted.
 As the date of Randel’s hearing approached, my legal team 
received a letter from the US Department of Justice dated 4 
January 2002, informing them that I had been given a six-digit 
Victim Identifi cation Number. I suspect that those who have 
known me well over the years would have found it hard to imagine 
a more unlikely ‘victim’ but it showed that the authorities in Amer-
ica were taking the case seriously. I hoped that it would soon be 
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Randel and those of his associates who had broken the law who 
would receive an even more unwanted number – a prisoner num-
ber.
 Eventually, Stephen Sadow, Randel’s expensive attorney, en-
tered into a plea-bargaining deal in which his client admitted guilt 
in response to a newly negotiated additional indictment. Th ere 
was then a delay for various expert reports before he was sen-
tenced. One of the expert witnesses chosen to give evidence was 
Michael Sissons, the senior consultant to Peters Fraser & Dun-
lop, the leading writers’ agency in Europe which represents some 
1,000 media clients. At the time he gave evidence, I had never met 
Michael although I knew him by reputation as a result of his role 
as chairman and managing director of Peters Fraser & Dunlop 
for thirty years from 1965. Michael was asked to give evidence 
in his role as an expert on damaged or tainted copyright – that 
is, where the value of written material has been aff ected by theft, 
damage or other misfortune. Michael fl ew from Britain to Atlanta 
to give evidence assessing the ‘commercial value’ of the leaked 
documents – the ‘news value’ of the material rather than the more 
serious damage it had done to the DEA. It seemed a diffi  cult task 
but he put the value at not less than £10,000 and not more than 
£30,000: a fi gure the judge later decided was ‘speculative’ and too 
high, preferring to estimate the value at between $10,000 and 
$30,000 (by coincidence the same valuation as Michael’s, but in 
dollars rather than pounds).
 However, it was Michael’s independent assessment of Th e 
Times’s behaviour that I found especially interesting. In his writ-
ten evidence to the court based on the articles that the newspaper 
had published, he said: 

Th e Times was heavily engaged in a vendetta against 
Michael Ashcroft, which might be said to have become 
something of an obsession with its editor Peter Stothard. 
Th is was in fact more to do with their wish to discredit 
the Conservative Party under the leadership of William 
Hague, than Mr Ashcroft (now Lord Ashcroft) himself. 
I would go so far as to say that there would have been 
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little interest in Mr Ashcroft without his connection and 
substantial contribution to the Conservative Party. Th e 
advent of these documents must have seemed like manna 
from heaven.

In his statement, Michael condemned the behaviour of the news-
paper: 

I will make one fi nal point which doesn’t strictly attach 
to the value of the material per se but rather to the pos-
ition and behaviour of the legal department of Times 
Newspapers Ltd in this matter. As I have suggested above, 
the only situation in which a legal advisor to Th e Times 
could properly have given his assent to the use of the DEA 
documents would have been that they were in the public 
domain. Otherwise both he and the editor of Th e Times 
were fully aware of the disgraceful circumstances attached 
to this material and to which I have referred above in con-
sideration of my own theoretical position in this matter. 
Does it then follow that Th e Times was complicit in this 
alleged felony and was indeed compounding it?

 Another to give evidence to the court in the summer of 2002 
was Martin Pracht, a special agent with the DEA who had worked 
with the organisation for nineteen years. He told the court that 
there were special procedures in place to deal with communi-
cations and disclosures to the media and that Randel had not 
followed them. He also revealed that an investigation into a 
public fi gure – such as myself – would be carried out by a Sensitive 
Activity Review Committee (SARC). Th ere was, however, no 
SARC investigation – or indeed any other inquiry – into me or my 
aff airs. He said he had never seen sensitive DEA material disclosed 
in the way Randel had done – and then published in a foreign 
newspaper. Martin Pracht spoke, too, of how the disclosures by 
Randel would have a detrimental eff ect on the DEA’s relationship 
with the UK and other countries. ‘Th ey [other countries] have to 
allow us to put people in their country,’ he said. Overall, his 
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evidence relating to the way Randel had acted was damning.
 Th e off ence that Randel was charged with is so serious that 
it carries a theoretical maximum penalty of ten years in jail and 
a fi ne of up to $250,000, though these would be imposed only 
on a repeat off ender. Alastair Brett, the legal manager of Times 
Newspapers, submitted a witness statement to the Atlanta court 
on 8 August 2002. He was responding to the written evidence of 
Michael Sissons and set out to defend Th e Times’s behaviour, but 
he was oddly reticent about his own role.  When Michael Sissons 
was shown Brett’s statement at the hearing he pointed out, ‘He is 
not, as I understand it, signifi cantly defending, or otherwise, his 
behaviour ... Th ere’s no way in the world that Th e Times would 
have gone through with this exercise and published confi dently 
these [stories] until the writ from Ashcroft arrived without Alastair 
Brett ... being centrally involved in that.’ 
 In his statement, Brett had the gall to sing the praises of 
Randel, whom he had met in July 1999. ‘He struck me as a prin-
cipled young man with strong convictions and a genuine belief 
that powerful people with things to hide should on occasion be 
exposed to greater public scrutiny.’ Extraordinarily, this was said 
of a dishonest wretch who was happy to feed the names of anyone 
into a confi dential computer, without knowing who they were 
or what they had done. Additionally that person was then – in 
return for money – prepared to pass on confi dential information 
about those people without knowing how the information would 
be used or who would receive it. Furthermore, he was reckless in 
his failure to protect the identity of fellow DEA agents, thereby 
endangering their lives. Brett tried to play down the newspaper’s 
payments to Randel, saying, ‘TNL [Times Newspapers Ltd] did 
no more than pay Mr Randel for his expenses and his time.’ Th is 
was an outrageously disingenuous claim: Randel was being paid 
for his confi dential information about me on the DEA database 
that he was willing to pass on without any consideration of the 
enormity of his betrayal or the repercussions from it. Finally, the 
suggestion that I was a man with something to hide was sheer 
lunacy. Th ere was nothing to hide. Until Th e Times’s story was 
published, I did not even know that my name appeared in DEA 

records. When I did know, far from seeking to suppress such in-
formation, I urged Th e Times to publish it in full. Talk about pot, 
kettle and black – it was Th e Times which had sought to hide the 
facts, not me.
 Before Randel was sentenced, I, too, wrote to the court where 
the case was being heard and detailed the distress that Randel had 
caused me, my family and my companies. In pressing for a seri-
ous penalty, I concluded: ‘As the DEA has itself recognised in the 
Court, a system which captures the names of the honest within 
precisely the same database as that designed to ensnare the names 
of the dishonest would, in the wrong hands, be a very danger-
ous weapon indeed. Mr Randel’s hands were, without doubt, the 
wrong hands. His actions deserve appropriate punishment, if only 
as an example to the countless others who also act as custodians of 
the security of the Nation.’
 In jailing him for a year on 9 January 2003, US District Judge 
Richard W. Story acknowledged that Randel had previously led 
an exemplary life that had enabled him to obtain a responsible 
job. ‘You worked, for goodness sake, for the Drug Enforcement 
Administration,’ he said.

On the other hand, having worked in that agency, you 
probably had a better appreciation than I do of the work 
of the agency, the dangers associated with work within 
the agency, and the grave concern that I think any citizen 
would have about the leaking of information from that 
agency to the public. Anything that would aff ect the secu-
rity of offi  cers and of the operations of the agency would 
be of tremendous concern, I think, to any law-abiding 
citizen in this country.
 Th is is a very serious crime. In my view it is a very 
serious off ence because of the risk that comes with it, and 
part of that risk is because of the position that you are in 
... And for any person within the agency to take it upon 
himself to leak information poses a tremendous risk; and 
that’s what, to me, makes this a particularly serious of-
fence ... 
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 And the risk that you created here was tremendous. 
Fortunately, this is like the drunk driver who gets home 
without killing somebody: nobody got run over or killed, 
and we’re thankful for that; but you should never have 
gotten in the car driving and drinking. No agent was 
killed as a result of the information that was leaked and 
no investigation was compromised, but the risk that was 
created was certainly there. And that is of grave concern.
 And that’s the reason that, in my view, incarceration 
is appropriate in this case. I do think that it is appropriate 
with a crime of this type, and it is my judgement that you 
be committed in the custody of the Bureau of Prisons for 
a term of 12 months.

Randel was also told he would be put on probation for three years 
upon his release and he was fi ned the equivalent of £1,200. 
 Th ere was a mixed reaction from the two sides to Randel’s 
one-year jail sentence. Alastair Brett told the Guardian: ‘Th e 
judge’s sentence on this man is monstrous. Journalists talk to all 
sorts of people like MI5, MI6, customs, and we don’t expect them 
to be banged up for it. His lawyer thinks he has a good case to 
appeal. We did pay money to Mr Randel but it was a research 
fee.’ Brett’s comments brought back echoes of the Carmen Proetta 
libel action more than a decade earlier when he had called a £3,000 
payment to a convicted criminal, via his sister, a ‘consultancy fee’. 
Now a payment of £6,000 to another criminal was being dressed 
up as a ‘research fee’. While other people seek to learn from their 
mistakes, Brett repeats them and seems to learn nothing at all.
 I was extremely pleased when I was told that Randel had been 
imprisoned. For here was an educated but thoroughly dishonest 
man who, even though he did not know me and was aware that 
there was no evidence that I was a criminal, had been prepared 
to help to try to destroy me and my reputation. Furthermore, 
here was a man who was prepared to risk the lives of courageous 
DEA agents, some of whom were working under cover in the 
most dangerous circumstances imaginable to bring some of the 
world’s most evil criminals to justice. Randel was a stupid and 
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dangerous menace. Incidentally, I am told that he had always been 
unpopular at the DEA because of his arrogance and his misguided 
belief that he was somehow superior to his colleagues. 
 I was equally pleased with the carefully worded press release 
from the US Attorney’s Offi  ce which made it absolutely clear that, 
fi rst, Randel had been paid for his information – not simply for 
his expenses and lost earnings as Th e Times had tried to claim 
– and, second, that I had never been suspected of any crime by 
the DEA. ‘From February, 1999, to September, 1999, Randel 
provided DEA-sensitive information about an individual to an 
overseas-based company in exchange for money,’ the press release 
said. ‘Specifi cally, Randel repeatedly provided sensitive DEA in-
formation about a British citizen named Michael Ashcroft to Th e 
London Times, a newspaper based in England. Th e British citi-
zen, Ashcroft, who was not under investigation by the DEA, and 
has never been charged with any crime, held a signifi cant political 
and business position in England, and was of interest to the pub-
lication.’ I could not have worded the press release better if I had 
written it myself. Th e Times’s shameful skulduggery had fi nally 
been publicly exposed.
 Shortly after Randel was sentenced, Michael Sissons wrote 
about his experiences in Atlanta in a fascinating article in the Daily 
Telegraph published on 7 February 2003 and headlined ‘Ashcroft 
and Th e Times: questions that won’t go away’. He explained 
why he had been puzzled when he studied the DEA docu-
ments relating to me and my companies which Th e Times had 
obtained: 

I had one problem with the material from Atlanta: I 
couldn’t fi nd a vestige of evidence that was actually dam-
aging to Ashcroft. I rang Randy Chartash, the assistant 
US attorney who had briefed me, for an assurance that I 
had seen all the relevant material. Mr Chartash insisted 
there was nothing more.
 To reassure me, he arranged for a briefi ng by the 
senior DEA agent involved and the administration’s 
lawyer. We gathered in the US attorney’s offi  ce on the 
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at no point has it been shown that Ashcroft had “things to hide”. 
Moreover during the investigation into the misuse of its records, 
it emerged that Randel had trawled the names of further promi-
nent fi gures in British public life and others who might have been 
connected with Ashcroft. At whose behest, and on what terms? 
Th e Federal authorities believe there is a prima facie case on both 
sides of the Atlantic that further criminal off ences could have 
been committed. Certainly, Mr Brett’s high-minded concern [in 
1999] about not putting “lives at risk” sits uncomfortably with 
the damning assessment of the judge in Randel’s case.’
 On the same day that Michael’s article was published, 
Private Eye also picked up on the story, warning that the newly 
knighted Sir Peter Stothard and Alastair Brett were now likely to 
come under scrutiny from American investigators. ‘With a  success-
ful conviction under its belt the DEA is keen to press on,’ the 
magazine reported. ‘Incredible though it may seem, Stothard 
himself could fi nd himself charged with bribing a US offi  cial, a 
very serious off ence indeed. It is hoped that this dreadful prospect 
doesn’t take the edge off  his investiture at the palace.’
 It gave me a degree of pleasure to see just how rattled some 
of those at Th e Times became by the prospect of seeing their ac-
tions come under further scrutiny. If they had played it by the 
book, of course, they would have no need for concern about the 
prospect of on-going criminal and civil action. Alastair Brett, in 
particular, appears to have been worried by the prospect of Th e 
Times and its staff  being joined by the US authorities in the pros-
ecution that was brought against Jonathan Randel. Such were his 
concerns that, at considerable expense, he sought outside legal ad-
vice early in 2003 from Ed Fitzgerald QC, a leading expert in the 
fi eld and who has experience of US law. I am informed that Brett 
was anxious to discover exactly what he and his journalists might 
be forced to reveal about their skulduggery under the Criminal 
Justice (International Cooperation) Act of 1990. By chance, I 
happened later to meet Ed at an event in London hosted by the 
Belize High Commission.  He came across as a decent man and I 
am sure that Brett and his journalists received the best possible 
legal advice.

eve of the court hearing in Atlanta in August. I then under-
stood why the DEA was in such an unforgiving mood.
 ‘Th e fi rst thing you’ve got to understand is that we’re 
dealing with the scum of the earth,’ I was told. ‘Th e 
people you’ll meet in these fi les would kill you as soon as 
look at you ...’

 Th rough his contacts with the DEA, Michael was also able 
to shed light on the damage that the Randel-inspired articles in 
Th e Times had done to the DEA’s work and reputation, and to 
the international war on drugs barons. Michael said that confi -
dential relationships between the DEA and other international 
agencies were vital, but Randel’s dirty work had caused untold 
harm to them. ‘Th ere had been consternation at Scotland Yard at 
the Randel leaks,’ he wrote. ‘Indeed, the head of the DEA’s inter-
national division had been dispatched post-haste to London and 
Moscow to allay misgivings in the intelligence community. Th e 
last thing the DEA had expected was for a responsible employee 
to pass secret fi les to a foreign newspaper. And when I was taken 
through the fi les in detail, I could understand why. On virtually 
every page were details that could identify sources and agents in 
highly dangerous situations. In short, this was as irresponsible 
and damaging as it could be. Leaving aside my naïve and old-
fashioned belief that Th e Times had no business using them, I 
couldn’t help wondering what critical judgement had been ap-
plied to their content.’
 Michael was in no doubt that the sorry episode warranted 
further police inquiries in Britain and America. He was incensed 
that Th e Times had sought to portray Randel as ‘principled’ and 
its own actions as in the public interest. In his article, he reviewed 
Alastair Brett’s August 2002 statement to the Atlanta court. Brett 
had not only spoken of Randel’s ‘high-minded concern’ but had 
gone on to claim that he had known people ‘with access to far 
more sensitive material’ who believed it to be right that classifi ed 
information should be passed on, ‘so long as this does not put 
people’s lives at risk or compromise ongoing operations’. Michael 
wrote: ‘So does Mr Brett’s argument hold up? In a word, no. First, 
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THERE IS one aspect of the Randel hearing that deserves greater 
scrutiny and that is the witness statement prepared in his defence 
by Alastair Brett, the legal manager of Times Newspapers. Quite 
apart from trying to portray Randel as a courageous hero, there 
was something far more worrying about Brett’s witness statement: 
it was fundamentally untrue. For in his signed statement Brett 
claimed that Follett did not reveal Randel’s identity to Th e Times 
until on or after 21 July 1999, the day when I served my writ 
against the newspaper. Brett wrote: ‘At this stage, Mr Follett iden-
tifi ed Mr Randel as his source and we decided to ask Mr Randel to 
come over to London for a few days to assist TNL in its defence.’
 Two years later, my lawyers made these points to the Atlanta 
court about what Brett had told it. Th e points went unanswered 
by Randel’s lawyers.

Brett’s statement to this court is contradicted by Brett’s 
own prior statements; the statements of Th e Times’s 
outside solicitor Rupert Earle; and the fi ndings of DEA 
Inspector James T. Akagi, who testifi ed before this court 
on August 8, 2002. To begin with, in a Defence docu-
ment fi led in connection with ... Michael Ashcroft’s 1999 
libel action against Th e Times, Brett previously stated that 
on July 16, 1999 ‘Andrew Pierce, a senior Times journal-
ist, spoke to Mr Follett’s confi dential source and satisfi ed 
himself that the source was reliable and authoritative, and 
that the documents shown to Th e Times were genuine’ ... 
Also, in a witness statement dated December 1, 1999 ... 
Rupert Earle ... stated that ‘Th e DEA source [Randel] had 
been authenticated’ by Th e Times by ‘5.30pm on 16 July 
1999’. Finally, DEA Inspector James T. Akagi testifi ed at 
the August 8, 2002 Loss Amount hearing before this court 
in Randel’s criminal case that ‘On July 20, 1999, from ap-
proximately 9.40am to 10.58am Mr Randel queried or 
accessed NADDIS, specifi cally 6 fi les within NADDIS. 
And then on that same date, from 11.49am to 11.53am 
... e-mailed [the fi les] to an e-mail address in the United 
Kingdom that reads as janwhite@newsint.co.uk.
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It is understandable, perhaps, that Th e Times had been keen to 
confi rm Randel’s identity, given the fact that within hours of Fol-
lett’s arrival at the paper’s offi  ces a story was being prepared for 
publication the next day. Even Th e Times would have wanted to 
satisfy itself that the information was from an authentic source 
and that the documents were not fake. 
 In addition, Brett made other misleading claims in his witness 
statement, about Th e Times’s policy on paying for confi dential 
information and paying sources and about the nature of the pay-
ments made to Randel. He even went so far as to claim that the 
information Th e Times had bought from Randel could have been 
obtained through a Freedom of Information request – a ludicrous 
thing to say, as he could easily have found out.
 What Brett thought he was doing when he said these things to 
the US court is anyone’s guess, but this string of false or mislead-
ing statements does him absolutely no credit. What I do know is 
that Brett was at one point so worried about his actions that he 
confi ded to a colleague: ‘I could get struck off  for this.’ At the very 
least, on the publication of this book and of the evidence against 
him that it contains, I trust that even someone as stubborn as Brett 
will have the decency to admit his professional failings. I trust that 
Baldwin, too, will have the good grace to admit his professional 
failings now that I have exposed his illegal activities in the drugs 
world – which is common knowledge in the Westminster village 
– and the hypocrisy of his behaviour.

THE TIMES ’S willingness to rely on criminals was not restricted 
to its dealings with Follett, the DEA and the US legal system. I 
eventually discovered that in the summer of 1999, at the height 
of our dispute, the newspaper had hired the services of a so-called 
private investigator called Gavin Singfi eld. Singfi eld had 
been working as a self-employed ‘business consultant’ and 
‘research analyst’ for ten years. By November 1999, he had set up 
Corporate Risk Consultants Ltd, of which he was a director and 
the sole shareholder, providing ‘risk assessment and corporate 
research services’. Th e newspaper had wanted to access details 
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about my payments to the Conservative Party’s bank account, but 
needed the safety of ‘deniability’.
 Th e Times is certainly not the only national newspaper that 
routinely uses private detectives to obtain illegal information. Th e 
man in the street would be appalled if he knew how often it goes 
on and how easy it is to obtain information on an individual, 
famous or unknown. If private detectives are used sparingly by 
newspapers, it is usually because of budget restraints rather than 
because of moral concerns. Private detectives can, either through 
their own knowledge of computer systems or by sub-contracting, 
fi nd out all sorts of confi dential information on an individual in 
a matter of hours. It might cost a newspaper £100 to ask a private 
detective to ‘pull’ – that is the phrase normally used by journalists 
– an individual’s ex-directory telephone number. Similar amounts 
are charged to gain a print-out of a credit card, which can prove 
lucrative for the private detective if, as is usual these days, an indi-
vidual has more than one credit card. I am told £200 is about the 
going rate, too, to obtain someone’s confi dential medical records 
or an itemised print-out of someone’s calls from a given phone for 
a three-month period. Journalists are just a telephone call away 
from obtaining all this information on an individual and more 
because most experienced news reporters have a private detective 
with whom they have a relationship of mutual trust. 
 Some information is harder to obtain and therefore a jour-
nalist has to pay more for it. Most private detectives are unable 
to obtain banking or income tax records by breaking into a se-
cure computer system and they therefore have to impersonate the 
individual involved and ‘blag’ information from staff  using a com-
bination of cunning and genuine data that they have obtained. 
Th ey provide accurate information – the individual’s birthday, 
National Insurance number and the like – to bank or Inland Rev-
enue staff  to persuade them that they are who they say they are. 
Such information is more costly because it is more diffi  cult to ob-
tain and the penalties are greater if the private detective is caught. 
To obtain diffi  cult bank or Inland Revenue records might cost 
a newspaper hundreds, even thousands, of pounds and it might 
take several days, even weeks, to obtain. Buying illegal informa-
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tion for a journalist can be like a supermarket shopper buying 
soap powder – discounted bulk rates mean the more you buy, the 
cheaper the product becomes.
 In November 1995, the Sunday Times – Th e Times’s sister 
newspaper – ran a story headlined ‘For sale: your secret medical 
records for £150’. Th e story began: ‘Confi dential medical records 
of politicians, celebrities and millions of other National Health 
Service patients can be bought on the information black market 
for £150. Th e contents of the fi les, comprising patients’ most per-
sonal health details dating back 30 years, are being sold to order 
by high-street detective agencies advertising in the Yellow Pages.’ 
With infl ation, the going rate is now £200. Th ere was no mention 
in the Sunday Times article of how adept journalists in general and 
reporters working for Times Newspapers in particular are at us-
ing private detectives to obtain confi dential information. I have, 
however, been sent a copy of a memo in which a journalist from 
the Sunday Times is ordering illegal ‘credit/bank checks’ on an MP. 
Within twenty-four hours, the reporter had the information – in 
the form of Barclaycard payments – from a colleague, who had 
obviously used a private detective.
 Gavin Singfi eld is not a sophisticated computer hacker and he 
did Th e Times’s dirty work, not by a technical breach of computer 
security, but by out-and-out con-artistry. No one at Th e Times 
would have been crass enough to ask Singfi eld to break the law 
but they would have known that he would have to do so to ob-
tain the information that their newspaper required. Stothard, like 
most editors, would have been protected from such dirty work 
and would almost certainly not even have been told the details of 
what was going on. Under section 5 of the Data Protection Act 
of 1984, it was a criminal off ence to procure an unauthorised dis-
closure of data and to sell data so obtained, unless it could be 
proved that this was done in the public interest.
 Singfi eld was asked by the newspaper to uncover information 
on my recent donations to the Conservative Party. Th e Times was 
presumably hoping to fi nd out that the details I had given about 
the size of my donations were wrong. Th e fact that the newspaper 
was using a private detective showed that it doubted the earlier 
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information supplied by the Conservative Party about the size of 
my donations. I am sure Th e Times hoped to prove that the origi-
nal information provided by its sources in the Party – that I was 
donating up to £360,000 a month – was accurate.
 Singfi eld ‘blagged’ his way into the Conservative Party’s bank-
ing records held by the Drummonds branch of the Royal Bank 
of Scotland and was able to establish payments of £83,000 a 
month – that is £1 million a year. Th e donations consisted of 
money from my personal savings which were sent through one 
of my accounts in Belize to the Conservative Party. I had learned, 
from an impeccable source during my visit to the Conservative 
Party conference in October 1999, that the newspaper already had 
these details. However, the source also told me that Th e Times was 
worried about using the information because it was quite clear it 
could have been obtained only through unlawful means.
 Th e newspaper, however, eventually used this information in 
November 1999, a month before the settlement of my legal action 
against Th e Times. It chose to use it at a time when the Conserva-
tive Party was already on the ropes. On Saturday, 20 November, 
Lord Archer of Weston-super-Mare had withdrawn as the Tory 
candidate for mayor of London after the News of the World tricked 
him into admitting he had asked a friend to lie for him during his 
successful libel action against the Daily Star thirteen years earlier. 
Two days later, Scotland Yard revealed that it was investigating 
Lord Archer over the allegations. With the Tories in diffi  culty, Th e 
Times decided that this was an opportune moment to dress up 
some largely old information about my funding for the party and 
spin it to try to make life awkward for William Hague and me.
 At this point, the information had come into Tom Baldwin’s 
possession. He wanted to muddy the waters, to obscure its du-
bious origin, and he was also keen to create as much havoc for 
the Conservative Party as possible. He therefore took the rare, 
almost unheard-of, step of giving the details about my funding to 
two other senior journalists on rival newspapers – the Guardian 
and the Independent. Shortly after 5 p.m. on 23 November – the 
day before the story was published – Conservative Central Of-
fi ce was bombarded with calls to its press offi  ce from these three 
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newspapers. Th e next day the three papers ran similar stories. It 
was, predictably, Th e Times that gave the story the most promi-
nent display. ‘Tories admit taking £1m “foreign” cash’ was the 
paper’s front-page headline. It was a peach of a headline even by 
Th e Times’s low standards. Far from admitting something new, the 
party was confi rming the levels and sources of my donations that 
were already widely known.
 Baldwin’s story began: ‘Th e Conservative Party admitted last 
night that £1 million a year is being channelled into its bank ac-
counts by its treasurer Michael Ashcroft through a secretive trust 
based in Belize. Th e donations, in sums of up to £250,000, ap-
pear to be in breach of new rules on personal funding of political 
parties, as well as throwing a question mark over William Hague’s 
promise more than two years ago that he would not take for-
eign money.’ Baldwin’s standards of journalism were as shoddy as 
ever. Th e Conservative Party did not admit that money was being 
‘channelled’ through a ‘secretive trust’; these were his sensational 
and misleading words, rather than the party’s considered and ac-
curate ones. Th ere were no ‘new rules’ – rather recommendations 
from Lord Neill’s Committee on Standards in Public Life that had 
yet to come into eff ect.
 Th e Independent also carried a front-page story by Andrew 
Grice, its political editor, headlined ‘Hague pledge on foreign 
donors “broken” by £666,000 Ashcroft gift’. Th e Guardian’s 
front-page story written by David Hencke, the newspaper’s 
Westminster correspondent, was headlined ‘Tory rage over new 
Ashcroft disclosure’. 
 So, not only had Baldwin sought to disguise the source of 
the story but he had also managed to get maximum impact for 
the disclosure and to cause maximum embarrassment to the Con-
servative Party. Alastair Campbell and Baldwin’s many friends in 
the Labour Party will have been well pleased with his day’s work. 
In fact, the whole episode was a fuss about nothing. As Michael 
Ancram, the Conservative Party Chairman, pointed out, the 
payments were fully in accordance with the party’s policy of the 
previous two years. Th e party had made it clear that it would op-
erate by its existing guidelines until Parliament introduced new 
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ones based on the recommendations of Lord Neill’s committee.
 Michael’s revelations that the party had called in Scotland 
Yard to investigate how the security of private bank accounts had 
been breached also fi gured prominently in the newspapers of 24 
November. ‘Tories call for bank leaks probe’ was the front-page 
headline in the Financial Times, while the Daily Mail led its front 
page with a story headlined ‘Yard in hunt for Tory bank hackers’. 
Th e Times was the exception to the rule and – for some reason 
– did not carry a word about the police inquiry into the leaks. 
Knowing what I do now, it is not hard to see why the newspaper 
did not want to highlight the prospect of police scrutiny of the 
security leak.
 My response was to write an article for the Independent in 
which I, once again, sought to put the record straight following 
an unprovoked attack by Th e Times. I pointed out that both I 
and the party had acted entirely properly and that the important 
issue was not where the money had come from but who owned 
the money that was being donated. I fi nished the article with the 
words: ‘One last question. Th ere is another man who, like me, is 
self made; who, like me, travels extensively in support of those 
interests; who, like me, no longer resides in the country of his 
birth; and who, like me, has assets and infl uence in a number of 
countries. His name is Rupert Murdoch, a man who has, without 
doubt, made a major and, I would argue positive, contribution 
to Britain. To attack him for the way he runs his life would be 
absurd. So why is one of his newspapers attacking me for the way 
I run mine?’  Little did I know when I wrote those words that I 
would be sipping tea with Rupert at his London home just days 
later.
 As my displeasure at the behaviour of Th e Times and its jour-
nalists grew throughout 2000, I resolved to try to get to the bottom 
of this specifi c breach of banking security. To me it was beyond 
the pale that somebody was willing and able to obtain details of 
the Conservative Party’s bank accounts. If individuals were willing 
to do this, they were surely willing to go to virtually any lengths 
to harm the party and me. When I began my inquiries, I was un-
aware that Th e Times had played such a central role. Investigations 
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carried out at the request of one of my companies were extensive 
and costly, but I was helped by senior fi gures from within the 
newspaper who disapproved of their employer’s immorality.
 By the summer of 2000, I was convinced that Gavin Singfi eld 
had played a pivotal role in obtaining confi dential informa-
tion from the Conservative Party’s bank account. At this point, 
my interest was aroused by an article in the Guardian by Kevin 
Maguire, a former Daily Mirror journalist (he is now back work-
ing for that paper). Kevin was well aware of some of the illegal 
activities that private investigators routinely carried out for jour-
nalists. Since Singfi eld had not been the Guardian’s source for its 
story on my company’s donations to the Conservative Party – 
this role had been performed by Baldwin – Kevin felt entitled 
to look into the activities of the private investigator. On one 
occasion, Singfi eld had allowed Kevin into his home and discussed 
accusations against him relating to stories that had appeared in 
newspapers based on a ‘telephone blag’ or impersonation. Th is 
included the scam used, years earlier, to obtain the tax records 
of Lord Levy, Tony Blair’s Middle East envoy. ‘I don’t need this,’ 
Singfi eld initially told the journalist, adding that he had not been 
contacted by investigators looking into the security breaches. Sing-
fi eld later made a series of phone calls to Kevin in which he asked 
if he had been identifi ed as having been involved in the Levy case 
and my own case and in which he off ered to give the journalist 
a further interview. Later still, however, he simply denied any in-
volvement in any attempt to obtain information in either case.
 Kevin also wrote a witty and informative article in the New 
Statesman magazine revealing some of the tricks of the trade 
in which journalists employ impersonators and private 
investigators to obtain confi dential information. ‘Meet Gavin. A 
former thespian who lives in (let’s say) Sussex, he now makes a lot 
more money than he did treading the boards. A brilliant mimic, 
his voices are superb. So good, in fact, that if he rang, you would 
be unlikely to know if it was whoever he was that day or just plain 
old Gavin,’ Kevin wrote.

Say hello to Jonathan. Th ose in the know say that he’s 



212 213Dirty Politics, Dirty Times

not quite as convincing as Gavin, but he can be pretty 
convincing as a lawyer, accountant or assistant to a high-
profi le public fi gure ...
 Bank and mortgage arrangements, credit card state-
ments and itemised phone bills: Gavin and Jonathan can 
get them. Th ese boys do their homework, memorising 
dates of birth, maiden names, addresses and anything 
else that a well-trained or mildly suspicious employee 
might ask. Tricks of the trade include ringing at lunch-
time when, with half the staff  away and the other 
half looking forward to a break, a person’s guard is 
often down.

Singfi eld had the impudence to report Kevin to the Press Com-
plaints Commission, the press watchdog, on the grounds that his 
privacy had been invaded – a complaint that was, not surprisingly, 
rejected.
 By the end of June 2000, it was our turn to confront Singfi eld 
about his activities and to explore whether he might be willing to 
divulge information about his work for News International, the 
parent company of Th e Times and the Sunday Times. A letter dated 
30 June from Jeff rey Green Russell, solicitors to the Belize Bank, 
was sent by courier to Singfi eld’s home in Horsham, West Sussex. 
It read:

Last year, details of certain transfers of funds made by our 
client on behalf of a customer were reported in several 
British newspapers. Th ese details were confi dential and 
should at all times have remained confi dential.
 We have information and evidence which indicate 
that you played a signifi cant part in the process which led 
to the publication of this confi dential information. We 
do not condone your actions and we explicitly reserve all 
our client’s rights and all their customer’s rights to take 
whatever action is found to be appropriate.
 Nevertheless, it is fair to say that both our client and 
their customer are more concerned with the process that 
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led to the breach of confi dentiality than they are with the 
mechanics of the breach and those who may have played 
a part in that exercise.
 Pending the commencement of proceedings, we are 
writing to off er you the opportunity of a without prejudice 
meeting to establish whether there may be an alternative, 
and perhaps less costly, means of resolving matters.
 If you would like to explore this route perhaps you 
would care to telephone the writer. In the absence of any 
communication, we will press on with current plans.

 Inevitably, I suppose, Singfi eld denied any involvement in or 
knowledge of the scam in a lengthy exchange of letters between 
my company’s solicitors and the private investigator and, later, 
his solicitors Lewis Silkin. Singfi eld did, however, make contact 
with Alastair Brett, the legal manager of Th e Times. Some neutral 
observers might say this was a strange action for someone who 
supposedly had no knowledge of the security leak that had led to a 
story in the newspaper. Singfi eld and his solicitor eventually spent 
fi ve months stonewalling straightforward questions that any-
body without something to hide would willingly have answered. 
Stothard remained equally evasive about the episode. When 
pressed by the Conservative Party about the breaches of security, 
he chose his words extremely carefully when he said: ‘Th e Times, 
in common with other newspapers, does not reveal the identity of 
its sources and will never do so. We have not asked for any illegal 
acts to be carried out, and would not condone such behaviour.’ 
Stothard was subsequently interviewed by John Humphrys for the 
Radio 4 Today programme in which he was, at best, economical 
with the truth and, at worst, a blatant liar. ‘Th is information came 
in the normal course of our inquiries. We did nothing illegal to 
obtain it ... We got this information in the absolutely normal way 
... You’re a journalist, and you know that if information is passed 
to you ... if you’re told scraps of information ... you are not pre-
cisely sure where it came from right at the beginning of the chain. 
No one is precisely sure where a bit of information originally came 
from.’ Th is was Stothard’s lowest point in a catalogue of increas-
ingly shabby dealings. He either knew where the information had 
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come from or knew that the law must have been broken to obtain 
such information and was turning a blind eye to the detail so that 
he could deny knowledge or responsibility. Either way he behaved 
abominably and failed to live up to his responsibilities as the edi-
tor of a once great newspaper. 

PETER STOTHARD was eventually demoted from his position 
as editor of Th e Times by Rupert Murdoch. He became editor of 
the Times Literary Supplement, a specialist weekly magazine with 
a much smaller circulation. His demotion came little more than 
two years after being told by his proprietor to print a front-page 
retraction about me – one that made it clear that neither he nor 
his newspaper had any evidence that I was linked to drug traf-
fi cking or money laundering. It is a disappointing end to a once-
promising career. Stothard was eventually knighted in 2003: in 
my opinion, for services to New Labour – notably for targeting 
me – rather than for any noble contribution to the world of jour-
nalism, a profession that he helped to corrupt.
 I heard that Stothard was standing down as editor a fortnight 
after meeting him, quite by chance, at a charity function at the 
Natural History Museum in west London. We initially exchanged 
pleasantries, but Stothard quickly began threatening me, telling 
me that if I did not stop making inquiries into the source of the 
leaks against me – notably Jonathan Randel – ‘we [Th e Times] 
could start on you all over again’. I never take kindly to being 
threatened, but to be talked to like this by Stothard, who had 
behaved so badly himself, made me extremely cross. It also made 
me more determined than ever to get to the bottom of all the 
skulduggery in which Th e Times and its associates had indulged 
during their campaign against me. It was against this unhappy 
backdrop that I wrote to Stothard summarising my disappoint-
ment at his behaviour over the previous three years. 
 Stretching to three pages and dated 27 February 2002, the let-
ter told him that he had made fundamental errors of judgement in 
his dealings with me. ‘You listened too attentively to the whisper-
ing which accompanied my appointment as Treasurer and, worse, 
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you gave public expression to it,’ I wrote.

My word is important to me. In business, I depend upon 
my reputation. In choosing to stain my character and 
damage my reputation, Th e Times picked a fi ght from 
which I had no wish to walk away.
 Unfortunately for me, I had others to consider. My 
loyalty to William Hague and my overall concern for the 
Party obliged me to contemplate a settlement of the litiga-
tion, even though it would deprive me of the opportunity 
to clear my name in public. Both of us know full well how 
the case would have played out had it reached the court-
room.
 Imagine my reaction, therefore, when I realised that 
‘drawing a line under the Ashcroft aff air’ was proving so 
unpalatable for some Times Newspapers employees that 
I had to endure continuing smears and snide innuendo. 
Imagine my humour at the news that Th e Times had once 
again despatched Dominic Kennedy to Belize to rake over 
the same old ground.
 Insult was added to injury when a number of letters of 
complaint to your Legal Manager were responded to with 
belligerence rather than understanding.
 I would commend you to consider some of the facts.
 I am accused of a number of things – including an in-
volvement in drugs – by a journalist whose cocaine habit 
is the talk of the Lobby, and who has been assisted in his 
endeavours by an unattractive alliance which includes a 
New Labour spin doctor and a blueblood Tory grandee 
who wished to settle a score against William Hague.

Th ere are no prizes for identifying the three unnamed men – Tom 
Baldwin, Alastair Campbell, a close friend of Baldwin whose role 
in this story I shall return to later, and Viscount Cranborne.

It is suggested that I am guilty of impropriety on the 
basis of a contorted analysis of documents which have 
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been acquired by Dr Jonathan Randel, a US Government 
offi  cial.
 I then discover that a con-artist called Gavin 
Singfi eld has been commissioned ... to commit a number of 
criminal off ences, including the acquisition of certain 
banking information. Furthermore, I learn that this bank-
ing information is consciously held back for months by 
Th e Times until Jeff rey Archer’s resignation [as the Con-
servative candidate for mayor of London], at which point 
it is shared with other newspapers in the hope that it will 
fi nally unseat me ...
 Make no mistake, my commitment to the agreement 
that I reached personally with Rupert Murdoch remains 
rock solid, but other agencies have taken a wider interest. 
At the same time, malign infl uences within your own or-
ganisation remain both suspicious of me and uncommitted 
to the settlement agreement. I cannot ignore that.
 You will also appreciate that I cannot and will not 
ignore the other very real factors which remain at play, 
few, if any, of which are now within my control. Infl uence 
I may have, but I am in no mood to extend to others the 
courtesies which they have so consistently denied me.

My letter may appear ungracious to an editor who was stand-
ing down, but my patience with and tolerance of Stothard had 
long run out. Alastair Brett, for one, did not welcome or enjoy 
the letter. He received it on the way to Stothard’s leaving party at 
the editor’s home in Swiss Cottage, north London. Brett walked 
into the drinks party carrying a briefcase containing my letter. As 
he moved round the room, he repeatedly pulled the letter from 
his briefcase and shouted in a deranged voice, ‘Fucking Ashcroft!’ 
When Robert Th omson, the new editor of Th e Times, later de-
manded an explanation of the points I had raised, Brett produced 
a reply that rivalled War and Peace in length.
 Stothard did not reply to my letter. Th is duty was left to 
Les Hinton, the executive chairman of News International who, 
while not agreeing with all the points I had made, acknowledged 
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that it was time for the newspaper to move on. Although Rupert 
Murdoch and Les Hinton are honourable men, I did not trust Th e 
Times at all and I therefore felt my own inquiries into the story 
ought to be pursued. Th e incident of the con-artist trying to extract 
information from the Royal Bank of Scotland was not isolated. I 
also discovered that someone had got hold of the landline telephone 
records of a colleague of mine, while the Belize Bank was targeted 
by another ‘blagger’ who tried, unsuccessfully, to obtain further 
confi dential information relating to me and my companies. I was 
never able to prove who carried out these intrusions, but I certainly 
have my suspicions and I would not be surprised if Th e Times had 
some involvement in these incidents too. 
 Knowing, as I do, quite how often newspapers use private in-
vestigators, I was amused to read this article in Private Eye on 10 
December 2003: 

Red faces all around Fleet Street after a raid on a private 
detective by investigating offi  cers from the information 
commissioner found incriminating details of scores of 
tabloid hacks having paid a private eye to break the law. 
 Ex-directory phone numbers, numbers of family and 
friends, vehicle licence traces and criminal record inves-
tigations – all illegal under the data protection act, all 
commissioned by journalists whose papers claim to sup-
port the right to reasonable privacy.
 Th is may explain why when a Met detective was 
arrested on corruption charges there was not a squeak out 
of the press. But the names of the victims and the report-
ers and photographers who were clients are all detailed. 
Prosecutions will follow as sure as night follows day or as 
desperate hacks follow celebs ...

 Th ere are fi ve footnotes to my battle with Th e Times. 
Early in 2003, Francis Maude, the former Conservative minister, 
asked me to help fi nance his new initiative Policy Exchange, a 
Conservative think tank. I realised that Michael Gove was a key 
member of the think tank – the same Michael Gove who had 
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written some less than fl attering things about me in his role as a 
senior leader and comment writer on Th e Times. It was also the 
same Michael Gove who had been put up to appear on Radio 4’s 
Today programme the day after I had served my writ against the 
newspaper but, in the face of relentless questioning, had turned 
out to be unaware that his newspaper had passed the DEA’s reports 
on me to Peter Bradley, the Labour MP. I explained to Francis that 
Michael and I had a ‘past’, but that if we had lunch I thought we 
would be able to resolve our diffi  culties. Michael and I duly dined 
at the House of Lords and discussed the Radio 4 programme in 
which he, rather unconvincingly, had tried to justify his stand. 
However, I explained that I had a high regard for his journalistic 
abilities and his ambitions to become a Conservative MP. I 
told him that, concerning his radio interview, I was willing 
to accept that perhaps he had merely been a good trouper for 
his employer and I was prepared to let the matter rest. I have 
since supported Policy Exchange, and I received a letter in 
the summer of 2003 asking if I wanted to take on a greater 
role and join the board – an invitation that I did not take up. 
In May 2005 Michael was duly elected MP for Surrey Heath, 
a safe Tory seat. When he was originally chosen as prospective 
parliamentary candidate I wrote him a letter of congratulations, 
and now that he is an MP I wish him a long and successful 
political career.
 Th e second footnote concerns Tom Baldwin’s cocaine habit, 
which regrettably seems to have become more serious in recent 
years. Indeed, during the Conservative Party conference in Oc-
tober 2001, he put Peter Stothard’s suite at the Imperial Hotel 
to ‘good’ use when his editor was unable to make it to the con-
ference as planned. In the company of two journalist colleagues 
– Giles Coren and Alice Miles – Baldwin snorted lines of cocaine 
from the glass coff ee table in Stothard’s suite. I certainly have no 
evidence that his colleagues took the drug, but I am told that 
Baldwin’s appetite for it was voracious and also that at least one 
colleague reprimanded him for his stupidity, saying: ‘What the 
hell do you think you are doing, Tom?’ Such is Baldwin’s crav-
ing for the drug that he had taken the not inconsiderable risk of 
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smuggling cocaine through the hotel’s high-level security in order 
to feed his habit. 
 More recently Baldwin, who is now a correspondent in 
Washington for Th e Times, has shown signs of developing a 
further condition – kleptomania. At the Conservative Party con-
ference in October 2004, he was a guest at a party given by Lord 
Hesketh at his room in the Highcliff  Hotel in Bournemouth. How 
did Baldwin show his gratitude for such generous hospitality and 
for the opportunity to drink with senior politicians and fellow 
journalists? By slipping off  unnoticed into the night without so 
much as a thank-you, clasping an already opened bottle of Pol 
Roger champagne. Th e next morning, a sheepish Baldwin, who 
had been the worse for wear the previous night after an evening 
of heavy drinking, admitted to stealing the bubbly. When later 
asked by a fellow journalist if he would at least have the good 
grace to reimburse Lord Hesketh for the champagne, he was not 
keen to discuss the incident. ‘I’m not getting into this,’ he told the 
Evening Standard ’s diary. ‘If Lord Hesketh wants to ring me about 
it, he can.’ Th e incident was fi rst revealed by Stephen Glover in 
his column in the Spectator on 16 October 2004. Initially, the col-
umnist considered the incident – ‘hardly the grossest sort of theft’ 
– not worthy of inclusion in his column. ‘And then I considered 
what would have happened if a politician – say a member of the 
shadow Cabinet – had been caught doing what Baldwin did,’ he 
wrote. ‘Newspapers would have mentioned it, probably including 
Mr Baldwin’s, and some might have got quite worked up about 
it. Journalists should not expect politicians to observe higher 
standards of behaviour than they do themselves.’ 
 Th e third footnote relates to some wonderful double stand-
ards displayed by Baldwin’s employer, Th e Times. In November 
2003, the newspaper had the audacity to criticise Clive Soley, a 
Labour MP, for using parliamentary privilege to name someone 
he claimed was guilty of sexual harassment. Th e newspaper got 
on its high horse and complained about the abuse of this ‘ancient 
privilege’. I could not resist writing a tongue-in-cheek letter to Les 
Hinton, the executive chairman of News International, to poke 
fun at the hypocrisy of it all. I told him that I noted with great 
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accepting guidance from the captain of the Titanic on how large 
ships should avoid icebergs in poor weather.
 However, this is what Earle wrote about his lift in a Land 
Cruiser: ‘We were weaving around a bit, then the driver stopped, 
opened my door and pointed a pistol at me. One of the other guys 
had a djambia (a Yemeni dagger). I thought to myself, “I’d better 
negotiate my way out of this one, otherwise they’ll take my pack 
and shoot me anyway.” I did hear the gun go off  several times, 
but I wasn’t conscious of being shot. I thought I’d been stabbed.’ 
Apologies for interrupting, but just how many people hear nu-
merous shots, feel pain, see blood and deduce…that they must 
have been stabbed? Earle’s advice continued: ‘Th ere was blood 
coming from my head, leg and hands. I felt anger that my holiday 
was disintegrating, then terror that my life might be in danger. I 
wasn’t calm, but I do remember feeling angry.
 At this point, miraculously, help arrived when another car 
stopped. ‘I got picked up by a man and I wanted to chase them, 
but he wouldn’t.’ Sorry to interrupt again, but how many badly-
injured victims of crime, having been left for dead beside the road 
then decide that, while unarmed, they should pursue a heavily-
armed gang just to enable the bandits to fi nish off  the job? Earle’s 
invaluable sharing of his personal experience continued: ‘He [his 
helper] took me to hospital where I spent fi ve days. With hind-
sight, it was a bad time to be in Yemen. Th ere was high unemploy-
ment, a lot of people used qat (a narcotic leaf ) and the country was 
full of guns. My biggest mistake was getting into a car with four 
blokes. I also relied too much on the guidebook. I still travel on 
my own, though, if you thought about it, you probably wouldn’t 
go [to Yemen]. I’d go, but I’d certainly be more careful.’
 As a reasonably-seasoned traveller, one who has been around 
the world once or twice, I am prepared to off er some humble 
travel advice of my own to readers: if Rupert Earle ever invites you 
go join him on a hitchhiking holiday to a war zone, say ‘no’.
 Th e fi fth and fi nal footnote does not involve Th e Times di-
rectly but it is interesting nonetheless. Out of the blue, I received 
a letter in early April 2000 was from someone I had fl eetingly met 
at a lunch hosted by Lord Stevens, then chairman of United News 
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interest Th e Times’s indignation and asked if he did not think that 
Tom Baldwin writing Peter Bradley’s speech on an internal com-
puter was an equal abuse of the privilege. I received a charming 
letter back from Les saying that he did not know anything about 
the matter I had referred to, and adding: ‘It would be interest-
ing to catch up soon to chat about the rapidly changing world 
of Conservative politics.’ Les is a good man and I always look 
forward to the occasional gossipy lunch that we share together.
 Th e fourth footnote relates to Rupert Earle, the solicitor from 
Th eodore Goddard (now called Addleshaw Goddard) who rep-
resented Th e Times during the newspaper’s battle with me. Earle 
is an oddball and, it appears, just about as un-streetwise as they 
come. A harsher judgement might be that he is, frankly, not of 
this world. In the early 1990s, Earle, then a young lawyer, decided 
to go on holiday to Yemen on his own at a time when the country 
was eff ectively in a state of war and some areas were totally lawless. 
Anyone with an iota of common sense might have thought the last 
thing to do in such circumstances was to hitchhike and then to 
accept an off er of a lift from four young and heavily-armed men. 
Earle’s logic for such a decision was that he had a copy – clearly 
an outdated one – of the Lonely Planet guide which indicated that 
hitchhiking was safe (presumably though it did not recommend 
clambering into a vehicle alone in the company of four drugged-
up, gun-toting young men from a local militia group or the like). 
Well, surprise, surprise: their motive for giving Earle a lift was 
not to extent the hand of friendship to a weary young western 
traveller but, it seems, to relieve him of any valuables. When Earle 
was asked at gunpoint to hand over his wallet – which I am told 
contained little more than some small change and his Law Society 
membership card – he compounded his earlier error of judgement 
by refusing to do so. Th e men, unimpressed that their threats had 
not been taken seriously, did what local bandits in lawless area 
are prone to do if they feel their requests are being ignored: they 
shot him several times at point-blank range. Earle later relayed 
this story in the pages of Th e Times, but not as a form of therapy. 
Rather, so he could give readers some useful tips, no less, in how 
to travel safely in foreign countries. To me this seems rather like 
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my assistance in proving it.
 His audacious plan was sadly never put to the test. Shortly 
after Anthony approached me, he died, aged only 58, from a viru-
lent form of pneumonia. Whilst he lay in a coma - in a tragedy 
worthy of the Greeks - his wife Mishtu, who had fl own in to be 
at her husband’s bedside, died from a heart attack just three days 
before Anthony slipped away.
 It would be wrong of me to reveal the precise details of An-
thony’s tip-off . It was, after all, his unnamed source rather than 
mine, and, however much I might like to, it would be out of place 
to point the fi nger. Th is is one story – the ‘laundering’ of dona-
tions from wealthy individuals who wanted to remain anonymous 
- that this formidable journalist took with him to his grave. How-
ever, I will say that I believe that Anthony was seeking to root out 
the sort of dodgy fi nancial practice that overshadowed the fi nal 
years of Blair’s premiership. I will conclude this brief tangential 
recollection with Anthony’s own words. Quoted in Power Without 
Responsibility: Th e Press and Broadcasting in Britain, he described 
the pressures that can exist within a national newspaper. Even 
though his words were issued in 1997, he described with uncanny 
accuracy, the very regime that would have operated at Th e Times 
during 1999: ‘It is daft to suggest that individuals can buck the 
system, ignore the pre-set “taste” of their newspapers, use their 
own news-sense in reporting the truth of any event, and survive. 
Th ey are ridden by news desks and backbench executives, they 
have their stories ‘spiked’ on a systematic basis, they face the worst 
sort of newspaper punishment – by-line deprivation…It is much 
easier to pander to what the editors want.’
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& Media, the owners of the Express Newspapers. It was from 
Anthony Bevins, a leading political journalist, who had made a 
specialism of terrorising Tory politicians with, in the words of 
fellow political journalist Simon Walters, ‘unspeakable ferocity’. 
With the advent of New Labour, Anthony had become part of a 
group of enthusiastic media supporters of Tony Blair, one which 
included Philip Webster of Th e Times and, much later, Tom Bald-
win.
 So, normally, I would have every reason to be on my guard, 
but I had also heard that Anthony was a highly-principled man 
who loved nothing more than exposing deceit and hypocrisy. 
Much later, I was to learn of comments he had made to the House 
of Commons Public Administration Select Committee when he 
gave evidence about the Government’s anaemic Freedom of In-
formation Bill, a subject which has become close to my heart. 
Anthony told MPs: ‘I regard this bill as a betrayal of trust by the 
Labour Government insofar as Mr Blair promised that he would 
re-build the trust that had been lost under the previous adminis-
tration. Th is is the fi rst signifi cant betrayal of a promise that he 
made before the election to give us a Freedom of Information Act 
worth its salt. Th is is not a Freedom of Information Act worth its 
salt…Freedom of information is an attitude and maybe that at-
titude is not free and fully declared by Whitehall.’
 Anthony was right of course. However, back in the spring of 
2000, Anthony’s letter was highly intriguing. As the-then Politi-
cal Editor of the Express, he wrote: “I wonder if you could spare 
me half an hour of your time to advise me, in total confi dence, 
about an investigation I would like to conduct in Labour Party 
fi nances? I would not bother you if this was not important, and I 
hope you will forgive me if I do not describe the project on paper. 
However, if it worked, it could bring Blair down.” Understand-
ably curious, I contacted Anthony and he explained his mission 
further: he hoped to enlist my help in exposing the ‘laundering’ 
of big political donations by a key fund-raiser in a major British 
political party, who he had discovered was eager to get around 
donor disclosure rules. According to Anthony’s tip-off , this 
practice was commonplace and signifi cant. However, he needed 
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THE TIMES was not the only Rupert Murdoch-owned newspaper 
on my ‘case’. Th e Sunday Times looked into my private tax aff airs 
and published a story about me. Th e newspaper benefi ted from 
undercover work conducted by a private investigator who, by im-
personating me, had breached the security at the Inland Revenue, 
gaining access to information about my tax returns. Th is had led 
to a story about me in the Sunday Times early in 2001. When I 
discovered what had happened, I wanted to fi nd out who had 
been responsible for breaking the law. Given my earlier experi-
ences with Th e Times, I strongly suspected that its sister paper had 
embarked on equally ‘dodgy’ tactics. But how could I prove it?
 Interestingly, just eight months before its article about me, the 
Sunday Times had published a story containing confi dential infor-
mation on the tax returns of Lord Levy, then the Labour Party’s 
chief fundraiser. Th e information about Lord Levy had been ob-
tained in June 2000 by a man impersonating him in two calls to 
the Inland Revenue.
 Th e article on Lord Levy had been by-lined by four reporters. 
Conversely, there was just one author of the article in the Sunday 
Times about my tax returns: a fi fth investigative journalist called 
Nick Ruff ord. Ruff ord’s undignifi ed treatment of Dr David Kelly, 
the scientist who took his own life after leaking information to 
the media in the build-up to the war in Iraq, was examined by 
the Hutton inquiry of 2003–4. In Lord Hutton’s report into the 
scientist’s death, he recounted how Ruff ord had confronted Dr 
Kelly in the garden of his Oxfordshire home eight days before he 
died. Ruff ord’s story about me appeared in the Sunday Times of 18 
February 2001 under the headline ‘Ashcroft faces new questions 
over tax’. Th e newspaper provided detailed information about my 
confi dential tax aff airs, including the fact that they were handled 

by a little-known unit of the Inland Revenue called the Financial 
Intermediary Claims Offi  ce (FICO), based in Bootle, Mersey-
side.
 It was clear from the article that someone had illegally ob-
tained details of my tax returns. Th e fact that this had been 
achieved by the use of tactics similar to those used against Lord 
Levy was revealed to me by Sir Nick Montagu, the chairman of 
the Inland Revenue, within three weeks of the Sunday Times’ story 
being published. In a letter of 7 March 2002, which came out of 
the blue, he told me that he had seen the article and that his fi rst 
concern had been whether the information had come from the 
Inland Revenue. He had established that its offi  ce in Bootle had 
received telephone calls during the week leading up to the publi-
cation of the Sunday Times article from someone purporting to be 
me. Th e caller was able to quote correctly my unique taxpayer ref-
erence number, which is, of course, not a matter of public record. 
He also had accurate details about a small tax repayment I had 
received. Sir Nick wrote: ‘It is now clear that the caller was mas-
querading as you, and I am extremely sorry that we failed to spot 
as bogus someone who was able to give a reference number which 
matched your name and who displayed some familiarity with your 
aff airs. We have marked your fi les to make clear that you will not 
be calling us in person, and that any caller purporting to be you 
should therefore be treated as suspicious. We are also looking into 
our security procedures to see if they need tightening. We believe 
there may have been other bogus calls before those referred to 
above, and we are continuing our eff orts to establish the precise 
chain of events from our internal security systems. Meanwhile, I 
have asked my Departmental Security Offi  cer to pass the details 
of the calls to the Information Commissioner for investigation 
into an apparent breach of the Data Protection Act. He did so on 
1 March.’
 I recognise, as a public fi gure, that there are sometimes le-
gitimate inquiries which touch on one’s private life. However, ev-
eryone, including public fi gures, also has a fundamental right of 
privacy. I have always drawn a clear line between my public and 
private lives. My family and friends are clearly part of my private 
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life and, in common with every other British citizen, so are my tax 
aff airs. Before Ruff ord’s article was published, he sent me a list of 
12 questions about my tax aff airs. It was made clear to him that 
my tax aff airs were private. Th at should have been an end to the 
matter.
 Sir Nick Montagu’s letter had increased my suspicions that the 
Sunday Times – rather than a private investigator operating alone 
- was behind the espionage which obtained some details about 
my tax aff airs. He had made it clear that the calls by a con artist 
had been made to the tax offi  ce in Bootle during the week before 
the article – ie while the tax offi  ce was open in the days leading 
up to Friday, 16 February. Ruff ord’s letter to my offi  ce had been 
faxed on 16 February – two days before publication. Th is meant 
that the information had clearly been given to the newspaper just 
a few days - or possibly even hours - after it was obtained. Given 
that the acting skills necessary for a successful con are unlikely 
to be the stock in trade of a journalist, I was convinced that the 
con had been conducted by a third party and then handed over 
to the newspaper. Th e chances of a private investigator deciding 
to obtain such information off  his or her own bat and then fi nd-
ing a ‘market’ for it so quickly at the Sunday Times seemed highly 
remote.
 Th e Information Commissioner’s Offi  ce is an independent 
body which has a dual purpose – to promote access to offi  cial 
information and to protect private information. At this time, 
the Information Commissioner was Elizabeth France and her of-
fi ce had been asked by the Inland Revenue to look into the ‘loss 
of data’ in my case. After an unsatisfactory exchange of letters 
between my offi  ce and hers, it was agreed that Gerrard Tyrrell, 
the solicitor handling this matter for me, should meet John Far-
rington, the investigating offi  cer handling the matter on behalf 
of Ms France. Gerrard was told by Farrington, a former police-
man, that the Information Commissioner’s Offi  ce was looking 
into three similar cases where an impersonator had obtained 
confi dential information that had found its way to the Sunday 
Times. Th e victims, although Farrington did not name them, were 
myself, Lord Levy and a senior Labour MP, who we think was 
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Keith Vaz. Farrington also told us that in the mid 1990s a ‘blag-
ger’ had information about another senior Tory politician, whom 
again was not named but from the description Gerrard took this 
victim to be Norman Lamont, the former Chancellor of the Ex-
chequer and now Lord Lamont. However, this had taken place 
before it had been a criminal off ence to extract information in 
this way. Th e common strands to the three most recent instances 
involving ‘blaggers’ were, according to Farrington, David Leppard 
and Nicholas Ruff ord, both senior journalists on the paper. In my 
case, the Information Commissioner’s Offi  ce had drawn a blank 
on who had made the calls. Th ere had been fi ve separate calls, all 
short, in which the man on the other end of the line had claimed 
to be me. Only one of the fi ve people who spoke to the ‘blagger’ 
could remember the caller. She was an experienced worker who 
said she had a sixth sense for people who asked for information 
to which they were not entitled, yet the bogus caller said nothing 
that raised alarm bells.
 Farrington had read the later article by Kevin Maguire in the 
New Statesman about how newspapers were using impersonators 
and private investigators to conduct illegal acts on their behalf. As 
a result Farrington, a former police offi  cer, had ‘looked at’ Gavin 
Singfi eld, the private investigator whom I already knew had been 
used by Th e Times to carry out its dirty work. Yet Farrington could 
fi nd nothing to link Singfi eld to the Inland Revenue sting that led 
to my tax details being given out in error.
 At their meeting in April 2002, however, Farrington told Ger-
rard that there had been a small breakthrough in similar investi-
gations relating to one of the other victims. Gerrard learnt that 
investigators had traced a call linked to the name ‘Vadgama’. Far-
rington asked whether the name meant anything to Gerrard and, 
at the time, it did not. What Gerrard did not know was that, 
as part of my background research into Singfi eld, my offi  ce had 
uncovered a company called Madison Associates Ltd, of which 
Singfi eld had been a director. Th ere was one other director of this 
company. Someone called Nimisha Vadgama. I have no evidence 
to suggest that this person was involved in wrongdoing, but the 
probable link was a further reason to fuel my suspicion that Sing-
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fi eld was responsible for the bogus calls to both the Royal Bank of 
Scotland and, now, the Inland Revenue.
 Th e following month, the Sunday Times had the nerve to car-
ry a story about the Information Commissioner’s investigations 
that portrayed itself as the champion of press freedom. Th e article 
made it look as if Lord Levy and I were trying to restrict legitimate 
newspaper investigations – rather than, as we were doing, simply 
trying to identify those who had broken the law. An article by 
David Leppard, published by in the paper on 26 May 2002 was 
headlined ‘Parties’ fundraisers aid probe that may gag press.’ It 
started:

‘Two of Britain’s most powerful political fundraisers are 
assisting with inquiries by a government watchdog that 
could jeopardise the ability of newspapers to investigate 
politicians and their cronies.

‘Lord Ashcroft, the billionaire former Tory treasurer, and 
Lord Levy, Labour’s chief fundraiser, confi rmed last week 
that they are helping Elizabeth France, the information 
commissioner. Her offi  ce is investigating how informa-
tion covered by the Data Protection Act has found its way 
into newspapers.
 
‘Ashcroft and Levy have been the victims of several such 
leaks themselves, with embarrassing details of their tax af-
fairs making newspaper headlines.’

Th e dishonesty and hypocrisy of the article were astonishing: the 
Sunday Times article made no mention about the fact that the 
newspaper was central to the investigation into a breach of the law. 
Th ere was equally no mention that John Witherow, the paper’s 
editor had been asked to be interviewed as part of the inquiry into 
the ‘blagging’ of the Inland Revenue. However, he had, through 
Th eodore Goddard, News International’s solicitors, declined to 
help. If Witherow had nothing to hide and he was convinced that 
his reporters had behaved entirely honourably, why did he not do 
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all he could to help fi nd out who had broken the law and why? 
Senior staff  in the news room of the Sunday Times are anything 
but naïve. Even in the highly unlikely scenario that the newspaper 
had been handed details about my private tax aff airs on a plate 
by a third party – without soliciting them - the paper’s executives 
would have strongly suspected that someone had broken the law 
to obtain them. Th e Sunday Times’ defence for illegally investigat-
ing the confi dential tax aff airs of two members of the House of 
Lords was, in its own words, that they had produced ‘embarrass-
ing details of their tax aff airs’. As public interest defences go, it 
was desperately weak – frankly a bad joke.
 I remained extremely hopeful that investigations on behalf of 
the Information Commission would expose the various shenani-
gans relating to the newspaper and its journalists. A letter from 
Mark Th orogood, the Information Commissioner’s solicitor, writ-
ten on 20 January 2004 was therefore a huge disappointment to 
me. Th e letter reiterated that information about my tax aff airs had 
been obtained from the Inland Revenue. It said counsel’s advice 
had been obtained but the letter concluded: ‘In the light of this 
advice, a decision has been made that the Commissioner will not 
be bringing proceedings in this case.’
 Th is was an unsatisfactory and unhappy position for me and 
not one I had expected given some of the evidence that I knew 
was out there. As is my wont on matters like this, I refused to let 
the matter drop. My legal team, notably Mark Warby QC, was as 
determined as I was to get to the bottom of the Inland Revenue 
scam and we kept prodding away through various sources in an 
attempt to get more information.
 In June 2004, as a result of pressure from my lawyers on the 
Information Commissioner, I obtained considerably more infor-
mation on the dates, the number and the nature of the bogus calls 
seeking information about my tax aff airs. Five calls had been re-
ceived by the Bootle offi  ce between 9 and 14 February 2001 from 
someone who purported to be me. Th e last piece of information 
had therefore been obtained just 48 hours before Nick Ruff ord, 
the Sunday Times journalist, wrote to my offi  ce with his detailed 
queries about my tax aff airs. Th e timings of this sequence of events 
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heightened my earlier suspicions that the newspaper had procured 
such illegal information rather than innocently received it. Th e 
man who had been impersonating me was clearly good at his role 
and none of those he had called had been suspicious: he fi tted 
together each new piece of information about my tax returns as if 
he were doing a jigsaw. One of those he telephoned was an expe-
rienced Inland Revenue operator who knew exactly the questions 
to ask in order to verify the authenticity of the caller. She told 
Inland Revenue investigators looking into the breach of security: 
‘Having worked for the Revenue for such a length of time, one 
has a sixth sense about bogus calls, and when something is not 
quite right, but this call gave me no cause for concern. Th e caller 
made reference to a tax repayment and was able to quote the exact 
amount involved and wished to know the breakdown – to which 
years this amount referred to. I gave him this information. Th ere 
was no other information requested and the call was terminated. 
Other than the voice being that of a well-spoken person, and an 
older person, there was nothing distinctive about it.’
 One of the most fascinating and least publicised documents 
of 2006 was What price privacy? Th e unlawful trade in confi dential 
personal information. It was written by Richard Th omas, who had 
long since taken over from Elizabeth France as Information Com-
missioner. He called for jail sentences of up to two years to com-
bat the huge black-market trade in details about people’s private 
lives. Th e Information Commissioner said there was a ‘pernicious’ 
illegal trade in addresses, phone bills, bank statements and health 
records, a trend he said posed a threat to ‘every citizen’. A private 
detective from Hampshire was found to have sold confi dential 
information to no fewer than 305 named journalists. Th e Infor-
mation Commissioner discovered a ‘blagger’s’ training manual in-
structing people how to extract confi dential information without 
creating suspicion. He also obtained a price list of what a private 
detective charged for obtaining diff erent levels of information in-
cluding ex-directory numbers, telephone records and vehicle in-
formation from the DVLA. Th e report, published in May 2006, 
made gripping reading although, given my own problems with 
Th e Times, many of the fi ndings came as little surprise to me.. 
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Indeed, I felt the report might more accurately have been entitled 
What price information?
 I was getting more and more interested in this subject and, on 
2 September 2006, I wrote an article in the Spectator headlined 
‘Privacy shouldn’t be sold to the highest bidder.’ My article con-
cluded: ‘My real sadness is that what was a truly interesting report 
[What price privacy?] should have received such scant coverage in 
the press. It is understandable, perhaps, that few people would 
wish to stand up and be counted, given that we all know what 
goes on and how many blind eyes are turned. But What price pri-
vacy? should have featured large in the open debate about what is 
acceptable in the pursuit of the public interest as opposed to what 
is acceptable in satisfying the prurient interest of the public.
 ‘Besides, I am led to believe that in the days of Fleet Street 
this sort of thing rarely occurred. Good journalists were neverthe-
less able to get the information they needed by largely legitimate 
means. In calling for jail sentences for off enders, Richard Th om-
as, the Information Commissioner, may have upset the National 
Union of Journalists, but I think he was right to have called time 
on a practice which does little to dignify the activities of a great 
profession. I hope…that those in the media who have the author-
ity to end the dubious gathering of information will call a halt. A 
spell in Wormwood Scrubs for refusing to reveal a source might 
well represent a mark of honour. A similar penalty for bribing a 
civil servant or utilities offi  cial is unlikely to be perceived as quite 
so worthy.’
 Some weeks before my article was published, I had instructed 
solicitors Simmons and Simmons to try to obtain further docu-
ments from the Information Commissioner. On 27 June 2006, 
a month after What price privacy? was published, the fi rm wrote 
a three-page letter to the Information Commissioner. ‘Lord Ash-
croft applauds your report, and strongly supports its message – in 
particular your call for the amendment to the legislation to in-
crease the penalties provided for. Our client has in the past been 
the victim not only of government leaks, and the illicit purchase 
of offi  cial information, but also data theft by “blagging”.’ I want-
ed to get access to information on both who had targeted me and 
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why no action had been taken as a result of the earlier inquiry by 
the Information Commissioner into how a ‘blagger’ had obtained 
information about me from the Inland Revenue and how some 
of it had, in turn, found its way into the Sunday Times. I there-
fore made a number of requests under the Data Protection Act of 
1998 and the Freedom of Information Act of 2000.
 Th e information that I received from the Commissioner’s of-
fi ce on 4 August 2006 included extracts from the Information 
Commissioner’s ‘Instructions to Counsel’ and from the ‘Opin-
ion’ that counsel had given to the Information Commissioner be-
fore the decision was taken not to take legal proceedings against 
the newspaper and/or its journalists. I was making progress but I 
wanted to make further inroads. On 7 August 2006, I wrote per-
sonally to the Information Commissioner. Th is time I was seek-
ing more information on a specifi c area of his report What price 
privacy? As I mentioned, in Mr Th omas’s section on the media, 
he noted that when the premises of one Hampshire-based private 
detective had been raided by the police, offi  cers had found the 
names of 305 individual journalists who had commissioned work 
from the agency seeking all kinds of confi dential details. Th e jour-
nalists had received information ranging from ex directory num-
bers (costing £65-£75) to a criminal records check (costing £500) 
to a print-out of a customer’s mobile telephone accounts (cost-
ing £750). Mr Th omas had spared the blushes of the off ending 
newspapers and journalists by not identifying them. I, however, 
under the Freedom of Information Act, asked for details on which 
newspapers or magazines the 305 journalists had been working 
for, how much each publication had spent obtaining confi dential 
information and many more details. In my letter to Mr Th omas, I 
wrote: ‘Your inquiries, undertaken at public expense, have uncov-
ered a scandalous state of aff airs in our national media, reaching – 
so it would seem – to the higher echelons of the newspaper indus-
try. Vast numbers of criminal off ences have been identifi ed. Yet 
those involved have escaped any punishment, all because of the 
weakness of the criminal penalties – or the feebleness of sentenc-
ing courts. Th e public are unable to hold any of the organisations 
concerned to account because they have not even been named.’
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 On 6 September, shortly after my article appeared in Th e Spec-
tator, Mr Th omas wrote to me. He thanked me for writing the 
article and informed me he was working on a follow-up report 
to What price privacy? However, he also included a fi ve-page let-
ter from the solicitor to the Information Commissioner’s Offi  ce 
detailing numerous reasons – including confi dentiality, cost and 
public interest – why most of my requests for information in my 
letter of 7 August had been turned down. I was far from impressed 
with the reply – and to add insult to injury I learnt that the Of-
fi ce of the Information Commissioner had somehow managed to 
lose important and irreplaceable documents relating to my case. 
By sheer persistence, however, my lawyers managed in November 
2006 to get some additional information from the Information 
Commissioner’s Offi  ce. Th e 305 journalists seeking confi dential 
information from the private detective had come from 20 news-
papers and 11 magazines but I was still not told the names of the 
publications.
 In December 2006, Mr Th omas’s follow-up report was pub-
lished called What price privacy now? Th e fi rst six months progress 
in halting the unlawful trade in confi dential personal information. I 
was surprised but nevertheless pleased to see that, following pres-
sure from my legal team, the Information Commissioner now 
conducted a startling U-turn on his previous refusal to identify 
the publications that had employed the 305 journalists seeking 
confi dential information from the detective agency that had been 
raided. Th e report now said that ‘a further disclosure [of informa-
tion] is [my italics] in the public interest’. Top of the newspapers 
that were ‘named and shamed’ was the Daily Mail: the Informa-
tion Commissioner had identifi ed no fewer than 952 ‘transactions’ 
from 58 diff erent journalists. I noted, with interest, that the Sun-
day Times had requested four ‘transactions’, all from one journal-
ist, and Th e Times had requested two transactions from the same 
journalist. Th is did not, however, convince me these were the only 
illegal activities requested by the two newspapers during this pe-
riod: I simply suspected most journalists on the Sunday Times and 
Th e Times had been using a diff erent private detective, or several 
diff erent private detectives, to conduct their dirty work.
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 Th e report noted that there had been signifi cant progress in 
many areas: in August 2006, for example, two men, including a 
prominent journalist (Clive Goodman, then the royal editor of 
the News of the World) had been arrested and charged with the 
illegal interception of communications and conspiracy off ences. 
Incidentally, Goodman was later jailed for four months and lost 
his job. Th e conclusion to the follow-up report was that progress 
had been made but there was more work required: an assessment 
with which I concurred. Richard Th omas wrote: ‘Th ere is still fur-
ther work to be done to reduce the demand for illegally obtained 
confi dential information. Th is work will be ongoing. We will con-
tinue to track down and prosecute off enders. We will continue to 
press the Government to introduce the option of a prison sen-
tence and see this progress report as supporting that goal. We will 
continue to raise awareness and we will encourage and work with 
any organisation that wants to raise standards or produce clear 
guidance on data protection obligations. In particular we will be 
working closely with the media on the development of relevant 
guidance and standards for journalists.’
 By May 2007, I felt my extensive inquiries into the Sunday 
Times article of more than six years earlier were progressing pain-
fully slowly, and so I asked Mark Warby QC, my lawyer, to pre-
pare a legal opinion on where we stood. Mark took issue with the 
conclusion reached by counsel for the Information Commissioner 
in January 2004 on whether there could be a prosecution against 
a journalist, or journalists, at the Sunday Times. Th at conclusion, 
reached by counsel on the ‘evidential test’, was that ‘Th e journal-
ist [Nick Ruff ord] cannot be prosecuted with any realistic hope of 
success.’
 Mark, however, disagreed and pointed out that, at the time 
of its decision ‘Counsel was not fully apprised of all the relevant 
facts and circumstances.’ He concurred that there was insuffi  cient 
evidence for a prosecution for either obtaining or procuring the 
information about my tax aff airs. However, Mark thought coun-
sel had overlooked a separate but important issue under Section 
55 of the Data Protection Act of 1998: ‘It seems to me that when 
one considers the publication of the off ending article all the ele-
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ments of an off ence of wrongful disclosure of personal data are 
present and could be proved. I believe a prosecution would have 
been, and may still be, viable.’ In short, Mark believed that there 
would have been a better than 50-50 chance of a jury convicting 
Nick Ruff ord and the Sunday Times of wrongful disclosure if all 
the evidence had been put in front of them. He also thought that 
the Sunday Times would have had an uphill task if it had tried a 
‘public interest’ defence.
 Finally, Mark made a valid point relating to the fact that Ruf-
ford and/or the Sunday Times appeared to have a history of being 
willing to break the law. Th e newspaper was one of those which 
had obtained illegal information from the private detective in 
Hampshire – as highlighted by the Information Commissioner. 
Th e Operation Motorman inquiry into the detective had revealed 
four separate off ences linked to the Sunday Times which were all 
committed by the same journalist. Mark therefore had a point to 
make relating to so-called propensity evidence: ‘As a general rule, 
evidence of bad character or propensity to commit off ences of the 
same kind as those charged has historically been inadmissible in 
support of a criminal charge. It is now admissible in a consider-
ably expanded range of circumstances, prescribed by the Criminal 
Justice Act 2003.’ Mark pointed out that although we did not 
know the details of the four off ences linked to the Sunday Times, 
the Offi  ce of the Information Commissioner did, and appeared to 
have known this at the time counsel was asked to advise. He con-
cluded: ‘Th e question whether such propensity or bad character 
evidence might in principle be relied on to support a prosecution 
in relation to the Ashcroft article was, to my mind, a matter that 
could sensibly have been considered in January 2004.’ I would, of 
course, still welcome the opportunity to discover whether Ruff ord 
was the single journalist who ordered the illegal information from 
the Hampshire detective exposed by Operation Motorman.
  Two months after Mark prepared his 14-page analysis, Ger-
rard Tyrrell, my solicitor who had been dealing with the Informa-
tion Commissioner, met Mr Th omas on 26 July 2007. I do not 
want to relay the details of their private conversation but suffi  ce 
to say Richard left Gerrard in no doubt that he did not think this 
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issue had been handled well by his offi  ce prior to his appointment 
in 2002. I have no desire to stifl e genuine investigative journalism. 
But I do have a desire to stifl e illegal investigative journalism and 
to punish those who practice it against me. Reluctantly, I have 
to accept that the delays in obtaining the information that I now 
possess undoubtedly harmed the chances of Ruff ord, and possibly 
others, ever being successfully prosecuted. Incidentally, I am told 
that the pressure caused by the various run-ins resulting from his 
dubious tactics, and, no doubt, his well-known paranoia, eventu-
ally got to Ruff ord. After a lengthy working break in Australia, he 
asked to be moved from the news room and, bizarrely, he is now 
the Sunday Times’ motoring editor – not perhaps the best position 
in which to take advantage of his much-vaunted contacts in the 
security services and among private investigators.
 If Ruff ord feels that I have damaged his ‘good name’ in this 
book, and he believes that he has never carried out, encouraged or 
condoned anything that was dishonest or illegal, then he can sue 
me for defamation. I would like nothing better that to get lawyers 
to question him under oath in court about his loathsome activi-
ties.

9  The Money Man

I HAVE so far largely overlooked the huge and central task of 
being party Treasurer. I have been silent about the scale of the 
problem that I discovered at Smith Square. Silent, too, about the 
work that I, with the help of others, had to do to repair weaknesses 
and failings. I wanted to put the Conservative Party in a fi nancial 
position not only to fi ght a general election, but to survive it and 
regroup afterwards. 
 William Hague’s outstanding leadership qualities had reinvig-
orated my interest in and commitment to the party, both of which 
had faded under John Major. It was a great honour to be asked 
to be Treasurer in June 1998. I took my responsibilities extremely 
seriously and did everything that I could to deliver for William 
during my three years in the role. When I took on the position, I 
hoped and expected that William would become an exceptional 
statesman. Having sold my company, ADT, to Tyco in 1997, I 
had more time to devote to the party than in previous years. I was 
determined not to fail as Treasurer for the sake of the party and of 
William, as well as for my own pride.
 When I accepted the invitation to become Deputy Treasurer 
and, just months later, Treasurer, I was unaware of the scale of 
the problems. I knew that the party had fought an expensive but 
unsuccessful election campaign the previous year, but I had no 
idea that it had spent money that it simply did not have. After I 
was appointed Treasurer, Cecil Parkinson, the party Chairman, 
told me that income was about £6 million a year and expenditure 
was £14 million a year. ‘You are what?’ I replied in sheer disbe-
lief, in a tone of voice that Mary must have heard from Joseph. It 
was an incredible position: in simple terms the money coming in 
was well under half the amount being spent. Th ere was more bad 
news: once all the bills had been paid from the election campaign 
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– including a formidable bill from the advertising agency M & C 
Saatchi of some £15 million – the party’s working overdraft was 
teetering on the edge of its £4 million maximum. If the party had 
been a company I had been thinking of taking over, I could not 
have considered it even the sort of business for which I would 
have paid $1 or £1. It was beyond hope: a fi nancial basket case. 
Furthermore, the party was out of power and likely to be in the 
wilderness for some time. Morale was low and there did not seem 
any good reason for previously high-giving donors to continue 
their generous level of fi nancial support.
 While I was working on the fi nancial restructuring, Archie 
Norman was doing a similar job on the organisational restruc-
turing in order to enable the party to campaign more eff ectively. 
Archie, who was the new Deputy Chairman and chief executive 
of the party under William, was a talented man and a bundle of 
energy. He disliked the creaking structure of Conservative Cen-
tral Offi  ce and the archaic set-up in the constituencies: one of his 
fi rst tasks was to rip down many of the internal walls in Smith 
Square and make it more open plan. Like me, he had a business 
background – he had been a successful chief executive of the Asda 
supermarket chain – but we had diff erent styles and ways of deal-
ing with people. He often seemed to have too much on his plate 
and too many outside distractions. He also had an unfortunate 
habit of putting other people’s backs up. His critics saw him as a 
bull in a china shop and felt that he lacked political skills – he un-
doubtedly made enemies. On top of this, his early speeches in the 
House of Commons and his initial skirmishes with Labour MPs 
did not go down particularly well. I had a soft spot for Archie, but 
he would probably have achieved even more if he had adopted a 
less confrontational style. He eventually stepped down as Deputy 
Chairman and chief executive of the party in June 1999, when I 
was just a year into my role as Treasurer, in order to become front-
bench spokesman on Foreign and Commonwealth Aff airs. 
 A close friend of mine, Cecil wanted someone as Treasurer 
whom he could trust. He also wanted me to apply commercial 
principles to the party’s fi nances and to be as ruthless as if I had 
been turning around a failing company. So I set out to reduce 

overheads as rapidly as possible and to increase revenue equally 
quickly by fi nding new sources of income. Savings were made, 
including unpopular redundancies at Conservative Central Of-
fi ce. I needed some good people around me. I was fortunate 
to have inherited David Prior, then the Conservative MP for 
North Norfolk. Initially he was appointed by William Hague as 
Vice Chairman and deputy chief executive to Archie Norman. 
However, after Archie’s departure, David stepped up to 
become Deputy Chairman and chief executive. He is an astute 
operator and was the unsung hero of Conservative Central Offi  ce 
during William’s time as leader. I quickly established a strong work-
ing relationship with him. Th e party’s ultimate decision-making 
body is a board of seventeen members – representatives from the 
voluntary, political and professional sections of the party – which 
meets once a month.  At that time, it proved not to be the decisive 
body that the circumstances cried out for.
 I felt that I had to lead from the front. As I have already point-
ed out, it would have been diffi  cult for me to approach others for 
donations without making my own fi nancial contribution. So in 
my fi rst year as Treasurer I donated £1 million to the party and, 
at various times, lent up to £3 million more to ease cash-fl ow dif-
fi culties. I think, however, that my own wealth was a disadvantage 
rather than an advantage. I am certain that some donors felt that, 
if push came to shove, I would always pick up the tab for whatever 
bills arrived. Th ese donors were therefore not as generous as they 
might have been.
 I decided initially to concentrate on balancing the books and 
worry later about how on earth I was going to raise a fi ghting fund 
of £15 million to contest the next general election. In the short 
term, my aim was to cut the party’s expenditure to £10 million 
a year while accepting that there would be several one-off  costs, 
including redundancy payments, in order to get down to that 
level. Job losses and cost cutting are never popular, but in this case 
they were vital. I insisted on signifi cant reductions in expenditure 
across the board, including expenses.
 When I became Treasurer, the scenes in the accounts de-
partment on the third fl oor of 34 Smith Square were chaotic. 
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Th ere were literally baskets of cheques waiting to be sent out to 
cover unpaid bills, but they had not been dispatched because they 
would have pushed us over our agreed overdraft limit. One senior 
fi nance offi  cer had found the whole situation so depressing and 
overwhelming that he had walked out overnight. I found that too 
many people – nearly eighty in total – were in possession of party 
credit cards. Th ese were being used so freely that many offi  cials 
did not even bother to submit expense claims for scrutiny. I de-
cided that every credit card should be removed in order to make 
staff  more accountable for their spending.
 I made my point at one board meeting by bringing in the huge 
pile of monthly receipts from one senior offi  cial which included 
a £400 bill from Stringfellow’s nightclub in central London. I am 
no prude and I hope the offi  cial and those with him greatly en-
joyed the lap-dancing entertainment that was on off er that night; 
however, I did not feel this was an appropriate use of party funds. 
How could I ask supporters to work hard up and down the coun-
try, or to make donations, if this was the sort of activity that the 
party’s income would be spent on? I will spare the offi  cial’s blushes 
by not identifying him, but suffi  ce to say he no longer works at 
Conservative Central Offi  ce. Th ere were many other receipts of a 
‘doubtful’ nature that had been automatically paid. Nobody had 
been taking responsibility for the bills that were piling up.
 I wanted a culture change and was helped – and hindered in 
turn – by the fact that under the new party constitution, intro-
duced in March 1998, board members had unlimited liability for 
any party debts. Th is resulted in board members being aware of 
the need for savings, but the perilous state of the party’s fi nances 
led to one or two of them panicking and seeking indemnity insur-
ance in respect of any bankruptcy proceedings. Th is was neither 
possible nor desirable and I did not support the proposal, which 
was eventually defeated.
 I could see that we needed to broaden the donor base in order 
to bring income up towards the same level as expenditure. I felt 
it was too risky for the party to rely on the generosity of a few 
large donors. If such donors died, became disillusioned with the 
party or hit hard times, this would cause acute fi nancial diffi  cul-

ties for us. I was responsible for two signifi cant initiatives. First, I 
created and developed a wider range of donor clubs where groups 
of people pledged to give a certain amount of money to the party 
each month. Th ere was Team 1000 where members agreed to do-
nate a minimum of £1,000 a year, the Frontbench Club where 
the pledge went up to £5,000 a year and the Renaissance Forum 
where the promise was £10,000 a year. Th ere was also a series 
of events and initiatives aimed at encouraging people to join the 
clubs.
 Secondly, I encouraged, partly by a programme of direct-mail 
appeals, the membership scheme to be linked directly to Conser-
vative Central Offi  ce rather than the local party. Th is meant that 
as association membership declined the central membership in-
creased, while the total number of members remained fairly static. 
Th e benefi t of this was to enable modern marketing techniques to 
be used to raise money for the party. Many of these people who 
joined the party centrally also donated money, bringing a new 
and much needed revenue stream. Th is, however, caused some 
tensions with the constituency associations, who were reluctant 
to relinquish their powers. I think, too, because of some of the 
poor fi nancial regulation of previous years, the associations felt 
that Conservative Central Offi  ce was a black hole where money 
disappeared, never to be seen again.
 I like to think that the changes I made transformed the party’s 
dated fundraising machine for the better – changes which are still 
being built upon to this day. I brought in a small, hard-working 
and loyal team of professional fundraisers to do the work that was 
needed – three able people who knew how I operated. However, I 
still had to tolerate aspects of the job which I found tedious. Th e 
worst part of my role was undoubtedly the monthly board meet-
ings, held in a gloomy offi  ce at Smith Square, which started at 
2 p.m. and were often still going on at 7 p.m. 
 During my time as Treasurer, I had to put up with some harsh 
treatment from the party’s bankers, the Royal Bank of Scotland. 
Th e bank, which had allowed the party under John Major’s leader-
ship to build up an overdraft of £19 million, had initially capped 
the overdraft under William’s leadership at £4 million. Yet, shortly 
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after I took over as Treasurer, the bank wanted to cap the overdraft 
at £2 million. After some lengthy and tense negotiating, the party 
won the right to reduce its overdraft limit by £250,000 a quarter. 
Th is meant that we were reducing it over a space of two years 
rather than overnight, as the bank had unrealistically demanded. 
I felt that the Royal Bank of Scotland’s tactics were unnecessarily 
‘hard ball’: they were neither generous with their interest rate nor 
slow to add fees to our account whenever they could. Th e tough 
approach of the bank did, however, convince some within the 
party of the seriousness of the fi nancial diffi  culties that we faced.
 I made some interesting discoveries along the way. In the past, 
the constituencies had loaned the party a total of £3.6 million, but 
this had been placed in a separate bank account where the only 
benefi t to the party was the modest deposit rate on the money. 
So I organised a letter to all the constituency associations inform-
ing them that – unless they objected – the party was going to use 
this money as short-term working capital. As a consequence, their 
loans would become unsecured. Most associations agreed, but I 
still have a mental note of the associations which withdrew money 
totalling £600,000 and were not prepared to help their party at its 
time of need. Th e money did not buy us out of a crisis but it did 
buy us time.
 After I had been Treasurer for a year, we had an annual loss of 
just under £2 million – which I considered satisfactory bearing in 
mind my starting position. My role as Treasurer had been further 
weakened by the Labour Party’s announcement that it would vol-
untarily disclose the name of donors who gave more than £5,000. 
Th is put pressure on the Conservative Party to do the same at a 
time when more and more donors were seeking anonymity so 
that they would not be scrutinised by the media. William Hague 
decided that the Conservative Party ought to come into line. He 
got the transparency that he wanted but I lost several of my larg-
est donors. Th ose who had previously given tens of thousands of 
pounds a year were now only prepared to write out cheques for 
£4,999 in order to preserve their anonymity.
 It had taken a while to pull back from the brink of insolvency. 
Once we had turned our fortunes around, we were in a position 

to contemplate the push that would be needed to raise the general 
election fi ghting fund. By the end of my second year as Treasurer, 
the party was back on an even keel with annual expenditure and 
income matching each other at around £10 million. Indeed, in 
the annual report for the year ending 31 March 2000, the party 
actually showed a tiny surplus – of £4,000 – compared with a 
defi cit of £1.9 million the previous year.
 Th e combination of my role as party Treasurer and my battle 
with Th e Times meant that it was impossible for me to be as hands 
on with my companies as I would have liked. I had to become 
an absent shepherd for many of my businesses and rely on other 
people. When I eventually took a more direct role in handling 
my business aff airs after standing down as Treasurer in 2001, I 
discovered that my companies had enjoyed a mixed record in my 
absence. Some had done well with little or no involvement from 
me, while others had performed disastrously. Although it is a dif-
fi cult fi gure to quantify, I suspect my three years as Treasurer cost 
me more than £100 million in lost capital value: money that I 
would have made if I had retained tighter control over my busi-
nesses. Once I resigned as Treasurer, I had to devote a considerable 
amount of time and energy to ensuring that all my companies 
were back to performing at their best. Indeed, that became my 
prime focus for the fi rst year after I had stepped down. 
 My fi nal year as Treasurer was the most diffi  cult and the 
most challenging. Not only did I want to provide William with a 
fi ghting fund of £15 million for the general election, but I was de-
termined to leave my successor in a strong position too. Initially, 
we had a chicken-and-egg situation with regard to the general 
election. As party Chairman, Michael Ancram wanted to know 
how much money he had at his disposal so that he could plan 
his campaign. Th e problem from my point of view was that he 
wanted to know a full year in advance, yet most of the funding 
comes in during the immediate run-up to polling day. It would, 
therefore, have been imprudent of me to give the go-ahead for 
him to spend £15 million when there was no way of seeing where 
the money would be coming from. I already had it in the back of 
my mind that, if the Labour Party won the election, I would not 
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remain as Treasurer. If this happened, I wanted to leave my suc-
cessor in a position where he or she had money to pay bills after 
the 2001 election at a time when there is, inevitably, a decline in 
donations. If Labour won and William stood down as party lead-
er, I did not want to resign as Treasurer feeling guilty that I had 
left my successor in a mess. For a long time, I could not see how 
we would be able to raise more than £7.5 million. Th is caused a 
certain amount of unease because Michael, and indeed William 
himself, felt it was simply not enough to fund a vigorous and ef-
fective election campaign.
 Yet just when I needed a stroke of luck in the New Year of 
2001, I received it. Stuart Wheeler, a businessman and a known 
Euro-sceptic, came forward with a donation of £5 million. It was 
the largest single donation ever given to a political party and it 
came completely out of the blue. It was so unexpected that if, the 
day before, someone had asked me to produce a list of ten people 
who might give the party £5 million, Stuart – who had made his 
money from IG Index, the betting company – would not have 
been on the list. He donated money for the same reason that I did: 
because he wanted to support William Hague and give him the 
best possible chance of winning the forthcoming election. I will 
always be grateful to him for his generosity in the party’s – and 
indeed my own – hour of need. Th is donation meant I could 
lift my confi dence level about how much would be raised for the 
election to £12.5 million. Indeed, on further refl ection, I threw 
caution to the wind and told the party’s board that it could plan 
to spend the entire £15 million that it had always hoped to have 
at its disposal.
 At this point, a group of three donors were leading Michael 
Ancram to believe that they would together put up £5 million, 
but I was extremely sceptical. I suspected the individuals involved 
talked a better game than they played. My intuition proved cor-
rect and the donation never materialised. As the election drew 
closer, I had borrowed a total of £5 million for the party without 
knowing exactly how some of this money would be repaid.
 Th ere is no doubt that the Conservative Party’s election cam-
paign got off  to a promising start. We had a large and eff ective 

poster campaign, which I paid for, early in 2001 with the theme 
‘You pay the taxes ... so where are the nurses/teachers/etc?’ It was 
designed by Yellow M, the Edinburgh-based advertising agency. 
Th e advertising campaign was considered a success and I seized 
on its popularity to deliver a number of presentations to donors 
and potential donors in January and February which generated 
substantial further funding. Th ere was one major presentation 
at Conservative Central Offi  ce on 30 January at which William 
Hague, Amanda Platell, his press secretary, and Stephen Gilbert, 
the party’s fi eld operations director, outlined our election plans 
and posters to our biggest donors. It was a great success and raised 
a considerable amount of money for the party. With hindsight, 
although Yellow M’s advertising campaign was clever and well re-
ceived, voters may not have been ready for the message that the 
Labour Party was failing to deliver. Perhaps it was one election 
campaign too soon. 
 Events in politics can move quickly. Th e outbreak of foot and 
mouth in Britain in February 2001 delayed the election. At the 
time, we had been expecting it to be held in May, but there were 
also rumours that it might be as early as April. In the end, it was 
not held until June. We were determined not to be caught on the 
hop and we devised a ‘fi rst twenty-four hours’ campaign to ensure 
that we seized the initiative. Within an hour or so of the elec-
tion being called, William Hague was in a helicopter at Battersea 
heliport in south London and he visited three target seats that 
afternoon. Th e fi rst week of the campaign was a great success for 
the Tories and there was hardly a political pundit in the country 
who did not consider we had got the better of the early skirmishes 
with Labour.
 William had managed to do a clever job in forcing the Govern-
ment to delay the election, thereby putting them on the back foot. 
Politically, this was a good thing and it also enabled the Tories to 
attack the Government over its handling of the crisis. However, 
the delay added a further £1 million to the Conservative Party’s 
election bill – one of the biggest extra costs was that we had leased 
a private plane for William to travel the country which had to be 
kept for a further month at a cost of about £250,000.
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 Th e Conservative Party’s spring conference in Harrogate in 
early March had been the intended initial launch of the election 
campaign. Th e revised election date, however, meant we had an 
extra month to kill and some senior fi gures in the party chose to 
fi ll it with internal mischief. Th ere were tensions between, on the 
one side, William Hague’s camp and, on the other side, the camps 
of Michael Portillo, the Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer, and 
Francis Maude, the Shadow Foreign Secretary. I suspected that, 
without the blessing of Michael or Francis, some of their senior 
supporters were trying to undermine William in the hope that 
their man would emerge victorious in a subsequent leadership 
battle. Th ere were also tensions between the Portillo and Maude 
camps and Amanda Platell, because they believed – wrongly I 
think – that she was trying to undermine Michael’s and Francis’s 
future leadership ambitions. Th is meant that, by the time the elec-
tion campaign was launched, we were in a weaker position than a 
month earlier. Once it was under way, however, everyone rallied 
to the cause: Michael and Francis became joint spokesmen for our 
election eff ort and both men did an energetic and effi  cient job.
 In the weeks immediately before the election, there was a 
strong belief throughout the Conservative Party that, even if we 
did not win the election, we would substantially reduce Labour’s 
majority. As soon as campaigning started in earnest, we had two 
great strengths: our strategy had been skilfully planned and exe-
cuted, and William displayed immense enthusiasm and stamina 
on the campaign trail. 
 As the election approached, I calculated that in order to meet 
the £15 million fi ghting fund and to leave my successor in a good 
position, I would personally have to write out a cheque for £4 
million. Th is was an uncomfortably large amount and I was not 
happy with such a situation: in particular I did not want there 
to be a fresh wave of allegations claiming that the party was the 
‘plaything’ of the Treasurer. I did not think lightning could strike 
twice, but a matter of days before election day, after all the com-
mitments to spend had been made, Sir John Paul Getty II, the 
philanthropist, came forward and made a donation of £5 million. 
Th is was my ‘get out of jail’ card.

 I was able to meet the spending pledge. I was also able to 
repay the loans (where promised, with interest) after the elec-
tion, although most of those who had lent money were 
generous enough to leave a little bit behind for the party. I never 
had to write a cheque for any of the £4 million that I had feared 
having to contribute. When William resigned as leader after his 
general election defeat in June 2001, I too stepped down, in the 
knowledge that I was leaving the party’s fi nances in a far sounder 
position than I had inherited them. I went with a sigh of relief 
because not only had the pressures of raising the money been 
lifted, but I had been suff ering from poor health. For once in my 
life, I needed a break to recharge my batteries.
 My three years as Treasurer of the party I had supported since 
I was old enough to vote had been anything but straightforward. I 
was pleased, though, that my eff orts were acknowledged by those 
who were in a position to know exactly what I had been able to 
achieve. I received several generous messages of thanks and support 
after I announced that I was standing down as Treasurer. Th ey in-
cluded one from Eddy Shah, the businessman who had launched 
Today as the fi rst national colour newspaper in 1986. His e-mail, 
dated 17 September 2001, read: ‘Dear Michael, I think the Party 
now needs you as much as it did when William was leader. You 
made the place buzz and your organisational skills put the Party 
on a sound fi nancial footing. You also brought in a semblance of 
real common sense and reality in the real world which the polit-
icos seem to have picked up on. We really do need you. I hope you 
will reconsider and stay as Party Treasurer. Regards, Eddy.’

IT GOES against the grain to admit publicly any failings in my 
health. I do not like to give the impression of weakness to a busi-
ness or political rival and it is for this reason that I have always 
kept any health problems to myself. Th is book, however, seems an 
appropriate time to come clean about a couple of medical issues.
 I have been a diabetic since my early forties but I am usually 
able to stabilise the condition through medication. Just over a year 
into my stint as party Treasurer, however, I began suff ering from 
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a second and more serious medical problem. Since October 2000 
– and in the run-up to the general election – I had been having 
attacks of Menière’s disease, a disorder which, from time to time, 
leads to a rupturing of the membrane in the inner ear resulting 
in vertigo and vomiting. To compound this new health problem, 
my diabetes was also proving diffi  cult to control. My fi rst attack 
of Menière’s disease came when I was due to travel from London 
to the north of England to address a gathering of regional Con-
servative Party chairmen. I woke up in the morning with my eyes 
fl ickering uncontrollably and unable to hold my balance enough 
to walk. Furthermore, I was vomiting and retching, and I found 
myself clinging to the edge of the lavatory seat. It was a terri-
fying experience but I had some sea-sickness pills handy which 
I instinctively took. Fortunately, I later discovered, this was the 
right thing to do. I crawled into the shower cubicle and washed 
myself as I sat on the fl oor. Eventually, I managed to get out of the 
shower and reached for my phone. I rang my driver, who came 
and helped me to dress. He then assisted me to the car and I slept 
in the passenger seat, fully reclined and with my head on a pillow, 
as we drove up the M1. By the time we reached our destination, 
I was well enough to have a lunch and to give a talk afterwards 
to nearly 200 party activists. It was only later that I saw a doctor 
who diagnosed Menière’s disease. I had another attack after my 
mother’s eightieth-birthday party in London. I was trying to hail 
a taxi with my younger son Andrew when I began stumbling all 
over the place. Th e unfortunate thing was that, just as I needed 
to get back home urgently, several taxi drivers would not stop, 
presumably because they wrongly assumed that I was drunk.
 It was just when William Hague needed me most that I was 
struck down with a third, and even more acute, health problem. 
As a result of my diabetes, I had decided many years earlier to 
spend two days of every year having a full medical check-up on 
the basis that, if there was anything wrong with me, I would 
rather know about it as soon as possible and try to take measures 
to deal with it.
 It was during my routine annual medical shortly before 
Christmas 2000 that doctors found that I needed some urgent 

‘plumbing’. Two of my arteries were 90 per cent blocked and 
another two were 75 per cent blocked: I was well on the way to 
a disaster. I was immediately put on medication, including blood 
thinners, and I was naturally extremely concerned. I initially 
hoped to postpone surgery until after the election, but I was told 
that, if I did this, I might well not be around after the election 
to have the required operation. Th ere was little alternative but 
to go along with my doctor’s recommendation. So I arranged for 
surgery as soon as it was practical and spent time getting my aff airs 
in order. In the fi rst week of February 2001, and having worked 
the tables at the party’s Winter Ball at Planet 2000 in London, I 
told my various contacts that I was going to take a short safari, 
supposedly in one of the world’s most remote spots where there 
was no mobile-phone reception. After explaining why telephone 
calls would not be returned for a few days, I went into hospital on 
Th ursday, 9 February, and underwent a quadruple heart-bypass 
operation the next day. 
 I had chosen to have the operation on Friday so that I 
would be in intensive care on Saturday and Sunday, when fewer 
people would be trying to reach me on work-related matters. How-
ever, business – most notably my role of fundraising for the party 
– had to go on. So on Monday, 12 February – three days after my 
operation – my mobile phone was switched back on in my private 
hospital room and I continued the schmoozing and cajoling for 
party funds that I had been forced to interrupt at the end of the 
previous week. My fi rst few days back in contact with donors were 
hectic: from 16 February not only did those making donations 
over £5,000 a year have to be identifi ed but the amount they had 
given also had to be quantifi ed (previously the Conservative Party’s 
voluntary code had identifi ed those donating more than £5,000 
without giving the amount). So I was busy working from my 
hospital bed trying to collect substantial last-minute sums from 
generous but publicity-shy donors. I left hospital on Th ursday, 
15 February and took my plane to Acapulco where my yacht was 
waiting for me. I spent the next two weeks anchored in Acapulco 
harbour where I was fully operational, except for having to take my 
medication and carry out the recommended daily exercises.
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win eighty more seats than at the previous election. In fact, the 
Labour Party won 413 seats and we, the Tories, won just 166. It 
was a comprehensive and overwhelming defeat by any standards 
and we had gained just a single seat on our utterly dismal total of 
165 recorded in 1997. 
 On the morning after election night, I was one of a group of 
some eight people from William’s election team who saw him and 
his wife Ffi on at Smith Square when he returned from his con-
stituency. We all gathered in William’s offi  ce: the others present 
included Michael Ancram, the party Chairman, and James Ar-
buthnot, our Chief Whip. Out of aff ection and loyalty, many in 
the group wanted him to remain leader – some indefi nitely, others 
for a matter of months – but I knew this was not the right decision 
for him or the party. Th e scale of the election defeat meant that it 
was not a credible proposition for him to continue as leader: he 
could not realistically stand up every day in the House of Com-
mons to fi ght the Conservative Party’s corner knowing that this 
result would constantly be thrown back at him. William, who was 
exhausted but composed, had already come to the conclusion that 
he was going to stand down. I thought that at his age time was 
on his side and that if he stood down he could still come back to 
play a senior role for the party. If he remained ambitious, his time 
would come again – even as leader of the party for an improbable 
second time.
 I was the fi rst voice within the group to agree with William 
that he should resign, and I was supported by James Arbuthnot. 
Th ere is absolutely no doubt in my mind that resigning with his 
dignity intact was the right decision. His reputation – not to men-
tion his bank balance – has subsequently been enhanced further, 
and I am delighted that he has resumed a senior role in the party. 
Ffi on was always a fantastic support for William and would have 
made a delightful ‘fi rst lady’. She is exceptionally bright, witty, 
great company and a wonderful companion for her husband. I 
still see William and Ffi on, and I remain enormously fond of 
them. I have no doubt that we will be friends for life. 
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 At the time, nobody in the party was aware that I was below 
par. I never once considered stepping down as party Treasurer be-
cause – particularly with the election near – I saw the concerns 
over my health as a problem to overcome rather than one that was 
going to defeat me. In the weeks after the surgery, a few people 
remarked that I seemed to have lost weight, which I put down to 
a particularly nasty bout of food poisoning. William himself only 
found out many months later after he had stood down as leader 
and I had resigned as Treasurer. As we were relaxing beside a swim-
ming pool on a summer’s day, he noticed the rather impressive 
scar on my chest and I decided to tell him what had happened. 
William was astonished that he had worked so closely with me 
and had not picked up that something so serious was wrong. I am 
glad that I managed to keep my health diffi  culties from William 
and the team as the election approached. I was determined that I 
should not be seen as a weak link and I did not want William to 
worry about me when he had quite enough on his plate.
 If a business rival reads this book and thinks that I am now 
past my best and a soft touch, he or she will be disappointed. 
My diabetes is back under control, my quadruple bypass has been 
a complete success and I take drugs which have stabilised the 
Menière’s disease. Th ere is plenty of life in the old dog yet.

AS TREASURER I had wanted to do as much as possible for Wil-
liam and the party. I also wanted to lead from the front in terms 
of donations, so during my three years in the role I gave about 
£6 million to the party. Over the years, the size of my fi nancial 
support to the party has been linked to my opinion of the party 
leader. Th e fact that I gave more under William’s leadership than 
under all previous leaders I have supported put together indicates 
how much I rated him – and how much I desperately wanted him 
to succeed. Sadly, the eight-to-ten-year programme that I envis-
aged for William – which was to have ended with him becoming 
Prime Minister – was brought to a halt at half-time by the elec-
tion result of June 2001. I had calculated before the election that 
for William to be able to stay on as leader the party needed to 
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THE ATTACK on me by the Labour Government in 1999 took 
place on both sides of the Atlantic. As well as helping their ally 
Th e Times to smear me, my political opponents also tried to harm 
me fi nancially. My tax arrangement agreed in 1990 with the Be-
lize Government became the battleground between myself and 
the Labour Government. I fi rst became aware that I had a poten-
tially troublesome issue brewing in the spring of 1999 when Ralph 
Fonseca, a senior minister in the Belize Government, told me: 
‘We are having problems with the British Government.’ He was 
referring to the issue of whether Belize should receive debt relief 
under the Commonwealth Debt Initiative (CDI) announced by 
Britain in 1997. On that occasion Clare Short, the International 
Development Secretary, had declared that Britain was prepared to 
cancel debts paid by poorer Commonwealth countries, provided 
extra resources were used to reduce poverty.
 Following the visit of a delegation from the Department for 
International Development (DFID) to Belize in April 1999, the 
British Government decided not to grant Belize debt relief un-
der CDI. Th is was a considerable sum of money to a country as 
small as Belize, amounting to around £10 million. Th e Govern-
ment spelt out its reason for this in a letter to Ralph Fonseca, then 
the Minister for Budget Management, Investment and Trade, 
from Tim David, the British High Commissioner to Belize, in 
September 1999. Somehow the Labour Government – halfway 
through my tenure as party Treasurer – seemed to be blaming me 
for the decision to withhold debt relief. Th e letter from David (to 
avoid any confusion, this is his surname – he is most defi nitely a 
member of the away team) cast doubt on Belize’s commit-
ment to pro-poor policies because it had granted large-scale tax 
exemptions to my company, Carlisle Holdings. In a second letter, 

clearly pointed at my company again and also written in September, 
David extended an invitation from the British Government to the 
Belize Government to attend seminars on ‘Th e Future of Taxation 
Reform’. It was obvious that I had a new fi ght on my hands. Th e 
Labour Government was evidently prepared to withhold millions 
of pounds in debt relief from the poor in order to renew its at-
tempts to ‘Get Ashcroft’.
 It soon became apparent that the British Government hoped 
to blackmail the Belize Government into reneging on the deal 
it had made with my company in 1990 giving it a tax break for 
thirty years. Th e British Government amorally tried to suggest 
that the debt relief was conditional on the Belize Government re-
voking its agreement. Short was at the forefront of the attempt by 
New Labour to undermine my position. Tim David, in his role as 
British High Commissioner to Belize, had been persuaded to take 
up the cudgels on behalf of the Labour Government. To this day, 
I have met Short on only one occasion. It was about a year after 
Labour came to power in 1997 and three of us had dinner at an 
Italian restaurant in London. Th e third person present was Bowen 
Wells, the then Conservative MP for Hertford and Stortford and 
the chairman of the International Development Select Commit-
tee. He had arranged the gathering because he knew I had some 
strong views on how the Commonwealth Development Corpor-
ation was losing its way and not fulfi lling its objectives. As far as I 
can recall, Short was good company and it was a pleasant evening. 
It seems, however, that Short’s view of me was less generous. 
 Th e level of Short’s animosity towards me became apparent 
when she attended a meeting of the World Trade Organisation in 
Seattle in the late autumn of 1999. At the event, she had a conver-
sation with Ralph Fonseca, the Belizean politician, in which she 
referred to me as a ‘scumbag’ – Short seemed unaware that Ralph 
and I go back many years. Ralph, who had been taken aback by 
the personal nature of her attack on me, duly relayed the conver-
sation to me.
 I was so annoyed by Short’s unfl attering remark about me that 
I asked Kevin Bays, my solicitor, to write to Short’s lawyers pro-
testing about her outrageous behaviour. Th e letter referred simply 
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to Short’s use of the word ‘scumbag’, but it did not, however, men-
tion where it had been said, on what occasion, when or to whom. 
Lawyers for the Department for International Development 
wrote back denying that Short had said any such thing. However, 
when David Hencke, a journalist on the Guardian picked up the 
story – again not knowing where the comment had been made 
or to whom – he was briefed by a Department for International 
Development offi  cial who denied that Short had called me ‘a 
scumbag at the World Trade Organisation in Seattle’. I put that 
briefi ng down to Short having too much information about the 
incident for her own good: in her attempt to deny the comment 
she had eff ectively confi rmed it.
 Short repeatedly took a butter-would-not-melt-in-her-mouth 
approach to the whole issue. She not only continued to deny the 
off ensive comment but she also denied that her attitude to Be-
lize was politically motivated. For the next year or so, she also 
made a series of disingenuous claims such as ‘We have no interest 
whatsoever in Michael Ashcroft. Our concern is with the poor of 
Belize.’
 Th ere was no way that I was prepared to relinquish my com-
pany’s carefully negotiated and totally legitimate tax concessions 
without a considerable fi ght. I was going to oppose the Labour 
Government in every way that I could. I was worried that a large 
and powerful nation (Britain) would put undue and unfair pres-
sure on a smaller, weaker nation (Belize) to capitulate. I made it 
clear to both governments early on that if they wanted to take me 
on then I was going to contest it all the way.
 Th e British Government leaned on the Belize Government 
to appoint expert tax consultants to look at two areas which 
they hoped would adversely aff ect me: tax exemptions for Public 
Investment Companies (PICs) – which was the status of my 
company Carlisle Holdings – and the regulation of off shore 
fi nancial services. I have already detailed how the tax concessions 
for Carlisle Holdings came to be set up and I should stress that the 
requirements to become a PIC were, and are, stringent. Th e con-
cept behind the legislation was to encourage large, well-regulated 
investment vehicles for the purposes of promoting overseas invest-

ment in Belize. One of the key requirements of PIC status is that 
the company’s shares must be listed on an approved international 
stock exchange. To date, only two companies have obtained PIC 
status – Carlisle Holdings and a smaller company, Sonisa, which I 
have nothing to do with.
 Clare Short, however, adopted an aggressive and bullying 
attitude towards the Belize Government from the outset. I am 
reliably informed that on 29 February 2000, she wrote a letter to 
Said Musa, the Prime Minister of Belize, in which she expressed 
surprise that the UK’s off er of debt relief was causing so much 
‘trouble’. She said that in order to move the CDI review further 
forward the British Government needed to ‘explore’ two areas 
with the Belize Government: the regulation of large-scale tax ex-
emptions and the regulation of off shore fi nancial services. Th ose 
who have seen the letter tell me it was eff ectively an attempt to 
threaten and coerce the Belize Government – telling politicians 
that if they wanted debt relief they would have to comply with 
the British Government’s requests by tackling the two areas where 
Short wanted to harm me.
 Belize had little choice but to go along with the requests of 
the British Government, and on 27 April 2000 Tim David wrote 
a letter to Ralph Fonseca outlining an unrealistically fast timetable 
for the process. David said that in June a team of tax consultants 
would arrive in Belize. Th is team was expected to prepare a draft 
report within a month and, following comments on it from the 
Belize Government and DFID, prepare a full report in August. 
In September, after studying the report, the British Government 
intended to review the issue of debt relief to Belize. Th e implica-
tion of the timetable was simple: if the Belize Government could, 
with the help of the tax consultants, fi nd a way to get rid of my 
company’s tax concessions, then Belize would get its debt relief.
  As is often the case with such matters, the timetable could not 
be met. Four tax experts from KPMG, one of Britain’s ‘big four’ 
fi rms of accountants, arrived in Belize on 19 July. I was told that, 
at the very fi rst meeting with offi  cials from the Belize Govern-
ment, the KPMG consultants said that they thought they had 
found a way to revoke my company’s tax concessions without the 
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need for any compensation payments. Th is brought home to me 
the nature of the briefi ng that must have taken place in Britain. 
In other words, even before they had investigated the situation, 
KPMG was off ering the solution that DFID wanted.
 On 17 July, the Belize Government had written to 
Philip Johnson, the president of the Belize Bank, inviting him to 
meet the KPMG team. It was not diffi  cult to decline their kind 
off er. I have never been one to play poker for high stakes with a 
loaded deck. I realised KPMG wanted to obtain information that 
it would twist and turn for its own purposes.
 Philip Osborne, my senior lawyer in Belize and secretary of 
Carlisle Holdings, left KPMG in no doubt that it would face legal 
action if its team abused its position of infl uence. In a letter dated 
10 August, Philip wrote: 

You should not underestimate either the gravity with 
which we view the current position, nor our determin-
ation to respond as is necessary. Over the last year or so, 
we have witnessed the extent to which the Labour Party, 
in its political pursuit of Sir Michael [this was before I 
had taken up my peerage], has been prepared, through 
the offi  ces of Government, to damage Belize’s reputation 
within Britain and within the international community. 
You will be unaware of most of this, and we have no wish 
to see KPMG used as an unwitting pawn in another’s 
chess game.

In a further letter written eight days later, Philip made it clear that 
we considered the deal with the Belize Government to be bind-
ing. ‘We have also been advised, in unequivocal terms, that any 
interference with Carlisle’s rights under this contract would im-
mediately allow us to pursue a claim for breach of contract should 
Carlisle suff er damage as a result of such interference.’ Philip also 
pointed out that any third party – in this case KPMG – could 
also face legal action if it was responsible for ‘interference with 
Carlisle’s contractual rights’.
 KPMG seemed unhappy to be caught in the crossfi re between 

the Labour Government and myself. Given the uncompromising 
nature of Philip’s letters – he had at one stage asked the fi rm to 
alert its insurance company in case it was sued by us for a sub-
stantial sum – KPMG’s tax experts were cautious and, to their 
credit, were not prepared to be bullied by Clare Short, Tim David 
and other government offi  cials. So when the tax experts came to 
deliver their draft report on 18 September, they avoided confront-
ing the issue of the PICs head on. Instead, they said it was beyond 
their remit because it was protected by the 1990 agreement.
 I am told that Short was furious about the outcome, while 
David indicated that DFID would not be prepared to accept the 
report as it was. He insisted that KPMG should look again at the 
issue of PICs. In early December, the Belize Government quite 
reasonably asked the British Government to send its Common-
wealth Debt Initiative review team to Belize because there was 
no longer any justifi cation for delaying the process. However, 
the Belize Government again bowed to pressure from Short and 
her team: fi ve days before Christmas the Government and DFID 
asked KPMG to address the lost revenues from the PICs once 
more and to report back by 31 January 2001.
 Th rough Carlisle Holdings, I had a controlling stake in 
Belize Telecommunications (a stake that I have since sold). Under 
a licence agreement with the Belize Government, Belize 
Telecommunications was given a monopoly of the telecommun-
ications system which began in 1988 and expired in 2001. Such 
an arrangement is not uncommon in small developing nations 
that need to build up their costly infrastructure. If a government 
allowed the telecommunications and other similar markets to 
open to competition too soon, the services would not get off  the 
ground. No company would have been willing to make the initial 
investment – millions of pounds – knowing that modest profi ts 
would have to be fought over between several operators. Instead, 
it is sensible and logical to allow a monopoly operator a given 
period of time to get its operation up and running before throw-
ing it open to competition at the end of a licence period.
 Th e agreement meant that my company had to invest heavily 
in the infrastructure of Belize, including setting up a new mobile 
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network, at substantial cost. Th e Belize Government also insisted 
that all local calls should be heavily subsidised, a cost that Belize 
Telecommunications had to bear. Th e profi t for my company had 
to come, therefore, from international calls. With such inevita-
ble cross-subsidisation, the international calls were not going to 
be cheap, by either local or international standards. Th ese inter-
national calls were Belize Telecommunications’ source of profi t, 
and an important source of revenue – through a 19 per cent busi-
ness tax on turnover and an 8 per cent sales tax – for the Belize 
Government. Th e Belize Government, therefore, under the terms 
of our deal, had banned any other operator from off ering a service 
out of Belize.
 At a time in 2000 when my company’s monopoly licence was 
still valid, a rival company based off shore and called gotalk! was 
off ering a service to Belizeans that enabled them to make a free 
telephone call to an exchange and then provide a number where 
they could be rung back. Moments later their phone would be 
rung by a computer and the caller given a dialling tone to make 
an international call. gotalk! claimed in its literature that it could 
save callers up to 90 per cent on international calls. Although 
this was not technically a call coming from Belize, it was quite 
clearly illegal under the terms of Belize Telecommunications’ li-
cence agreement with the Belize Government. I discovered that 
gotalk! was owned by a Swiss parent company – a family business 
– the ultimate ownership of which lay in a Caribbean tax haven, 
no less.
 Th e British High Commission of all people not only started 
using this illegal service but actively encouraged others to do so 
by circulating gotalk! ’s literature. Belize Telecommunications was 
in danger of being deprived of millions of pounds in lost rev-
enues. Not only did my company suff er, but so did the Belize 
Government because it was deprived of its taxes. I had to protect 
my business and did so vigorously. After taking legal advice in 
both Britain and Belize, I wrote two strongly worded letters to 
Tim David in December 2000. In the second, I asked him for a 
commitment that neither the British High Commission nor any 
employee would take advantage of the service. In his reply in 

January, David insisted the call-back service was not illegal, though 
he did agree to stop circulating literature about gotalk! in future.
 As I tried to resolve this issue, David attended a Christmas 
party in December 2000 at the Radisson Fort George Hotel in 
Belize City. Th e party for some 400 guests is one of the social 
highlights of the Christmas season and is hosted by the Belize 
Bank, which I own. David was a third-rate diplomat, thoroughly 
pompous and devoid of charm, all too eager to be Short’s poodle 
in Belize and heedless of his poor relationship with the local Gov-
ernment. He tried to pick a verbal fi ght with me moments after 
entering the party. Almost the fi rst words he said to me were: 
‘I hear you are leaning on KPMG.’ I told him I had noted his 
hypocrisy in arguing for pro-poor measures and then – by 
using an illegal outside call-back company – depriving the poor 
in Belize of millions of substantial tax revenues. Th e discussion 
became heated and eventually, after a frank and lengthy exchange 
of views, I told him to ‘Fuck off  out of here.’ David fi nished 
his drink and left. Although I undoubtedly had the moral high 
ground, I refl ected that perhaps neither of us – me as the host and 
David as a diplomat – had handled the situation well. I had also 
used inappropriate language and so I wrote him a short letter of 
apology the next day, 10 December.
 Th is was plainly a private and confi dential letter. I wrote in 
the top right-hand corner on three separate lines: ‘Strictly private. 
Tim David. Sunday [the day after the party]’. Th e letter began: 
‘Dear Tim, To varying “degrees” I don’t suppose our diplomatic 
skills yesterday evening would have obtained a fi rst. For my part, I 
sincerely apologise where such skills would not have made a third.’ 
As a gesture of my regret, I asked him to contact Philip Johnson, 
the head of the Belize Bank, with the name of a nominated charity 
so that I could make a donation to it.
 Th is personal, handwritten and hand-delivered note should 
never have been seen by anyone other than David, and 
yet within ten days of its dispatch a photocopy of my private 
note had appeared in the Guardian. Th e newspaper ran the 
story on the front page under the headline ‘Tory treasurer says 
sorry after blazing diplomatic row’. Ewen MacAskill, the 
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newspaper’s diplomatic editor, wrote:

Th e controversy over Conservative treasurer, Lord 
Ashcroft, came back to haunt the party last night after 
leaked Foreign Offi  ce memos disclosed details of a blazing 
row with the British high commissioner in Belize. 
 According to the memos, the billionaire peer told the 
commissioner, Tim David, during a Christmas drinks 
party that he was pompous, a liar and that he could ‘fuck-
ing well get out now’.
 Th e row was so heated that the following day Lord 
Ashcroft sent a handwritten letter of apology and off ered 
to make a donation to a charity of Mr David’s choice 
... Th e diplomat described Lord Ashcroft’s behaviour as 
shocking and deeply off ensive. 

 I was distinctly unimpressed that the contents of a private 
letter had been leaked in an attempt to embarrass me and the 
Conservative Party. Given the speed and the motivation of the 
leak, it was impossible not to conclude that it had the fi ngerprints 
of Short and/or her department all over it. We discovered that 
Short had received a copy of my letter to David as part of his 
report on the party incident and its aftermath. It turned out that 
after the leak the Foreign and Commonwealth Offi  ce (FCO) had 
initially told DFID there would have to be a ‘full inquiry’ into the 
leak. Such an inquiry should have been relatively simple because, 
on the face of it, these documents were not widely circulated – 
and the trail was still warm. When my legal team asked about the 
progress of the leak inquiry – whether anyone had been identi-
fi ed and punished – the FCO and DFID admitted that ‘some 
inquiries would have been made but there was no formal inquiry 
of any kind’. In other words, the ‘inquiry’ was eff ectively non-
existent. Once again, it was hard not to come to the conclusion 
that Short did not order an inquiry because she knew the answer 
to it in advance and did not want the man – or indeed woman 
– to be exposed for his – or indeed her – misconduct.
 With the benefi t of hindsight, I have only one regret over the 

drinks-party incident: David is such an obnoxious character that 
I wish I had never apologised to him.
 As the British Government realised that it was failing to 
achieve its aims in Belize, Tim David was not the only one to 
show the true – and unattractive – side of his character. Clare 
Short also betrayed her frustrations in a handwritten note to her 
staff  in DFID. Some two years after it was written, I – as a re-
sult of legal action against the British Government – obtained a 
copy of a typed memo which Desmond Curran, then the head 
of DFID’s Caribbean operations, had written to his then boss on 
15 December 2000. Headed ‘Belize; Commonwealth Debt Initia-
tive [CDI]’, it updated his Secretary of State on the situation in 
Belize relating to KPMG’s report. Short was clearly frustrated by 
what she read and therefore scribbled a note at the top of it. Her 
instructions were short but to the point: ‘I would like a meeting 
on this. I think we should simply cancell [sic] CDI mission and 
say messing about means they don’t qualify for the initiative. CS.’ 
Quite apart from revealing the Secretary of State’s poor spelling, 
the note also disclosed just how willing she was to end the much 
needed and deserved support for the poor in Belize. Th e twenty-
seven words had, however, provided a fascinating – though not 
surprising – insight into Short’s twisted mindset.
 Even New Labour’s old friend, Th e Times, made no attempt 
to hide the true reasons for Short’s interest in Belize. In an 
article published on 22 December 2000, and headlined ‘£10m 
relief for Belize suspended’, Dominic Kennedy and Tom Baldwin 
reported: ‘Th e confi dential terms of reference given to KPMG by 
Ms Short’s Department for International Development have been 
seen by Th e Times. Th ey appear to target Lord Ashcroft’s interests.’ 
In the same article, the newspaper went on: 

Gian Gandhi, a Briton who served as Solicitor-General 
of Belize and now heads the country’s International Fi-
nancial Services Commission, said from his offi  ce in the 
National Assembly building: ‘We have taken this point to 
the British Government. Debt relief to Belize should not 
be mixed up with the Ashcroft factor. It is very strange 
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that the Government of Britain should get involved in 
that kind of vendetta. Normally the British Government 
takes a very broad view, especially when dealing with a 
small country like Belize.’

 As Short tried to step up her campaign against me in Belize, 
other Labour colleagues were doing their best to intimidate senior 
Belizean offi  cials. I learned that on 16 December Assad Shoman, 
then the Belize High Commissioner to the United Kingdom, met 
in London with George Foulkes, the Parliamentary Under Sec-
retary of State for International Development. Foulkes, who in 
a recent mini-profi le in the Daily Mail was described with great 
accuracy as a ‘bibulous crawler’, told Assad that DFID was not 
prepared to move forward on the subject of debt relief unless 
the issue of Public Investment Companies had been resolved in 
conjunction with KPMG. It was now beyond doubt that the 
Government was linking the question of Belize’s debt relief to my 
business interests in the country.
 Th e British Government’s attitude towards the poor of Belize 
was particularly callous given the timing of the refusal to grant 
debt relief, for these discussions were all taking place in the 
aftermath of the devastation caused by Hurricane Keith in Octo-
ber 2000. Th e hurricane had left an estimated 3,300 homeless in 
Belize and caused widespread and catastrophic damage totalling 
millions of pounds. Such was the desperation of the people of 
Belize that their Government had to negotiate a £13.6 million 
loan from the World Bank to tackle the problem.
 By the end of December, the dispute over the call-back ser-
vice was becoming tedious, so I decided to up the stakes a little. 
In a letter sent on the 29th of that month, I threatened to cut off  
the telephone service to the British Embassy unless it promised 
to stop using the call-back service. Unsurprisingly perhaps, this 
caused something of a furore. News of the dispute reached British 
newspapers, many of which carried stories about it. ‘Crossed wires 
as Ashcroft takes on FO (again)’ was the headline in the Guard-
ian on 18 January 2001. Th e Foreign Offi  ce had responded by 
telling newspapers that my warning was unjustifi ed and a breach 

of the Vienna convention on diplomatic rights. One High Com-
mission offi  cial was quoted as telling the Daily Telegraph:  ‘Would 
you believe that a peer of the realm would threaten to cut off  the 
telephones of a British diplomatic mission?’ Eventually, the Brit-
ish High Commission quietly agreed to stop using the service and 
I, in turn, dropped my threat to cut them off .
 Th e issues of my company Carlisle Holdings’ tax relief and 
Belize’s unresolved debt relief were rumbling on and on. On 29 
December 2000, Philip Osborne, our company secretary, had 
written a letter to KPMG which left it in no doubt that we knew 
of the pressures that were being applied behind the scenes. Philip 
wrote: 

As you know, we are aware that you have completed your 
report, but that the British Government has, for its own 
political purposes, described your work as ‘inadequate’. 
We understand that the High Commissioner has written 
to you requesting you to give more thought to the subject 
of Public Investment Companies, and that his letter has 
also been signed by a Minister of the Belize Government.
 We have learned that the second signature on that 
letter was applied with great reluctance, and only after 
threats of sanctions were made should Belize have refused 
... If there was any residual uncertainty as to the true ob-
jectives of this exercise, all doubt has now been removed. 
What has emerged in stark clarity is a co-ordinated 
attempt by various agencies, acting at the behest of the 
British Government, to attack and to damage the interests 
of their political opponent, Lord Ashcroft.

We again served notice – even more vigorously than before – that 
we intended to seek substantial damages from anyone unfairly 
targeting my commercial interests.
 KPMG again appeared slightly unnerved by the fi rmness 
of our position and in February 2001 the tax experts suggested 
that counsel’s opinion should be sought on the delicate issue 
of PICs. Th e following month the Belize Government, under 
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pressure from the British Government, supported this view. 
However, when KPMG’s supplementary report was published on 
24 May 2001, it yet again sidestepped the issue of PICs.  
 After announcing that I was stepping down as Treasurer of the 
Conservative Party in June 2001 – following our election defeat 
– I felt able to write an article for the Guardian. Th is appeared 
on 21 June under the headline ‘I’m ready for a fi ght’. It also led 
to a news story in the paper on the same date headlined ‘Ashcroft 
claims Short is “out to get him”’. I was determined to expose 
Short’s discreditable and hypocritical stance: far from seeking to 
help the poor people of Belize, as she claimed, she was using them 
as pawns in a strategy aimed at targeting me. I ended my article:

If Clare Short was indeed concerned about the poor of 
Belize, then Britain would presumably have spared little 
eff ort or expense to help the poor of this hurricane-ravaged 
Commonwealth nation. So what precisely has Britain’s 
preoccupation in Belize been during the last six months? 
Repairing broken buildings and roads? No. Mending 
drainage and sanitation? No.
 Britain barely lifted a fi nger to help – it sent a handful 
of extra troops and a cheque for about £100,000, which 
was handed straight to the Red Cross. To add insult to in-
jury, Britain has reconfi rmed its suspension of debt relief 
due to Belize under the Commonwealth debt initiative 
until – and unless – tax relief to the evil Lord Ashcroft is 
terminated.

 I added that I had no doubt that Short would deny that her 
department had made ‘unwarranted demands with menaces’, and 
that she would probably accuse me of lying. 

But the facts speak for themselves. Instructions have gone 
out to ‘Get Ashcroft!’
 All of this would count for little, if it were not for the 
very people who Ms Short says she is so keen to help. I 
am now unconstrained by political considerations and I 

can look after myself. But the people of Belize do not have 
that choice. Th ere is a saying in Belize that when the ele-
phants fi ght, the grass gets trampled. Th e elephants have, 
in the minds of Belizeans, been squaring up for some time 
now. Th ere is a popular view of the Caribbean nations 
that they are of little or no account – bankrupt, populated 
by the indolent and useful only for the acquisition of a 
suntan. Th at is not my view, neither is it my experience. 
Its people are on the whole proud and hard working, and 
they deserve all the assistance and support which the inter-
national community is able to give.
 Keen to play their full part in the world, the people 
of Belize are currently stigmatised by the actions of the 
UK government, which the wider international commu-
nity interprets as indicative of a wider malaise within the 
administration of the country. Nothing could be further 
from the truth. If the Labour party wants to pick a fi ght 
with me, it should do so at a time and in a place when 
poor and innocent people do not stand in the way. I will 
be ready.

 In June, the British Government, still desperate to pursue its 
anti-Ashcroft agenda, instructed Michael Beloff  QC to examine 
the issue. He, too, qualifi ed his advice to such an extent that the 
British Government was unable to get what it wanted. Short, I 
am told, was left on the point of apoplexy with her latest plan to 
‘Get Ashcroft’ in tatters. Eventually, too, Belize quietly received 
the debt relief to which it had always been entitled. (One of the 
most disgraceful aspects of this whole shoddy episode was the way 
in which the media was often informed of events before represen-
tatives of the Belizean Government had even been told what it 
was they had ‘agreed to’ jointly with the British Government.)
 I must admit I felt a degree of satisfaction when I read a 
report in the Financial Times of 28 December 2001. Th e news-
paper, which had always closely followed the twists and turns of 
my battle in Belize over fi nancial regulations, ran a story un-
der the headline ‘Government backs down over ex-Tory 
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treasurer’s Belize links’. Th e report read:

Lord Ashcroft, the controversial tycoon and former Con-
servative party treasurer, appears to have won two separate 
battles with the government over his business interests in 
Belize.
 Th e Foreign Offi  ce has backed down in its confronta-
tion with Lord Ashcroft over telecommunications services 
in Belize.
 He also appears to have fought off  an attempt by the 
Department for International Development to scrap the 
30-year tax exemption enjoyed by Carlisle Holdings, his 
main company, in Belize.
 Th e British High Commission in Belize has resumed 
its use of Belize Telecommunications, which Carlisle has a 
majority stake in, for international telephone calls.
 Last January, Belize Telecommunications, the sole 
provider of telecommunications services in the country, 
threatened to cut off  the telephone line to the high com-
mission after it hired an unnamed company to provide 
cheap rate international calls.
 But the Foreign Offi  ce disclosed yesterday that the 
high commission had resumed its use of Belize Telecom-
munications for international telephone calls in May.

Meanwhile, the article continued, the Belize Government was ‘re-
luctant to tackle Carlisle’s tax exemption’.

Michael Beloff , a leading QC, is believed to have warned 
that the Belize government might be vulnerable to legal 
action if it abolished the tax exemptions enjoyed by two 
so-called public investment companies in the country. 
Th ey are Carlisle Holdings and Sonisa, a fi nancial services 
group.
 Mr Beloff ’s legal opinion appears to have stalled the 
international development department’s attempt to per-
suade Belize to take action against the public investment 

companies as part of wider eff orts to reform its off shore 
fi nancial centre.
 A person close to the Belize government said Britain 
had indicated it no longer wanted action against Carlisle. 
‘Th e Ashcroft matter has been put on one side,’ he said. 
‘Th e British government is no longer pressing that’ ...

 If the much respected Financial Times could be regarded as 
the umpire in our dispute, I took that report as game, set and 
match to Ashcroft. Short, however, seemed dissatisfi ed with the 
umpire’s ruling and wrote a letter to the newspaper which was 
published on 7 January 2002. It read:

Your article ‘Government backs down over ex-Tory treas-
urer’s Belize links’ (December 28) was misinformed.
 Despite Lord Ashcroft’s repeated insinuations, I have 
no interest in him or his business aff airs. My concern is 
with the poor of Belize and the encouragement of im-
provements in economic management to their benefi t. 
Th e tax concessions Lord Ashcroft’s companies have nego-
tiated obviously reduce the revenue base and therefore the 
services the Belize government can provide for its people. 
But the management of the economy is causing concern 
to the International Monetary Fund as well as ourselves. 
Th e Commonwealth debt initiative is designed to encour-
age good pro-poor economic management. Belize did not 
qualify this year. We shall consider the case again after 12 
months.

 Th e letter was as disingenuous as Short herself and I dismissed 
it as the ramblings of a bad loser. Short also showed her lack of 
understanding of how tax concessions to companies work. She 
wrongly suggested that there are just two scenarios to compare: 
Carlisle in Belize doing business but not paying tax and, alterna-
tively, Carlisle in Belize doing business and paying tax. Th e reality 
is that governments – including British ones – have discovered 
that trying to raise tax can be counter-productive: taxpayers and 
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others who contribute to the economy sometimes disappear to 
other countries when tax regimes become less favourable. My 
companies would certainly not be operating in Belize on the same 
substantial scale as they are today – and stimulating the economy 
in the way they are – were it not for the binding agreement I 
reached with the Belize Government in 1990.
 To this day my companies in Belize, under the umbrella of 
Carlisle Holdings, retain the tax-free status that they were guar-
anteed in 1990. We are now, in 2006, halfway through the agreed 
period of the tax exemption. I have kept my side of the bargain 
and I expect the Belize Government to continue to do likewise 
– with or without pressures from the Labour Government to 
renege on its deal. However, I think the Belize and British Govern-
ments are now aware that I will defend my position robustly and 
I do not envisage further problems on this front. I think it is fair 
to say, however, that it is unlikely that Short and I will be sitting 
down for a second friendly dinner together in the near future.

THE LABOUR Party – sometimes in conjunction with Th e Times 
and sometimes on its own – had done all it could to make life dif-
fi cult for me from the summer of 1999 onwards. A number of 
backbench Labour MPs tried to get on my case in late July of that 
year and some asked parliamentary questions that were intended 
to embarrass and smear me.
 I was particularly irritated when the Labour Party needlessly 
and vindictively dragged decent friends and well-meaning col-
leagues into the controversy solely because of their tenuous links 
to me. One of those to be targeted completely pointlessly was 
Bowen Wells, the Conservative MP for Hertford and Stortford 
and the third member of the dining team when I had met Clare 
Short in 1998. Bowen is as decent and honourable a man as it is 
possible to meet, yet some of the Labour boot-boys on the left of 
the party decided to try to make mischief.
 Denis MacShane, the Labour MP for Rotherham, wrote on 
20 July 1999 to Elizabeth Filkin, the Parliamentary Commis-
sioner for Standards, asking her to investigate a tedious (and 

tautological) claim alleging ‘the potential for a possible confl ict of 
interest’. For a year, from 1997 to 1998, Bowen had been a remu-
nerated non-executive director of my company Belize Holdings 
Incorporated (BHI), at a time when he was also chairman of the 
International Development Select Committee. He had not tried 
to hide anything and his directorship – as with some of his past 
links to my companies during the early 1990s – was listed in the 
Register of MPs’ Interests. Bowen had also declared his role with 
BHI when he was elected chairman of the select committee. In 
short, he could not have been more cautious, straightforward and 
honest. However, MacShane asked Elizabeth Filkin for a ruling 
on ‘whether there is a confl ict of interest if the chair of a select 
committee a) sits on the board of a company controlled by some-
one who is a major donor to a political party b) sits on the board 
of a company whose direct fi nancial interests are related to the 
work of the select committee’.
 Elizabeth Filkin was forced to investigate this complaint and a 
similar one from Alan Whitehead, the Labour MP for Southamp-
ton Test. It was tiresome and time-consuming for Bowen, who 
had to write to the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards 
listing everything that he had done to make sure his links with my 
company were appropriate and above board.
 It was not until 25 November 1999 that Elizabeth Filkin made 
her fi ndings public. She found that Bowen had not breached the 
strict rule relating to paid advocacy, but suggested that he ‘would 
have been wise’ to have mentioned once again in committee dis-
cussions that he was a £20,000-a-year director of BHI. Th is was 
only because the committee had twice examined the issue of ba-
nana growing and the Belize Bank, a subsidiary of my company 
BHI, might – just might – have had links with banana growers. 
If there has ever been a more tenuous reason for ‘redeclaring’ an 
interest that had already been declared, I have yet to see it. Since 
MacShane had failed to make the thrust of his allegations stick, he 
ought to have apologised to Bowen – but not a bit of it. Instead, 
he told journalists that the Tories had lost all sense of political 
judgement and ‘were like rabbits in Ashcroft’s headlights’.
 It strikes me that MacShane might be better advised to put 
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his own house in order rather than make unfair trouble for other 
MPs. I was interested to read in Peter Oborne’s splendid book 
Th e Rise of Political Lying how MacShane, as Minister of Europe, 
had been caught out as he went around making wild allegations 
against others. While being interviewed on BBC Radio 4’s Today 
programme, he was asked by Ed Stourton, the presenter, to justify 
some remarks he had made in a newspaper interview in which 
he accused Euro-sceptics of ‘xenophobia’ and ‘hatred’. MacShane 
said: ‘Do you remember in the winter there was all this hysteria 
[about people] from Poland or Hungary coming into the country? 
Th ey were described in one of our papers as a “murderous horde” 
– a “murderous horde”. Th ese are nannies and hospital workers 
from Poland, they’re European citizens, they’re paying taxes here. 
When is someone going to stand up to that kind of language?’ 
However, Peter Oborne searched through computer records and 
rang the Foreign and Commonwealth Offi  ce to try to get to the 
bottom of the ‘murderous horde’ allegations, but without success. 
He was surprised when MacShane himself came on the line within 
minutes of his call to the FCO. Peter writes: ‘When I asked about 
the “murderous horde”, he became vague, and after wriggling for 
a while denied that he had ever used the phrase. “I never said it,” 
he insisted. But he had.’
 Two days after MacShane’s letter of complaint had been 
lodged with Elizabeth Filkin, it was the turn of the egregious 
Peter Bradley, the Labour MP for Th e Wrekin, to try to put the 
parliamentary spotlight on my interests in Belize. Just twenty-four 
hours after he had joined forces with Th e Times and abused parlia-
mentary privilege to try to link me to drug smuggling and money 
laundering, Bradley was trying to make further problems for me. 
He demanded to know why I had funded an all-expenses-paid, 
eight-day trip to the Caribbean for four Tory MPs. On his return, 
Sir Tom Arnold, one of the MPs, had tabled some parliamentary 
questions about Belize and off shore fi nancial regulation.
 Bradley had delved into the history books to make mischief. 
Th e trip fi ve years earlier – in 1994 – had been declared by all the 
MPs in the Register of MPs’ Interests. It was paid for by one of my 
companies, Deanland Ltd, because I thought it would be useful 

for MPs to see Belize for themselves. Furthermore, the invitation 
had been extended to Conservative and Labour MPs alike, but the 
two Labour MPs who had been invited both declined. As with the 
complaint by his Labour colleagues against Bowen Wells, Bradley 
was guilty of a risible attempt to make something out of noth-
ing.
 By the summer of 2001, and after a two-year campaign to dis-
credit me, I was getting thoroughly fed up with the way that some 
people felt they could freely leak confi dential information with 
the aim of damaging my personal reputation and my business 
interests. Th e most alarming aspect of this trend was that it was 
everyone from senior members of the Government to lowly civil 
servants who seemed to feel they were entitled to take whatever 
steps they liked to cause me trouble. Th e leaking of information 
about me had gone on ever since the Labour Government and Th e 
Times fi rst launched their campaigns against me in the summer of 
1999.
 I knew Downing Street and Whitehall were morally wrong to 
do this, but I took legal advice to establish whether they had also 
acted illegally and whether I had any course of redress through 
the courts. Th e early indications were that I might indeed have a 
case against the Government, but that any legal action would be 
prolonged and complicated.
 Th e fi rst offi  cial leak inquiry relating to me was instigated by 
Michael Ancram, the Conservative Party Chairman, in a letter to 
Sir Richard Wilson, the Cabinet Secretary, on 13 July 1999. It 
followed an article in Th e Times by Tom Baldwin and two other 
journalists on that date headlined ‘“Shadow” over Tory treasurer’.  
Th e story was based on two leaked and old Foreign and Com-
monwealth Offi  ce documents: I have referred to both documents 
earlier in the book when I established that the claims in them were 
groundless. Michael pointed out to Sir Richard that both docu-
ments were classifi ed and that passing them on appeared to be a 
breach of the Offi  cial Secrets Act as well as ‘an organised political 
vendetta against the Treasurer of the principal opposition party’. 
He urged ‘an immediate and full inquiry’ into the leaks. A leak 
inquiry was ordered by the FCO and it duly reported back in 
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September that year, although I, the target of the leak, was never 
informed of its outcome. It was only after I had spent thousands 
of pounds on lawyers’ fees, and in the face of fi erce resistance, that 
I was able to force the disclosure of the fi ndings of that inquiry. 
Th is is surely one of the greatest iniquities of New Labour’s ways 
of doing business. Th ey are able to abuse power by publishing the 
shameless tittle-tattle created by civil servants against members 
of the public. Yet they use public funds to resist any attempt by 
the same members of the public to get their hands on informa-
tion which might serve to repair the damage which has been done 
by those leaks. Furthermore, there is clearly no hope whatsoever 
of a successful outcome of any leak inquiry which might end up 
exposing one of their friends. However, should a leak occur which 
has not been planned and which they perceive to be damaging, no 
stone is left unturned in relentlessly seeking out those responsible. 
I have little doubt that this will go down in history as one of the 
most corrupt administrations of the modern era.
 Th e report confi rmed the fi rst document as written in October 
1996 by Charles Drace-Francis, then head of the West Indian and 
Atlantic Department, to a colleague in the Economic Relations 
Department. It described a meeting with me over my plans to set 
up a bank in the Turks and Caicos Islands and contained the in-
explicable claims from Drace-Francis that I had looked ‘hungover’ 
and that I now had ‘about $1 billion in cash and would obviously 
like to have his own bank to put it in – but cannot use the Belize 
bank [that is, my own Belize Bank]’. Th e second document was 
a telegram to Drace-Francis sent in April 1997 by Gordon Baker, 
the British High Commissioner in Belize. Baker said that he was 
no nearer knowing the truth of ‘the rumours about some of Mr 
Ashcroft’s business dealings. But those rumours do cast a shadow 
over his reputation which ought not to be ignored.’ 
 Th e leak inquiry noted, perfectly accurately, that ‘by summer 
1999 press activity largely consisted of recycling previously published 
material, much of which had been printed up to 10 years previously’. 
Drace-Francis had denied being responsible for the leak. He said that 
he believed it was politically motivated, and had been engineered 
either by Downing Street or by one of the special advisers. 

 Th e report concluded by pointing the fi nger of suspicion 
for the leak at Drace-Francis, who had a reputation for being 
unconventional, eccentric and indiscreet. ‘Th ere is evidence that 
documents, including those reproduced in Th e Times, were given 
in 1997 to a journalist [on a Caribbean magazine] by Mr Charles 
Drace-Francis, an offi  cial at the Foreign and Commonwealth Of-
fi ce. It is not certain that the journalist used them in any way, or 
that this is the source of the leak to Th e Times newspaper. During 
this investigation, no other offi  cials in the Foreign and Common-
wealth Offi  ce, or in other government departments, have come 
under suspicion of leaking the documents.’ Drace-Francis was 
later – in December 1999 – disciplined and suspended for his 
admitted role in the earlier leak.
 Although Drace-Francis had foolishly, and for no good rea-
son, leaked documents to a journalist on a Caribbean magazine, 
I do not believe he had any role, directly or indirectly, in those 
documents reaching Th e Times. Th e leaked report, however, 
also published some other interesting information. It referred to 
Andrew Hood, a special adviser for the Government, and while 
it did not fi nger him for the leak, it recorded that he had known 
Tom Baldwin, Th e Times’s political journalist, since childhood. 
Hood said the two of them had ‘a trusting relationship based on 
shared confi dences from the past which had not been betrayed’. 
Hood, predictably enough, denied being the source of the leak of 
the FCO documents. Nevertheless, I found this piece of infor-
mation about the relationship between Hood and Baldwin to be 
far more intriguing than the historic leaking of documents from 
Drace-Francis to the journalist in the Caribbean. I later learned 
categorically from an informed source that Hood, Baldwin’s one-
time schoolfriend and contemporary at Oxford University, had, 
indeed, been involved in the leaked FCO documents despite his 
denials.
 Later, too, I was to obtain possession of a copy of a quirky, 
but perhaps rather telling, handwritten letter from Charles 
Drace-Francis to Sir John Kerr, the Permanent Under Secretary of 
State at the Foreign and Commonwealth Offi  ce. Dated 17 August 
1999, and marked ‘personal’, it read: ‘Dear Sir John, I would be 
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very grateful if you could ask the special advisers to stop leaking 
classifi ed documents to Th e Times. Th ey do it so badly. No need 
for a reply. Yours ever, Charles.’
 By 2001, however, I wanted to tackle bigger fi gures than the 
likes of Drace-Francis. I wanted to challenge the Government it-
self over its attempts to smear me. I repeatedly asked for access to 
information that the Government was holding on me, but I was 
turned down every time.
 I particularly wanted to establish the origins of fi ve substantive 
and potentially damaging leaks about me between the summer of 
1999 and the end of 2000. Th e fi rst leak aimed at discrediting me 
had come in June 1999 when it was disclosed that I had been re-
jected for a peerage by the Political Honours Scrutiny Committee. 
Th e following month came the leaks of the two internal Foreign 
Offi  ce memos to Th e Times that I have just detailed above. In the 
early spring of 2000, there was the leak of information that my 
second nomination for a peerage had run into diffi  culties. Th en, 
even after these diffi  culties had been overcome, there were further 
leaks to Sunday newspapers about the phone call that William 
Hague had been forced to make to Tony Blair to obtain my peer-
age. Finally, in December 2000 came the leak of the handwritten 
letter than I had written to Tim David, the British High Commis-
sioner to Belize, after our bust-up at the Christmas party.
 I employed a team of specialist lawyers to come up with a 
game plan. Th ey advised a series of ground-breaking legal actions 
whereby I sued the Government under the Human Rights Act 
of 1998 and the Data Protection Act of 1998. Initially, in June 
2001, I served a writ against the Foreign and Commonwealth Of-
fi ce and the Department for International Development alleging 
that my human rights had been abused. It was also reported in the 
press that I was seeking damages of up to £50,000 but, of course, 
this was never about money. It was about a principle, and the 
intention was always to give any compensation that I received to 
charity.
 I was determined to hire a formidable legal team to 
ensure that I had the best possible chance of winning my case. 
I instructed Clare Montgomery QC, a specialist in extradition, 

commercial fraud and human rights law and a member of the 
Matrix chambers that was co-founded with Cherie Booth, the 
wife of the Prime Minister. In fact, Clare was eventually unable 
to represent me because of her commitments to another lengthy 
legal hearing. As events turned out, this did not prove to be a seri-
ous handicap – not only did I have extremely able alternative legal 
representation, but the thrust of my action changed to being more 
about privacy and the Data Protection Act. I therefore instructed 
Michael Tugendhat QC, a formidable expert in privacy. It was at 
this point that my legal team started to make a series of requests 
for access to ‘confi dential’ records under the Data Protection Act.
 With limited degrees of success, my legal team continually tried 
to gain access to the confi dential documents containing informa-
tion about me. Th ey discovered that there were many unpleasant 
internal memos circulating about me in government circles, some 
of which they were able to obtain. One of them, a handwritten 
note by Peter Westmacott, a diplomat and former deputy private 
secretary to Diana, Princess of Wales, bizarrely said of me: ‘He was 
“in love” with Princess Diana a few years ago. Looks a bit dodgy.’ 
Despite my fondness for the Princess, it was laughable to suggest 
that I was in love with her. It was equally ridiculous to suggest in 
a note that was kept on permanent fi le that I was dodgy when it 
appears to have been based on little more than my wealth and the 
location – Belize – in which I chose to do business. 
 As is normal in such matters, the legal process was slow, but 
by May 2002 I had amended my Particulars of Claim lodged in 
the High Court: a legal technicality meant that my action was 
now formally against DFID and the Attorney General, who 
was deemed to have overall responsibility for the FCO. In my 
claim, I said that the two government departments had misused 
confi dential information they held about me and I was therefore 
seeking damages for the ‘severe personal distress and embarrass-
ment as a result of the various wrongful acts and/or omissions 
referred to above’. Most important of all I was seeking a ruling 
from the court that Jack Straw, the Secretary of State for Foreign 
and Commonwealth Aff airs, and Clare Short, the Secretary of 
State for International Development, had breached their duties.
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 By the spring of 2003, I had three separate actions against the 
Government pending. Th e fi rst and main action was a case against 
the Attorney General and DFID aimed at fi nding out who was 
responsible for the fi ve leaks and gaining compensation for them. 
Th e second was against the same defendants aimed at establishing 
my right to obtain information that the Government held on me 
– parts of which had been leaked – particularly relating to a ‘dirt 
fi le’ that had been drawn up on me. Th e third action was against 
the Cabinet Offi  ce, the Transport Department and the Offi  ce 
of the Deputy Prime Minister and was aimed at obtaining the 
Cabinet Offi  ce fi le on my peerage nomination and also discover-
ing what other government departments had said to the Political 
Honours Scrutiny Committee in relation to me. Th e Govern-
ment, however, said in all three cases that it was within its rights 
to withhold the information that I was seeking. Its defence to the 
actions was that the part of the material it was holding back was 
‘unstructured’ – informal paper records rather than computer data 
– and therefore not covered by the Data Protection Act, while it 
claimed that other material was restricted by an exemption which 
applied to information relating to the honours system.
 Th e logic of some of the Government’s arguments was extra-
ordinary. As part of our action my legal team was provided with 
photographs of some of the so-called fi ling systems which the 
Foreign and Commonwealth Offi  ce had in the Caribbean. Th e 
chaotic scenes in the pictures had to be seen to be believed, and 
the word ‘shambolic’ does not do justice to some of the ways 
in which supposedly confi dential data was being organised 
and stored. Th is meant, however, that when the Government 
argued that I was entitled under the Data Protection Act only to 
material from a ‘relevant fi ling system’, I was being denied material 
solely because its fi les were disorganised. It implied the worrying 
proposition that the more haphazard and chaotic a government 
fi ling system becomes, the more an individual’s right of access is 
impeded. Th e Government also argued, in all seriousness, that 
even nominated fi les relating to an individual could fall outside 
the defi nition of ‘relevant fi ling system’. Th is created the absurd 
possibility that offi  cials might fi nd fi les marked ‘Michael Anthony 

Ashcroft’ but feel they did not have to hand them over to me 
because, once again, they considered they fell outside the strict 
defi nition of ‘relevant fi ling system’. Yet I know from experience 
that when a government offi  cial wanted to leak material about 
me, he or she never seemed to have much diffi  culty fi nding the 
relevant document. If this whole episode over ‘relevant fi ling 
system’ had not been so ridiculous and frustrating, it would have 
been funny – and if they ever make another series of the BBC 
comedy Yes, Minister, such madness might provide some good 
material for the script writers.
 A hearing date for the second legal challenge – the one relat-
ing to the ‘dirt fi le’ – was set at the High Court in the Strand for 
early June 2003. I hoped to win a ruling that would revolutionise 
freedom of information laws by forcing the Government to dis-
close all but the most secret information it holds on individuals.  
In written submissions to the judge, Mr Justice Gray, prepared by 
my legal team, we said: 

Th e essentials of the case are simple. Th ey involve a clash 
between a citizen (MA) who happens to have held an im-
portant post in the Opposition party, and a government 
which has been willing to see him harmed, but most un-
willing to let him have information it holds which would 
enable him to do something about that harm – to claim 
a remedy for what has happened in the past, and take 
steps to prevent future damage. Th e case demonstrates the 
tension that exists between the executive’s reluctance to 
disclose personal information and the fundamental right 
of a citizen to access his personal data.
 Over an 18-month period when he was Treasurer of 
the Conservative Party, MA was repeatedly wronged by 
leaks of government information, quite clearly designed 
to damage him and undermine the Opposition. And he 
was the victim of deliberate and malign interference with 
his prospects of appointment to the House of Lords as a 
working peer – eff orts which successfully kept him from 
that post for a year, and nearly succeeded a second time. 
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Th is, he is confi dent, was a political vendetta. His attempts 
to fi nd out who was responsible, and how, have met with 
little success ...
 Th is action is about access to information. From the 
information which he has got out of the government 
MA has discovered that it holds in its fi les a range of 
information about him, some of which is inaccurate, dam-
aging, outdated or irrelevant, or a combination of these. 
He has also learned that there is a lot else on fi le about 
him. Yet the government refuses to reveal what is there. 
In particular, it refuses to reveal information which is on 
its fi les and which would show – or help to show – why 
MA was refused a working peerage in 1999, who was re-
sponsible, and how – or what – happened the second time 
he was nominated, when his nomination was obstructed. 
Th e FCO, Cabinet Offi  ce and other Government depart-
ments have all taken the same position: the information is 
secret and must remain so ...
 In a civilised and democratic society a citizen must be 
allowed to access his personal data held by the Govern-
ment ... Th e executive must grapple with these principles 
and must cast away the culture of secrecy to which it has 
hitherto become accustomed. It is this court’s duty to en-
sure that this legislation is eff ective.

 My written representation detailed the crazy and totally 
inadequate response from the Government when I had sought 
information about the leaks against me. ‘MA’s fi rst request for 
information was responded to in an Alice in Wonderland fashion. 
For example, an entire page was disclosed with every word re-
dacted save the word “Belize” ... Worse than that, it can be shown 
that information which could have helped MA bring claims for 
compensation was deliberately held back at that time, though it is 
now admitted that he was entitled to it.’
 I was told by informed sources that as the date of the hear-
ing loomed advisers to Lord Goldsmith, the Attorney General, 
told him that I would be unlikely to go through with my action 

because I would not want the matter heard in open court. I was 
told that Peter replied: ‘I think you will fi nd that he will.’ Th e 
Attorney General is a talented lawyer, so good at his job, in fact, 
that I had instructed him, when he was still Peter Goldsmith QC, 
to represent my company, ADT, in a civil action against Binder 
Hamlyn, the audit fi rm. On that occasion, as Peter knew all too 
well, I was the fi rst man into the witness box and spent more than 
half a day there being cross-examined by Jonathan Sumption QC, 
who is known at the Bar as ‘the cleverest man in England’ and 
who has a formidable reputation for grilling witnesses. Th e case in 
1996 ended with ADT being awarded just over £100 million in 
damages and costs. Peter knew, therefore, that if I said I was will-
ing to go into the witness box, I probably meant it; and that I was 
unlikely, once there, to be intimidated by the occasion.
 In my battle against the Government, I was going to be 
represented in court by Michael Tugendhat QC, arguably the 
greatest legal expert in the country on privacy laws, particularly 
the Data Protection Act. Like Jonathan Sumption, Michael has 
a brilliant legal brain: he is the lead editor of Th e Law of Privacy 
and the Media, a 779-page tome published in 2002 and the ma-
jor practitioners’ text on the subject. Only a matter of weeks 
before the hearing was due to commence – and shortly after 
successfully concluding the month-long Michael Douglas and 
Catherine Zeta-Jones versus Hello! magazine trial – Michael was 
asked whether he was prepared to take on a judgeship. He was 
given only a weekend in which to make up his mind, but it was an 
off er he could not refuse and he duly accepted. It was announced 
on 17 April 2003 that Michael and three other QCs had been 
made High Court judges. Th e appointment had been made by 
Lord Falconer, the Lord Chancellor, the very man who had been 
given the role of trying to resolve my legal battle with the Govern-
ment. Michael’s well-deserved appointment meant that he was 
immediately off  my case and could not represent me in the High 
Court. If I was a conspiracy theorist, it would be hard not to 
come to the conclusion that this was a deliberate attempt by the 
Government to weaken my attack. I had, however, also instructed 
Mark Warby QC to mastermind my legal argument. Mark was 
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arguably the second greatest legal expert in the country on privacy 
law, which meant I was able to proceed without too much of a 
hiccup.
 In late May 2003, less than a fortnight before the hearing 
was due to open at the High Court, my offi  ce in Belize City 
received a call from the British High Commission. Th ey had a 
message: Lord Falconer, the Prime Minister’s long-term friend 
and colleague, wanted to see me. I met Lord Falconer – for the 
fi rst and last time – at his offi  ce in Victoria Street, London: he was 
reasonable, charming, full of bonhomie, and it was diffi  cult not 
to like him. He began the meeting by saying that the Government 
was prepared to settle: it was prepared to apologise but it was not 
prepared to pay my costs, which it did not think were important 
to me. I, in turn, made it clear that I would abort the action 
provided the apology was worded as I required and legal costs of 
around £350,000 were paid. An apology is unusual in a claim 
for information, but my claim had uncovered a series of what 
Mark Warby QC was to call ‘disobliging references’ to me and I 
felt strongly that the Labour Government should accept publicly 
that it had behaved badly. Th e meeting had been dignifi ed and 
professional, but stopped short of resolving the situation. I left 
the meeting thinking there was an opportunity to settle my legal 
action before it came to court, but that there were still hurdles to 
overcome. Despite getting on well with Lord Falconer, I felt he 
was capable of being a little slippery.
 I thought I had been extremely reasonable but I heard no more 
until the day before the case was due to begin when the Govern-
ment made a further proposal, off ering exactly the sort of apology 
that I was looking for but still refusing to pay my costs. As the 
case was due to open in the morning, a settlement looked likely, 
so both sides asked the judge to adjourn while discussions took 
place. Th e stumbling block, however, continued to be the issue of 
my costs, even though the Government was now indicating that 
it was willing to make a contribution. I declined the off er, stating 
that I wanted my costs paid. With the Government unwilling to 
match the amount that I was looking for, I instructed Mark to 
open my case in the High Court after lunch. Th ere was one major 

advantage to opening the case: it meant that all the documents 
given to me as part of the discovery process were now in the pub-
lic domain, so I could, for ever more, distribute them freely.

‘MY LORD, this is a claim for information, as you know,’ began 
Mark as he opened my case. ‘Lord Ashcroft wants to know what 
these two government departments have on fi le about him so that 
he can correct it or have it removed or, if appropriate, claim com-
pensation for what has been done with it, and he is relying on 
rights under the Data Protection Act (the DPA), under the Euro-
pean Data Protection Directive and, if it is necessary, under the 
Human Rights Act.’  He went on:

Th e defendants have provided him with a limited amount 
of information but they are resisting his claims for more, 
maintaining that they are entitled to keep it to themselves, 
and legally the case raises issues about the interpretation of 
the DPA and statutory rights of that kind as well as other 
directives and as to the application of the European Con-
vention and Human Rights Act. But I am going to start by 
just standing back and looking at the factual background 
because the claims are not made from idle curiosity but 
are brought against the particular background which we 
suggest raises important questions about democracy.
 In short, what Lord Ashcroft does know about the 
background is this. First of all, in the 1990s, and pos-
sibly before, civil servants in the Foreign Offi  ce (the FCO) 
were in the business of collecting a fi le of what they called 
‘dirt’ about him, and the contents of that fi le are still held 
by the FCO. Secondly, FCO civil servants in the 1990s, 
and again possibly beforehand, circulated memoranda de-
tailing rumour, innuendo and gossip about him, none of 
which they could substantiate. And thirdly, and perhaps 
most importantly, over an 18-month period in 1999 and 
2000, there was a series of events which left Lord Ashcroft 
convinced that he was the victim of a political vendetta, 
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because the events I am about to describe very shortly 
occurred at a time when he was the treasurer of the 
Opposition party and at a time when he was providing 
that party with substantial funds.

 Mark listed the fi ve leaks before concluding that ‘to use the 
usual metaphor that is used about leaks would be unfair to sieves’. 
He then posed some telling questions about the chain of events 
and suggested that they amounted to a vendetta against me:

Th ere are some important constitutional questions be-
cause if Lord Ashcroft’s suspicions are right, it is a very 
grave matter indeed; Government and/or the Civil Service 
has been guilty of conduct which undermines democracy 
in two ways. First of all, these are attacks on someone 
funding the Opposition party and in a democracy which 
depends, as ours does, on parties being funded by private 
means and not by the State, that is a serious matter. For 
Government to use offi  cial records and power which it 
exercises to damage the funding of an Opposition party 
is, of course, an attack on democracy. And, secondly, if 
someone was kept out of Parliament in the form of the 
House of Lords for political reasons, that is itself an at-
tack on the democratic system, and we ask if indeed that 
is what happened.

Th e court heard that the Government had repeatedly been asked 
since 1999 to give me access to information it held about me. 
‘But he has had few answers and very little help,’ said Mark. ‘Far 
from being forthcoming, the Government has been secretive and 
obstructive, and that has led to three claims being brought against 
Government departments by Lord Ashcroft.’
 As Mark began our case and gave a two-hour address to the 
court, the Government was panicking as ministers and civil ser-
vants correctly anticipated a series of unwelcome headlines in the 
national press the next day (even Th e Times headlined its report 
‘Ashcroft seeks access to “dirt fi le” that blocked his peerage’). Th e 

court heard that I had wanted to use the Data Protection Act 
to gain full access to fi fty-six FCO and DFID fi les in which I 
had been named. Mark told the court that, if successful, I would 
consider proceedings for compensation against those responsible 
for smearing me. ‘So, my Lord, we say in summary that this is a 
case, when one looks at the background, [that] lends the words 
“open government” a very hollow ring,’ said Mark.  ‘If your Lord-
ship were to uphold the position adopted by the defendants in 
this case – it is not a party political point, I emphasise – it would 
lend encouragement to any government which was, or is, as Lord 
Ashcroft suggests this one has been, ready to leak and willing to 
nobble a political opponent and that, we suggest, is not only un-
acceptable in a democracy, it is simply wrong as a matter of law.’
 Th e court was presented with evidence of just how unfairly 
I had been treated and just how careless the Government offi  -
cials had been with their facts. It would be tedious to list the full 
catalogue of errors, but I am glad that the extent of the political 
vendetta against me was aired in public. I am grateful, too, that the 
Government’s ‘dirt fi le’ was exposed for what it has always been: 
worthless and false innuendo and gossip. For example, Charles 
Drace-Francis, the British offi  cial in Belize who had leaked infor-
mation against me to a Caribbean magazine, had once written by 
hand an internal note saying: ‘I attach a memo which has some 
but not all of the dirt.’ Th at memo claimed that I had run a wall-
paper company that had collapsed and that my father had been 
made redundant from the Commonwealth Development Corpo-
ration (CDC). Both allegations were preposterous: I have never 
owned a wallpaper company and he had confused me with an-
other businessman called John Ashcroft. Similarly, my late father 
had never worked for the CDC, let alone been laid off  by them. In 
other words, the Labour Government and Th e Times had sought 
to damage my good name by, respectively, leaking and publishing 
the inane ramblings of a junior offi  cial who was as foolish as he 
was indiscreet and as incompetent as he was dishonourable.
 During the day’s hearing, I kept getting messages that the 
Government was prepared to pay towards my costs. It seemed that 
every couple of hours I spoke to someone from my legal team and 
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the amount of money the FCO and DFID were prepared to pay 
had risen by a further £50,000. I stood fi rm: I wanted my costs. 
Th e talks extended into Wednesday evening, long after the court 
had adjourned for the day. Kevin Bays, my solicitor, was carrying 
out the discussions by phone at his third-fl oor offi  ces in London’s 
West End. When the Government eventually agreed to meet my 
costs of £350,000, Kevin also got offi  cials to agree to the precise 
wording of an apology to me to be read out in open court.
 It was appropriate that Mark Warby QC, who along with 
Kevin handled the case brilliantly on my behalf, should have the 
satisfaction of reading out in open court a statement agreed with 
the Government. Shortly after 10.30 a.m. on Th ursday, 5 June 
2003, Mark said: 

During the years 1999 and 2000 documents held by 
certain government departments, and which contained 
references relating to the aff airs of Lord Ashcroft, were dis-
closed to the media. Despite investigation, the Government 
was not able to establish how the unauthorised disclosures 
to the media occurred. Th e Government has, however, 
recognised that various disobliging references relating to 
Lord Ashcroft, which were contained within documents 
held by government departments, were without founda-
tion. Lord Ashcroft commenced litigation following the 
unauthorised disclosures. Th at litigation has today been 
settled with the Government departments with the defend-
ants to those actions apologising to Lord Ashcroft.

So, in a matter of minutes on the second day of a hearing that had 
been due to last a week, my action was halted in what Mr Justice 
Gray described as a ‘happy outcome’.
 It was certainly a happy outcome for me – indeed it was a great 
victory. I felt justice had been done and some wrongs had been 
righted. I issued a statement to journalists saying: ‘I am delighted 
that the Government has fi nally come clean. Th ose who know me 
have never gone along with the suggestions which appeared in 
print, but many people, understandably under the circumstances, 

have concluded that I was – in what it now seems is Foreign 
Offi  ce parlance – a “bit dodgy”. I am glad that the truth is out.’
 Th e settlement meant that I did not get to see all the docu-
ments that I wanted to examine. I also agreed to halt my other 
two actions against the Government, including my main damages 
action for compensation which had been scheduled to be heard 
fi ve months later in October 2003. I was disappointed that my 
attempts to challenge the law had been thwarted. As Kevin Bays 
put it in a further statement to journalists: ‘From a legal perspec-
tive, it is perhaps a shame that the High Court will not have the 
opportunity to clarify the Data Protection Act legislation which 
has been likened to a thicket or even treacle. But, from Lord 
Ashcroft’s point of view, he has achieved his objectives and it is 
now clear to all what was at the root of that dreadful episode.’ 
Indeed, my sense of disappointment was tempered by a famous 
legal victory which gave me access to offi  cial documents about me 
that I had never seen before.
 Th e newspapers the next day were a deep embarrassment for 
the Government. Headlines varied from ‘Spin win: Government 
has to pay Tory billionaire in peerage “stitch up”’ in the Daily Mir-
ror to ‘Government pays for Ashcroft row’ in the Financial Times. 
Perhaps understandably, Th e Times downplayed its own role in 
the sordid aff air under the headline ‘Whitehall issues apology over 
Ashcroft “dirt fi le”’. Th e newspaper, which by now was no longer 
edited by Sir Peter Stothard, had the good grace to ring me up and 
get some extra remarks from me on top of my statement. I was 
quoted as saying: ‘I got smeared. It was a vicious campaign. Th e 
fact that I got through it, left the party in the black, resigned at 
the moment of my choosing having got the job done and was not 
forced out, from my point of view was very relevant.’ 
 A leader article in the Daily Telegraph on 6 June 2003 was 
headlined ‘Th e smearing of Ashcroft’. It was deeply critical of the 
Government’s role and, in just four paragraphs, it neatly summed 
up some of my frustrations of the previous four years:

Yesterday, the Government admitted that it held 
documents on Lord Ashcroft, the former Conservative 
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treasurer, containing ‘disobliging references’ that were 
‘without foundation’. Between 1999 and 2000, these 
found their way into the hands of two newspapers. Th is 
was an appalling breach of security and an abuse of privi-
lege. But rather than investigating the matter further, the 
Government has contented itself with saying it was ‘not 
able to establish how the unauthorised disclosures oc-
curred’. Th at is not good enough.
 Th e extent to which Lord Ashcroft was, as he be-
lieves, the victim of a sustained and politically motivated 
campaign to discredit him has not been established. As a 
result of yesterday’s court agreement, there will be no legal 
ruling on the matter.
 Th is case has off ered an unsettling insight into the 
government departments responsible for compiling the 
documents. What business does the Civil Service have to 
record someone as ‘hungover’ for example? Almost none. 
Whether Lord Ashcroft is a ‘morning person’ has nothing 
to do with national security. Innuendo was consciously 
and maliciously used to damage Lord Ashcroft’s reputa-
tion and his ability successfully to carry out his role in 
public life. Information held by the Government is, by its 
nature, privileged. Th at privilege was abused, and yet its 
abuse will remain unpunished.
 In exchange for costs and an apology, Lord Ashcroft 
has dropped the action, due to come to court in October, 
which would have got to the source of the leak. As he left 
the High Court [in fact I was not present at the hearing], 
he told the press: ‘I am glad the truth is out.’ On the con-
trary, the truth will not be out until the identity of those 
responsible for his treatment has been established. Had 
Lord Ashcroft been a Labour grandee, treated in this way 
by a Conservative government, no stone would have been 
left unturned until his defamers had been uncovered.

 At this point I had never met Stephen Glover, the journalist, 
but he is a columnist and commentator that I respect. He is a 

perceptive observer and has the ability to distinguish right from 
wrong. He wrote an article for the Spectator which was published 
on 10 June 2003 and headlined ‘Why was Th e Times so eager to 
do the government’s dirty work?’ He said he had been surprised 
that newspapers had not made more of the collusion between the 
Government and Th e Times in an attempt to do down William 
Hague and myself. ‘More questionable is the conduct of my old 
friend Peter Stothard, the then editor of Th e Times, who set out to 
bring down Lord Ashcroft and to damage Mr Hague with a fer-
ocity that even now is baffl  ing.’ He added:

Th e Times in its hundreds of thousands of words about 
Lord Ashcroft has produced no evidence that he was, or 
is, corrupt.
 What is so shaming is that, at least at the beginning 
of its long succession of stories, the newspaper should 
have worked hand-in-glove with government sources in a 
campaign which so manifestly served the government’s in-
terest. Sir Peter Stothard (for he was, in the end, rewarded) 
wrote a long and preposterously sententious piece on the 
eve of the 1999 Tory party conference in which he tried to 
justify the persecution of Lord Ashcroft and Mr Hague. 
He represented himself in virtuous terms, cleaning out 
the Augean stables. Now it emerges that Th e Times’s own 
stables were pretty mucky, and it recycled at least some of 
the government’s lies.

 Some of the documents that I was able to obtain as a result 
of my legal action provided interesting, if alarming, reading. For 
example, an internal ‘teleletter’ from an unidentifi ed offi  cial at the 
British Embassy in Guatemala City and dated 17 May 1995 read 
like an excerpt from a Graham Greene novel:  

Subject: Michael Ashcroft. Summary: Michael Ashcroft 
spotted in Guatemala. Detail: On 16 May, I spotted 
Vice-Minister for Foreign Aff airs Bernardo Arevale hav-
ing breakfast in a local hotel with an English-accented 
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businessman. Arevale introduced his interlocutor as 
Michael Ashcroft. Ashcroft, looking slightly embar-
rassed, said that he had intended to touch base with the 
Embassy, and, producing a Belize Holdings visiting card, 
said he would be in touch ... Comment: ... Ashcroft is pre-
sumably up to something in Guatemala. He may be here 
simply to sound out the Government on what its attitude 
would be to investing in Guatemala, given continuing 
political sensitivities over Belize. Seen from here, any new 
Belizean investment in Guatemala would be a welcome 
development, and consistent with our aims of encour-
aging the normalisation of relations between the two 
countries. However we must hope that Ashcroft’s 
dealings here are above board and respectable. If any hint 
of sleaze were to emerge from dealings between a Belizean 
investor (as he would be seen here) and any members of 
the Guatemalan Government the press here would have 
a fi eld day ...

 Similarly, I obtained an internal Foreign Offi  ce document 
dated 3 January 1996 relating to a visit of mine to the Falkland 
Islands. A memo written by an unidentifi ed offi  cial was headed 
‘Visit of Mr Michael Ashcroft and party to the Falkland Islands: 
further information’.  It stated:

 (1) On arrival at Sea Lion Island Lodge Mr Ashcroft 
was disturbed that the telephone link was not adequate 
for him to carry out some of the commercial conversa-
tions during the evening. He therefore asked if a FIGAS 
plane could bring him back into Stanley with his party on 
that evening and, as this did not inconvenience FIGAS, 
this was accommodated.
 (2) Th e same situation pertained at Port Howard 
where he did not stay the night, but returned to Stanley 
once again ...
 (3) On the Wednesday he fl ew out he was proposing 
to do a fl ying tour of Antarctica before returning to Punta 

Arenas to refuel and then spend Christmas touring the 
Chilean fj ords from Porte [sic] Montt. His three-engined 
Falcon jet, of which he was justifi ably proud, was most 
impressive on the inside and possessed the kind of osten-
tatious luxury which only few can attain.
 (4) His fi nal comments were that he would return 
to the Islands which rather contradicts my conclusions 
of 19 December. However, his comments were of a very 
general nature eg ‘very interesting people’, ‘some useful 
opportunities’ and ‘an unusually friendly atmosphere’.
 (5) I do not believe that he had any meetings with 
local businessmen and we await any further developments 
here with interest.

 Th e existence and tone of these two documents and other sim-
ilar ones made me feel uncomfortable and angry. I felt that I had 
been spied on wherever I went in the world and I was annoyed 
that any lowly Foreign Offi  ce offi  cial should have felt free to write 
sly smears about me without having to justify his or her claims. In 
fact, my visits to Guatemala City and the Falkland Islands could 
not have been more innocent. Guatemala borders Belize and I was 
there for a routine business visit, while I was on the Falkland Is-
lands only because my interest in military history meant I wanted 
to see some of the battlefi elds of the Falklands War, including 
where two Victoria Crosses had been won.

MY SUCCESSFUL legal action against the Government eventu-
ally ended with the FCO paying two-thirds of my £350,000 legal 
bill and DFID paying one-third. I suspect that the Government, 
allowing for its own substantial costs, could not have seen much 
change from £1 million. Th e episode was totally unnecessary and 
an absolute waste of taxpayers’ money. Clare Short in particular, 
given her role in the leaking which led to my action, owes the 
British taxpayer a great deal of money and a handsome apology.
 By the time the case was settled, Tony Blair had, of course, 
realised that Short was more of a nuisance to her own side than 
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she ever was to her political opponents. Her actions before, dur-
ing and after the war to topple Saddam Hussein as President 
of Iraq confi rmed her status as an embarrassment to her party. 
Immediately before the war with Iraq, she had described the Prime 
Minister as ‘reckless’ in a radio interview. She had also threatened 
that, like Robin Cook, she would resign if Britain went to war. 
She reneged on this pledge just days later.
 In March 2003, after she had allowed Tony Blair to talk her 
into staying in the Government, William Hague enjoyed one of 
his fi nest hours when he made a short speech from the Tory back-
benches. Even the Prime Minister could not conceal a smile as 
William said of Short: ‘It was whispered in the corridors last week, 
when she said that the Prime Minister was reckless, that he would 
take his revenge in due course. I believe that by persuading her to 
stay in the Cabinet, even for this last 24 hours, he has now taken 
his revenge.’  
 Two months later, of course, Short jumped before she was 
pushed and resigned from the Cabinet. During her period in the 
Blair Government, her disloyalty and dishonourable behaviour 
were matched only by her lack of judgement and her ability to 
waste public money. Th ere is one consolation to voters and tax-
payers: Short’s numerous failings are now common knowledge.
 Th ere is one character that I have mentioned only in passing 
up to now. He is Alastair Campbell, who as Tony Blair’s chief spin 
doctor helped him to victory in three successive general elections. 
Th e fact that I have devoted so few words thus far to Campbell 
does not mean that he played no signifi cant role in the campaign 
against me – far from it. However, in a book which criticises 
others for making unsubstantiated allegations against me, it would 
be wrong if I were to do the same – even if they are made against 
a bully and a bruiser who is more than capable of defending him-
self.
 I will present the facts about Campbell as I know them and 
let the reader draw his or her own conclusions about the extent of 
the role that he played. He has repeatedly proved over the last dec-
ade that he is willing to resort to virtually any tactic – fair or foul 
– to promote his beloved New Labour and his friend Tony Blair. 

I commend two books for anyone wanting to read in detail about 
the lengths to which Campbell has over the years been prepared 
to go for the ‘cause’. Th e fi rst is Alastair Campbell by Peter Oborne 
and Simon Walters; the second is Th e Control Freaks: How New 
Labour Gets Its Own Way by Nicholas Jones.
 Over the past decade, Campbell has built up close working re-
lationships with a number of senior journalists, but none more so 
than Tom Baldwin, who in 1999 was deputy political editor of Th e 
Times and was at the forefront of the campaign against me. One 
political journalist who knows both men well described Baldwin 
as ‘fawning’ and his demeanour as ‘homoerotic’ when the two are 
together. Although neither man is homosexual, Baldwin clearly 
gets a frisson of excitement when he is in Campbell’s presence and 
is pleasing him – either because of a pro-Labour story that he has 
written or because Campbell is laughing at one of his jokes. When 
Campbell gives one of his rare on-the-record interviews, it is often 
to Baldwin, whom he knows will portray him sympathetically and 
will avoid uncomfortable and challenging questions. More often, 
however, Campbell has preferred to feed Baldwin information on 
an off -the-record basis, making it hard for anyone to detect his 
fi ngerprints. It has been a long and cosy relationship between two 
men who know better than almost anybody else how to spin a 
story.
 I do not know exactly which stories about me Campbell gave 
to Baldwin or helped him with, and in all probability I will never 
know. Th e relationship between a journalist and his source is con-
fi dential – not dissimilar at times to that between a GP and his 
or her patient, or between a Catholic priest and the person who 
is giving confession. Unless the relationship between them breaks 
down, a journalist and his source will invariably keep to them-
selves exactly what is said between them. What is certain is that, 
year after year, the relationship between Campbell and Baldwin 
has been mutually benefi cial. Campbell has had a useful and in-
fl uential vehicle – the national newspaper Baldwin is working for 
at any given time – for pro-Labour stories, as well as for negative 
ones about political opponents. Baldwin, in turn, has had a well-
informed source at the heart of New Labour who is willing to 
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give him material that pleases his editor and scoops his rivals on 
other newspapers. Campbell undoubtedly provided Baldwin with 
stories about me and others that he thought would be damaging 
to the Conservative Party – and Baldwin readily ran them because 
they meant that his name would be prominently displayed in his 
newspaper and because the articles would cause mischief, some-
thing upon which Campbell and Baldwin thrive.
 Even those at the heart of the Government have acknowl-
edged that Campbell was happy to exploit the campaign to 
discredit me. When John Williams, Campbell’s friend and former 
colleague on the Daily Mirror, was interviewed as part of an offi  -
cial inquiry into the leaking of government information about me 
in the summer of 1999, he came up with an interesting statement. 
A note of the interview with Williams, who at the time of the leak 
was Deputy Head of News in the press offi  ce of the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Offi  ce, conducted on 9 September 1999 reveals: 
‘He agreed that the press campaign against Ashcroft was helpful 
to Labour, and Alastair Campbell was trying to use it to most 
advantage. But he did not believe that AC was masterminding a 
spin operation. Th e FCO has been criticised by AC for not being 
aggressive enough in using its evidence to hand ...’ In short, 
Campbell was unquestionably acquiescent in the campaign against 
me and he even wanted the FCO to raise its game and follow suit 
– a clear abuse of the department’s role and that of civil servants.
 Campbell and Baldwin have become embroiled in numerous 
scrapes down the years, but none more so than in the bitter battle 
between the Government and the BBC over whether Campbell 
had ‘sexed up’ the Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) dossier 
of September 2002 so that Iraq appeared to be a greater and more 
immediate danger to Britain than was the case. Initially Baldwin 
was trying to run with the fox and hunt with the hounds – hav-
ing meetings and telephone calls with both BBC executives and 
government offi  cials about what was going on and trying to ap-
pear sympathetic to both. Predictably enough, however, Th e Times 
quickly decided that its loyalties lay with New Labour, and there is 
ample evidence that Baldwin and Campbell traded information. 
As the row escalated in the summer of 2003, Campbell became 

anxious that the identity of the BBC source – the weapons expert 
Dr David Kelly – should be publicly disclosed and even wrote in 
his diary on 9 July ‘that the biggest thing needed was the source 
out’. Th is wish came true the very next day when Dr Kelly was 
named for the fi rst time as the source used by Andrew Gilligan, 
the BBC Radio 4’s defence correspondent who had broken the 
WMD story the previous year. Th ree newspapers, including Th e 
Times, published Dr Kelly’s name on 10 July.  Th e Times was ahead 
of its rivals when it reported: ‘No 10 is “99 per cent convinced” 
that Mr Gilligan’s source was David Kelly.’ Dr Kelly was found 
dead on 18 July 2003, having apparently committed suicide. An 
inquiry conducted by Lord Hutton looked into how and why the 
tragedy had happened. Although there were plenty of rumours 
and, it seems, circumstantial evidence that Campbell had given 
Dr Kelly’s name to Baldwin on 9 July – the day of Campbell’s 
diary entry and nine days before Dr Kelly’s body was found – both 
men denied the suggestion under oath. I have no inside evidence 
into who leaked Dr Kelly’s name to Th e Times and I am certainly 
not suggesting that the two old muckers were guilty of misleading 
Lord Hutton.
 To conclude, the relationship between Alastair Campbell and 
Th e Times over the past six years – under two successive editors 
and both during and after he resigned as press secretary in Au-
gust 2003 – could hardly have been much closer. Not only did 
Campbell have an incredibly close, indeed symbiotic, relationship 
with Baldwin, but, after Peter Stothard had decided to support 
New Labour rather than the Tories, he saw the Rupert Murdoch-
owned newspaper as the perfect place for his stories. It was not 
only political stories about me and others that were leaked to Th e 
Times, but also details of royal appointments and even of honours 
lists. By a long-standing convention, such stories are never leaked 
in advance by Buckingham Palace or Downing Street. In May 
1999 Buckingham Palace was, however, annoyed when the ap-
pointment of Andrew Motion as Poet Laureate was leaked to the 
newspaper. Writing about this episode in their book on Camp-
bell, Peter Oborne and Simon Walters said: ‘Number 10 seemed 
the only possible culprit. It [Buckingham Palace] could hardly fail 
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to notice, either, the way that honours lists found their way into 
Labour-supporting newspapers with unfailing regularity.’
 After Campbell stepped down as Blair’s press secretary, he re-
ceived his pay-back for all his help over the years, taking up a 
lucrative appointment as a sports writer for Th e Times. He also 
continued to feed them titbits of information about politics and 
other topics that he inevitably picked up. After the May 2005 
election – for which he had returned to play a crucial advis-
ory role for Tony Blair – he gave one major interview about his 
behind-the-scenes work. Sure enough, it was to Th e Times. Talk-
ing to the paper’s Robert Crampton, Campbell was inclined to 
be smug about the role that he had played in bringing Tony Blair 
and Gordon Brown together for the election campaign and, as an 
aside, could not resist taking a swing at Clare Short. In the inter-
view, which appeared on 14 May under the headline ‘Live and 
explicit, the unexpurgated thoughts of one Alastair Campbell’, he 
stressed that Short had received a 20 per cent swing against her. 
He told Crampton: ‘I resent people like Clare Short who parades 
herself as though she’s the only person in the world who’s got 
principles.’ Even New Labour and its master of spin – themselves 
ardent devotees of hypocrisy – have long tired of Short’s brand of 
windy insincerity.

294 11  The Aftermath

ON ELECTION night in June 2001, I hosted a champagne 
reception at Conservative Central Offi  ce for party donors, board 
members and those who had done most to help me during 
my three years as Treasurer. Th e event was held in the gloomy 
boardroom, at Smith Square but someone with fl air and 
imagination had put up fl owers and decorations to make it 
appear more welcoming for the night. Among the guests were 
Stuart Wheeler, one of the two £5 million donors to the party 
during the election campaign, and Michael Portillo, who dropped 
in briefl y before departing for a weekend break in Morocco, 
where he would ponder the question whether he should launch 
a leadership challenge. Ann Widdecombe, the former junior 
minister, was also present and in the early hours of the morning 
found a settee on which to grab a couple of hours’ sleep. We had 
giant television screens up in the boardroom to watch the results 
coming in and, as the evening progressed, it was apparent that we 
were not winning our target seats. Indeed, by 1 a.m. it was clear 
that the Conservative Party did not have a hope in hell of winning 
the election and that the result was going to be a virtual re-run of 
1997 in terms of the numbers of seats the Tories won.
 In politics, as in business, I believe that it is vital to learn from 
mistakes. During the campaign, we had been over-ambitious and 
spread most of our resources into winning 180 target seats. Th is 
decision was taken out of a desperate, if understandable, desire 
to oust New Labour from offi  ce, but it had undoubtedly been 
foolish. As the results continued to come in after midnight – and 
I had to put on a forced smile for my many guests – I vowed to 
myself that in future we would be more pragmatic. It was easy for 
us to be full of bravado – to say that we were targeting every seat 
we needed to form a government – but more importantly we had 
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to be realistic. I resolved that we should never again fi ght an elec-
tion campaign in which we targeted an impossibly high number 
of seats from such a weak starting point. At the next election, we 
would have to be more focused, even if it meant a two-term recov-
ery programme. As I said goodnight to the last of my guests in the 
early hours, I was becoming ever more convinced that we should 
concentrate on perhaps fi fty – and at the very most eighty – target 
seats at the next election. We had to be sensible about what was 
achievable within four or fi ve years – and what was not.
 Once William Hague had stood down after the election, the 
party eff ectively had to choose between Iain Duncan Smith and 
Kenneth Clarke as its next leader. It was a strange leadership battle 
because the party members were not really basing their votes on 
their fondness for either of the characters or on their judgement 
about which of the two they considered would make the more 
able leader. Instead, most Tories were simply supporting one of the 
men on the basis of a single issue: whether to support or oppose 
Britain having closer links with the European Union and adopt-
ing the euro. Ken was pro-Europe, Iain was anti-, and there was 
no room for compromise. Th e majority of the party was against 
Britain developing greater ties with Europe, and therefore, almost 
automatically, Iain became leader. I do not think that the party 
got it wrong. For all of Ken’s formidable political talents and his 
appetite for battle, it would have been a disaster to appoint a pro-
European leader at this diffi  cult time.
 I was never particularly close to Iain, who became leader late 
in September 2001. In fact, I do not know many people who 
managed to become close to him during his tenure as leader. 
After William’s defeat, I stepped into the political shadows because 
I needed to devote some time to my businesses. I was delighted, 
however, when I learned that Iain believed, like me, that we should 
target around sixty winnable seats at the next election, many of 
them seats that the Liberal Democrats had won over the past two 
elections. Th is was an uncomfortable period for the Tories but I 
admired Th eresa May, the party Chairman, for her insight that 
there was a fundamental problem with the message being given 
out by the Conservative Party. She appreciated that, as Tories, we 

came across as too old, too white and too male.
  Once Iain was elected leader, the party should have united 
behind him. Unfortunately, this never happened: in no time, 
the Conservative Party was up to its old tricks of disloyalty and 
sniping from the sidelines. Senior Conservative Central Offi  ce of-
fi cials were even leaking confi dential, embarrassing and damaging 
memos that undermined Iain’s position. Th e media, God bless 
them, enjoy blood sports, and journalists revelled in the prospect 
of fresh meat being tossed to the pack. For those of us with the 
party’s best interests at heart, it was not an attractive spectacle. It 
quickly became inevitable that a new leader would have to be ap-
pointed before the next general election if the Tories were to have 
any chance of doing well. Some in the party believed that Iain 
was to blame for its shambolic state because he was a weak leader, 
but my view was that, with the Conservatives determined to self-
destruct, he never stood a chance. I was ashamed of the way the 
party conducted itself during those two years: if there was a loyal 
band of helpers doing their best for Iain, it was too small to make 
a diff erence. Although Iain will never go down in history as a great 
party leader, he did, in fact, launch a serious attempt to redefi ne 
Conservative policy and to bring the party into the twenty-fi rst 
century. He put down foundations upon which his successor was 
able to build.  

MICHAEL HOWARD, who succeeded Iain, is an experienced 
politician and a strong leader of extraordinary intellect. Follow-
ing a call from his offi  ce, I went to see him two days before the 
vote-of-confi dence ballot that saw Iain’s defeat in October 2003. 
At the time of the meeting, it was fairly obvious that Iain would 
not survive and that the party increasingly wanted Michael to be 
its next leader. I walked into his offi  ce at the House of Commons 
and my fi rst words to him were ‘Last man standing, Michael.’  
Th e principal purpose of the meeting was to discuss party fi nances 
because Michael was clearly anticipating that he would be lead-
ing the party sooner rather than later. I still believed at that stage, 
however, that there would be a leadership election and I did not 
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think this was good for the Conservatives because it would take 
time and create further divisions within the party. I doubt there 
were many people who, before Iain was defeated, envisaged that 
Michael would be handed the leadership in a ‘coronation’.
 I was delighted, however, with the way the party seemed to 
come to its senses almost overnight. It appreciated that Michael’s 
time had fi nally come and, in a sudden and unexpected outbreak 
of party unity, chose him without the need for a bruising and 
damaging leadership battle. Fortunately, Michael’s two most obvi-
ous competitors for the leadership chose not to stand, although 
for diff erent reasons. I think Kenneth Clarke believed that nobody 
with his views on Europe would be elected party leader, while 
David Davis, though ambitious for the role and confi dent of win-
ning among the wider party membership, did not want to inherit 
a ruin. Nevertheless, Michael’s eventual coronation was a pleasant 
surprise: I did not think, at the time, that the Conservative Party 
was capable of doing anything to advance its own unity. Rather, 
over the years, I have become somewhat cynical about its ability 
to damage itself. Indeed, if someone were asked to design a party 
structure that was intended to lead to internal friction, turf wars 
and lack of discipline, I am sure they would be tempted to model 
it on the Conservative Party of the time.
 I was confi dent that Michael Howard would be a force for 
good. He has a sharp mind and a steely determination to succeed. 
I hoped that he would become a strong, eff ective and successful 
leader. I believed, too, that I could work closely with him to the 
benefi t of the party that we have both supported with a passion 
for decades. Th ree days after he became leader, I decided I wanted 
to give a clear indication of my support for him and I decided to 
donate £2 million to the party. I made it plain, however, that I 
wanted this money targeted directly at the marginal constituen-
cies, the crucial battleground for the next election. It was during 
my time as party Treasurer that I noticed how the resources of the 
party were not always used in the most constructive way. Full-
time agents are predominantly in the safe seats, while fewer than 
a tenth of marginal seats has one – even though it is the marginals 
which desperately need them. Th is had to be a mistake in terms 

of our priorities for the 2005 election. I suspected that there were 
those who would have preferred me to give the donation to Con-
servative Central Offi  ce so that my money could be distributed as 
they saw fi t. My view, however, was that so long as the constituen-
cies were independent, fundraising units any donor is free to give 
money as he or she chooses.
 Th ose who know me well were not surprised when they learned 
that I had specifi c thoughts on how I wanted my political dona-
tion applied. As with my charitable donations, I am rarely willing 
to leave it to others to decide how my money should be spent. I 
have earned my money the hard way and I am not prepared to 
see it squandered – whether it is by a poorly managed charity or 
by an imprudently run political party that I felt was in danger of 
spreading my donation too thinly around the country.

THERE WERE some senior Tories, including Maurice (Lord) 
Saatchi, the Co-Chairman of the party, and Raymond Monbiot, 
the Deputy Chairman of the party, who were trying to persuade 
me that my £2 million should go to central coff ers. I was even told 
I could have a place on a new committee which would decide how 
the money should be spent – an off er that I did not fi nd diffi  cult 
to decline.
 Eventually, I was invited to see Michael Howard at his offi  ce 
in November 2003, and he too asked me to reconsider the way in 
which my £2 million donation was spent. I told him that I was 
not prepared to give the money to central coff ers: Conservative 
Central Offi  ce had to be fair and objective in its distribution of 
funds to the marginal constituencies. In contrast, my programme 
could be subjective and unfair because I did not consider it 
appropriate to fund constituencies that did not need the money 
or where the candidate could not put together a business plan 
on how to win the seat. Michael said it was unacceptable for a 
donor to give money directly to the constituencies. I said that I 
did not agree with that assessment but that if he preferred I would 
withdraw it altogether in order not to rock the boat. Michael, 
however, who was aware of the party’s perilous fi nances, made it 
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clear that he did not want me to withdraw the donation. In reality, 
of course, the money was not Michael’s to turn down – if it was 
off ered to a constituency, only the constituency could decline it. 
Th is was the only meeting I have ever had with Michael Howard 
which I would describe as tense, although it ended with a pledge 
from me that I would continue to give him my full support.
 Th e Sunday Times learned of my intentions and published a 
story on 9 November 2003 headlined ‘Ashcroft fi res up Tory cash 
drive with £2m gift’. Written by David Leppard, it began: ‘Th e 
multi-millionaire businessman Lord Ashcroft is to donate £2m 
to the Tory party to bankroll its general election campaign and 
trigger its biggest-ever fundraising drive.’ It went on to detail how 
I had met Michael Howard the previous week to tell him that I 
wanted the money directed at key marginal constituencies and 
that in a deal agreed on Th ursday, 6 November – the day that 
Michael was offi  cially declared as leader – I had appointed Stephen 
Gilbert, the party’s former campaigns director, to run the fi ghting 
fund. I had been approached by the paper and I was quoted in the 
story as saying, ‘We must take the fi ght to the only place we can 
win it – the marginal constituencies. Our collective energies and 
resources should be concentrated there.’
 Despite the positive nature of the story, I discovered that 
Michael Howard and others were still strongly against my pro-
posal: they were clearly worried that my ground-breaking move 
would create an unwanted precedent and lead to them losing 
control of funding to the constituencies. In short, some senior 
Tories wanted my money but did not want me with it. I saw it 
rather diff erently: it was my money and I would donate it as I 
wished. On 7 December 2003 the Sunday Telegraph ran a story by 
Francis Elliott, the paper’s deputy political editor, headlined ‘How-
ard rejects Ashcroft’s £2m deal “with strings”’. Th e story began: 
‘Michael Howard is seeking to prevent Lord (Michael) Ashcroft 
from giving £2 million to grassroots Conservatives. Th e 
Conservative leader is furious that Lord Ashcroft, a former party 
treasurer, is determined to donate cash to his own preferred 
candidates fi ghting marginal seats rather than giving it directly to 
the party’s headquarters.’

 I did not believe that Michael himself was behind the article 
but I wanted to explain my motivation for keeping control of the 
£2 million. I therefore wrote an article for the Financial Times 
which was published on 10 December 2003. Headlined ‘Time 
for Tory donors to empty their wallet’, I spelt out my reason for 
wanting my donation to be used to fi ght marginal seats. ‘Th is 
is the best way I can make a meaningful contribution, for win-
ning large numbers of marginal seats is essential if we are to form 
the next government,’ I wrote. ‘Donations, though, are not the 
only answer. All of us in the party should challenge the culture of 
“fortress” constituencies – the constituency that is proudly, but 
misguidedly, independent. Within these constituencies, assets 
and talents are being wastefully applied to communicating with 
the faithful rather than winning back marginal seats.’ I ended the 
article with a rallying call praising Michael Howard: ‘I for one 
intend to roll up my sleeves and get down to work. I call on every 
donor and activist in the party to do the same.’
 By Christmas of 2003, I had received about thirty applications
for funding from Tory candidates in marginal seats. I did not need 
to advertise the scheme – eager candidates seeking funding had 
all heard of what I had to off er. Th e candidates who contacted 
my offi  ce were asked to provide a basic business plan, but I did 
not interview any of them. Th ere were no political questions but 
I did want to know the fi nancial circumstances of the candidate’s 
constituency association. I was not prepared to fund a candidate 
from an association which was hoarding its money. Indeed, one 
extremely talented candidate, Nicholas Boles, who was fi ghting 
Hove, had a Conservative constituency association with £250,000 
in its coff ers but he was told he could not have the money for his 
campaign because it was being kept for a rainy day. Yet the asso-
ciation and its candidate were asking me for £25,000. Needless to 
say they did not receive a penny, which was terribly unfortunate 
for Nicholas. I hope, however, that it taught the over-cautious 
constituency association a harsh lesson, especially when the seat 
was won by Labour, whose candidate Celia Barlow polled just 420 
votes more than Nicholas in the May 2005 general election. Th ere 
is no doubt in my mind that Nicholas Boles could have been and 



Dirty Politics, Dirty Times302 Th e Aftermath 303

should now be the Conservative MP for Hove.
 Th ere was a rigorous assessment of each candidate’s business 
plan by Stephen Gilbert, my political consultant, who in turn 
passed on a recommendation to me. Th e recommendation I 
received was based – after taking into account the association’s 
balance sheet – largely on the political and demographic make-
up of the constituency. I asked for some basic information on the 
constituency, including the results at the last two general elections, 
and an indication of how a candidate intended to spend his or her 
funding up to the general election. I also asked how the candidate 
planned to spend any extra money that I was prepared to donate. 
Th is was not rocket science: I favoured giving money to a candi-
date who had a realistic chance of winning his or her seat and who 
I thought would spend his or her funding, including my potential 
donation, sensibly. Ultimately, I was looking to invest my money 
in seats where it would make a diff erence to the result.
 As the applications came in, Conservative Central Offi  ce set 
up its own fund for candidates in its target seats, apparently con-
fi dent that I would switch my resources to it at a later date. I felt 
rather sorry for those who opted for central funding because the 
candidates received only about £2,000 each. Th is was obviously 
not the fault of those helping to run the campaign, but was an 
unfortunate consequence of the ill-judged decision to target 180 
seats. Th ose candidates who applied to me typically received be-
tween £20,000 and £40,000 – or nothing at all. By New Year 
2004, I had approved half of the initial thirty applications. In ad-
dition, and as a goodwill gesture, I gave a smaller sum to a handful 
of quality candidates who had impressed me even though they 
did not have a realistic chance of winning their seat. I hoped this 
would encourage them to fi ght the seat again and win it at the 
second time of asking. I had noticed from observing the Liberal 
Democrats that some of their candidates had gradually built up 
local support over two or three elections before winning the seat.
 By early in the New Year, Conservative Central Offi  ce realised 
that I was not going to give in on the issue of funding a maximum 
of eighty marginal seats. Senior offi  cials therefore asked whether 
the candidates’ applications could be sent to Central Offi  ce, who 

would in turn forward them to my offi  ce. At fi rst, I resisted this 
off er because I thought Central Offi  ce would pressurise me to give 
money to the wrong candidates fi ghting the wrong seats. Even-
tually, however, in the interests of the party, I decided that up 
to twenty candidates could apply to Central Offi  ce for funding 
from me but they would be treated exactly the same as those who 
had applied directly to my offi  ce. I also agreed that, if any candi-
date was given funding, my offi  ce would inform Central Offi  ce 
of the size of the grant so that it could assess the overall picture. 
Th is would also prevent a constituency association independently 
going to Central Offi  ce in order to ‘double dip’ for money. Th ere 
was still, however, an undercurrent of complaints against me from 
within the Tory Party.
 I enjoyed the Conservative Party conference in October 
2004, which was held in Bournemouth. It was a successful, well-
managed aff air and there seemed to be some fun people around. 
Indeed, after returning from the conference, I asked Conservative 
Central Offi  ce for another twenty applications from candidates 
for funding in marginal seats. Th is meant that by the New Year 
of 2005, the total number of applications had reached around 
130, of which some sixty-fi ve had been approved. By now, too, 
I had two important and generous allies who shared my desire 
to target marginal seats. Th ey were Leonard (Lord) Steinberg, 
the chairman of Stanley Leisure and a long-established party do-
nor who had been Deputy Treasurer while I was Treasurer under 
William Hague, and the Midlands Industrial Council, a group 
of Tory businessmen. Both wanted to join me in funding Tory 
candidates in marginal seats, and we decided that Leonard’s dona-
tions should be concentrated in the north, where he was based, 
and that the Midlands Industrial Council’s donations should be 
concentrated in the midlands, where it was based. Th is meant that 
I tended to fund candidates in marginal seats in Wales and the 
south of England, but between us we ensured that the maximum 
number of credible target seats received the maximum amount 
of money. 

*
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SOMETIME BEFORE that party conference, ICM, one of the 
most reputable polling companies in the country, decided to stop 
working for the Conservative Party. Th is was because ICM felt 
that it had been asked by Central Offi  ce to provide meaningless 
answers as well as loaded questions that did not produce accurate 
results. Th e pollsters felt that if they went along with this their 
professional integrity would be put at risk. ICM also felt that the 
results of its focus groups were being written up favourably, rather 
than realistically, by offi  cials at Central Offi  ce who then presented 
them to Michael Howard in a way that did not give a true picture. 
Instead, the party started using the services of Opinion Research 
Business (ORB). Th e results of the latest Central Offi  ce polling 
were presented to the National Convention, the governing body 
of the voluntary party, at the Conservative Party conference in 
October 2004. Remarkably, given the fi ndings of other polls be-
fore and after the conference, they were said to show that the 
Conservative Party was going to win at least 103 of its 130 ‘target 
seats’.
 I thought that for the party to lose the services of ICM was 
madness: the company had devised the new polling methodol-
ogy that the major polling fi rms were now using and had ‘called’ 
the result of the last general election to within 1 per cent. ORB, 
though highly reputable, did not have ICM’s recent track record 
in political polling. A Financial Times article of 6 October 2004 
written by Ben Hall revealed that the party’s account of its research 
had raised eyebrows because it was out of line with other recent 
polls. Furthermore, the party had failed to publish the detail of 
its polling despite the well-established rule of practice that if poll 
results are announced all the underlying data should be put in 
the public domain. Nick Sparrow, the respected and experienced 
director of ICM, commented to the paper: ‘If an organisation 
doing private polling is not prepared to release information to al-
low people to make up their own minds about the validity of the 
research, you should treat it with caution.’ I certainly concluded 
that, for whatever reason, the results claimed were unreliable. Th e 
party was in danger of deluding itself.
 I was curious enough about the results of the ORB poll to 

conduct some polls of my own. I decided to use two polling com-
panies: YouGov, which conducts on-line polling for the Daily 
Telegraph, and Populus, the offi  cial pollsters for Th e Times. Both 
polling companies use the most up-to-date methodology. Th e re-
sults from both pollsters revealed that far from being ahead in the 
target seats we were well behind: even more alarmingly, we were 
slightly more behind in the target seats than in the national poll. 
I wrote to Michael Howard on 15 November to give him the 
fi ndings of the polls. A few days later, I met him at his offi  ce in 
the House of Commons to explain the fi ndings, but he gave me a 
long list of reasons why he did not necessarily believe the polling 
results.
 I looked into Michael’s concerns about polling and wrote 
him a second letter on 22 November in which I rebutted all the 
criticism he had made. Not for the fi rst time in my life, a brief 
fl irtation with a subject led to a deep and prolonged interest in 
it. Almost overnight I became fascinated by polling and by what 
could and could not be achieved by the process. In no time at all, 
I was a polling bore. I decided to commission – in absolute secrecy 
– Britain’s biggest ever programme of political polling. Th is start-
ed with an opinion poll of nine seats including those belonging to 
Michael Howard, David Davis, Oliver Letwin, Th eresa May and 
Tim Collins. Th ese were the so-called decapitation seats identi-
fi ed by the Liberal Democrats as ones which they hoped to win, 
thereby taking out the High Command of the Conservative Party. 
Th e polls showed that Michael was doing extremely well in his 
own seat after enjoying a boost from winning the party’s leader-
ship battle. However, eight other seats, including those belonging 
to his Shadow Cabinet colleagues, were seriously at risk. 
 I wrote to Michael Howard again on 14 December warning 
him that although he was safe his colleagues were in serious dan-
ger of losing their seats. Michael said he found the results ‘very 
interesting’ but did not appear to be convinced by them. Shortly 
before Christmas I passed on the poll’s basic fi ndings to David 
Davis, Th eresa May, Oliver Letwin and Tim Collins. My poll-
ing uncovered many interesting facts, including that voters in the 
Liberal Democrats’ decapitation seats were less inclined to vote 
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against the sitting Conservative MP when they were told of the 
decapitation motivation. I told David, Th eresa, Oliver and Tim 
that if they wanted to know more they should contact my offi  ce. 
In one way or another, they all received a briefi ng on my poll 
and, as a result, David and Th eresa then asked me if I would help 
them with funding – a request to which I happily agreed. Oliver 
did not ask for funding but he clearly understood the importance 
of the message relating to the Liberal Democrat strategy because, 
when he was interviewed by Ann Treneman of Th e Times during 
the campaign, he asked her to use the word ‘decapitation’ a lot 
because he said it would help him get elected.
 My fascination with polling continued and in the New Year I 
commissioned a vast poll by Populus of 10,000 voters across the 
country (the usual size of a poll is 1,500). Th e questionnaire was 
fi rst rate and it looked at a whole range of issues, including tact-
ical voting. Most importantly, however, it examined underlying 
attitudes to the party and society. It provided a vivid – and alarm-
ing – demonstration of how unrepresentative of Great Britain the 
Conservative Party had become and how far out of touch it was 
with the man in the street. My objective was to understand what 
the Conservative Party needed to do in the future to get more in 
touch with the voter.
  I also began a daily American-style ‘tracker’ poll in which 
250 voters were polled every day for four months between mid-
January 2005 and the eve of polling on 5 May. I received a short 
report every morning, a detailed analysis every week and a ‘big 
picture’ analysis every month. Th is revealed the immediate eff ects 
of virtually every major policy announcement. For the fi rst two 
months, the Conservative vote drifted between 31 and 34 per 
cent. It showed, for example, that people remembered the Con-
servative Party’s policies on asylum seekers and law and order, but 
that they did not aff ect its share of the vote. Every time we talked 
about tax, our rating on the issue went down. I concluded from 
this that voters do not believe us on the economy and tax because 
we have let them down once too often in the past: the more we 
remind voters of this, the less inclined they are to vote for us.
 I also commissioned another poll by YouGov in January of 

the Conservative Party’s target seats. Furthermore, I commis-
sioned twelve individual constituency polls, six in constituencies 
where I was helping and six in constituencies where I was not. 
My team also carried out research with focus groups in the same 
constituencies. Th is enabled me to probe the eff ectiveness of my 
donation campaign and, more importantly, to get a real measure of 
the eff ect that the national campaign was having on the ground.

SEVERAL WEEKS after Michael Howard became leader I was 
approached for a £2 million loan to help fi nance the move of 
Conservative Central Offi  ce from Smith Square to Victoria Street. 
I agreed but I made it clear that I expected full and prompt repay-
ment, and that if there was going to be any problem repaying the 
loan then it should not be taken out. A formal loan agreement 
was drawn up in July 2004 with a repayment date at the end of 
June 2005. Late in 2004 Jonathan Marland, the party Treasurer, a 
man I like and respect, said that as an act of good faith the party 
wanted to pay back £500,000 of the loan, but he also inquired 
whether some of the loan might be transferred into a donation or 
whether there was any chance of extending the loan. I told him 
that I felt I was already doing enough for the party through my 
support for candidates in marginal seats. Jonathan, however, stuck 
with his stated wish to repay the fi rst instalment – a date which 
slipped fi rst from the end of December to the end of January and 
eventually into February.
 Jonathan came to see me in February and gave me a cheque 
for £500,000 but at the same time asked whether I might be in 
a position to give £2 million to the Conservative Party to help it 
fi ght the forthcoming general election. By now, most people were 
convinced that the election would be held in May. I said that 
I would think about it – even though I was amused that I was 
clearly being given my loan back early as a ‘bribe’ to encourage 
me to make a substantial donation to the election fi ghting fund. I 
was, therefore, less than delighted to fi nd myself on the front page 
of the Sunday Times on 13 February 2005. A prominent story 
headlined ‘Howard returns £500,000 to Tory billionaire’ began: 
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‘Michael Howard has handed back £500,000 to Lord Ashcroft, 
the Tories’ biggest donor, after the peer claimed the party was 
heading for defeat in the forthcoming election. Ashcroft, who 
has made donations of at least £10 million to the Conservatives, 
last month pledged the six-fi gure sum to fi ght the election. How-
ever, 10 days ago the Tories repaid a similar sum to the peer, even 
though the party needs a further £5 million for its fi ghting fund, 
according to sources.’
 Th e article, written by Robert Winnett and David Leppard, 
went on to say: ‘Howard’s decision to pay back the money at such 
a crucial time seems set to end Ashcroft’s relationship with the 
Tories.’
 I was furious about the article on a number of fronts. I was 
angry that someone within the Tory Party was briefi ng against 
me and trying to make a story out of nothing. Only a handful of 
people in the party knew that part of the loan had been repaid. I 
had hoped and believed that, after my time as Treasurer, I would 
never again be the victim of a smear campaign from within the 
Tory Party. However, I was wrong – and once again the claims 
against me were full of inaccuracies. Th e spin put on the story was 
preposterous – a decision by the party to pay back part of my loan 
early was portrayed as an attempt by the leader to distance himself 
from me. I believe I know the source of the leak but, since this is 
a book which criticises others for making unsubstantiated allega-
tions, I will keep my suspicions to myself. 
 Shortly after the article appeared, I had a meeting with 
Michael Howard, who I am certain had nothing to do with the 
leak. I told him that because of the breach of confi dence and the 
absurd spin on the story I was in no mood to help the party fi -
nancially any further. In fact, I did later relent after the election 
date was announced. I rang Jonathan Marland and told him that 
I would lend the party a further £1 million and defer the June 
repayment of £1.5 million by seven months. Th is initially meant 
that on or before 31 January 2006 the Conservative Party was due 
to repay me loans totalling £2.5 million. In fact, I later increased 
the size of the loan and pushed back the date when it needs to be 
repaid.

*

BY EARLY January 2005, Stephen Gilbert, my political consult-
ant, with a view to determining whom to support in the marginal 
seats, had seen 150 business plans. On his advice, I had selected 
forty-one core Labour–Conservative battleground seats where 
we – Leonard Steinberg, the Midlands Industrial Council and 
myself – gave the bulk of our funding. As I have indicated, these 
Tory candidates received between £20,000 and £40,000 each. We 
also selected nine Liberal Democrat–Conservative battleground 
seats (which were always going to be more diffi  cult to win), six 
‘consolidation’ seats where a sitting Conservative MP was under 
serious threat and a further twenty-fi ve seats where the 
Conservative candidate had particular merit or where we hoped 
to win the seat over two general elections. Tory candidates in 
the Liberal Democrat–Conservative battleground seats received 
between £20,000 and £25,000 each, candidates in the 
‘consolidation’ seats received between £10,000 and £35,000 
each and the twenty-fi ve ‘hopefuls’ received between £2,000 and 
£5,000 each.
 By the time election day arrived, I thought that, overall, 
we fought a strong and disciplined campaign and that Lynton 
Crosby, our Australian campaign manager, as well as Michael 
Howard, deserved credit for the roles they played.  However, as 
a party we also made mistakes. We were never able to convince 
enough voters that we knew how to manage the economy and we 
hammered away too heavily on immigration so that some voters 
concluded we had an unappealing, even racist, edge. Furthermore, 
the party’s approach to targeting seats was misguided.
 I spent election night at the new Conservative Central Offi  ce 
in Victoria Street at a convivial party for donors and other guests 
hosted by Jonathan Marland, the Treasurer. It was good to see 
some old friends, including Cecil (Lord) Parkinson. Th ere were 
some memorable moments, notably early in the evening when 
Justine Greening, one of the candidates that I had supported fi -
nancially, took Putney from Labour with a swing of more than 6 
per cent. For much of the night, I had one eye open for the results 
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in Labour MP Peter Bradley’s constituency, Th e Wrekin. I had 
been intrigued to learn that Bradley, Th e Times’s great ally in its 
battle against me, had been behaving with mounting eccentricity 
in the days before he defended his seat. It seems that as election 
day approached he had developed reservations about an earlier 
article he had penned for the Sunday Telegraph on the subject of 
hunting. He had begun his article, published on 21 November 
2004: ‘Now that hunting has been banned, we ought at last to 
own up to it: the struggle over the Bill was not only about animal 
welfare and personal freedom, it was class war. But it was not class 
war as we know it. It was not launched by the tribunes against the 
toff s – it was the other way round.’ Yet Bradley seemed to be rueing 
the fact that some of his comments might have alienated voters, 
including potential Labour voters, in his constituency – which 
has a large rural element. When the Sunday Telegraph and other 
papers tried to join him on the campaign trail, Bradley went 
to enormous lengths to try to throw reporters off  the scent. 
Indeed, he was reduced to scuttling around his own constituency 
like a cornered fox being pursued by a pack of baying hounds. 
Apparently he repeatedly changed his itinerary at the last moment 
because he was worried about being ‘stitched up’ by the media. 
Another article that Bradley had written – this time on land 
reforms for the Country Landowner magazine – led to him 
being described as the ‘Mugabe of the Midlands’ by Dennis 
Allen, a local Conservative councillor. Unfortunately, Bradley did 
not relish comparisons with the dictatorial leader of Zimbabwe, 
nor, I suspect, did he enjoy the comments of Bill Tomlinson, the 
Liberal Democrat candidate, who summed him up perfectly when 
he told voters that it was possible to be both anti-hunting and 
anti-Bradley. ‘Peter Bradley is clever – he comes over as friendly, 
understanding and warm,’ he said. ‘Th e more you get to know 
him, though, the less you like him.’
 Bradley’s seat was clearly winnable for the Conservatives 
– one that should be targeted. I was delighted that Leonard 
Steinberg and the Midlands Industrial Council, my partners 
in the project of giving money directly to target seats, agreed. 
Indeed, between them Leonard and the council gave donations 

totalling more than £50,000 to Mark Pritchard, the Conservative 
candidate. Th is proved to be money well spent. When the result 
came in at 3.40 a.m. on Friday morning, Mark had won, courtesy 
of a swing to the Tories of more than 5 per cent. I was still at the 
party at Central Offi  ce when the result was fl ashed up on the giant 
television screen. In a triumph for democracy and common sense, 
the voters of Th e Wrekin were free from their menace of an MP 
and the House of Commons was free from a member who had 
abused his privileged position. I could not have been happier with 
the result – especially as money from the marginal-seats campaign 
contributed by my two partners had played a signifi cant role in it.
 I left the party at 5 a.m. and refl ected on a night of mixed 
fortunes. As I fl eetingly looked back on the previous general elec-
tion, I felt a mixture of pleasure and disappointment. I was glad 
that, by learning from the mistakes of 2001, I had played my part 
in helping to get more Tory candidates elected as MPs than four 
years earlier: we eventually won 198 seats in 2005, thirty-four 
more than the 164 seats we had won in 2001. As the results came 
in, however, I was disappointed that we did not make a bigger 
inroad into Labour’s formidable majority. Th e Conservative Party 
had been given an opportunity to demonstrate that it was mod-
ern, relevant and in touch, but we had not seized the moment to 
change the public’s perception of our ‘brand’ for the better.
 On Friday, 6 May 2005, the day after the election, I was in 
my offi  ce in Westminster as Stephen Gilbert worked out how 
the candidates that we had supported fi nancially compared with 
those who had not received our support. It soon became clear 
that we had been wasting neither our time nor our resources. Of 
the thirty-three candidates who won seats from Labour or the 
Liberal Democrats, no fewer than twenty-fi ve had received sup-
port from the fund that I had set up with Leonard Steinberg and 
the Midlands Industrial Council. Of our forty-one seats, we had 
won twenty-four from Labour, and we had held fi ve of the six 
‘consolidation’ seats (those who signifi cantly increased their ma-
jorities included David Davis and Th eresa May, who had both 
received funding). In the seats where we were aiming to win in 
two elections, we also made important gains. We fared less well in 
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the Liberal Democrat–Conservative battleground seats which we 
had always known were going to be harder to crack. We gained 
just one of our targeted nine seats, but we made real progress 
in other seats which I am hopeful will be winnable at the next 
election in 2009 or 2010. However, some of the sitting Liberal 
Democrat MPs who had won their seats in the 2001 election were 
actually able to build on their majorities because they had been 
good constituency MPs.
 Th e Conservative Party did well in Wales, where we had won 
all our three target seats, and in each case I had supported the 
candidates fi nancially. We did poorly, however, in the key battle-
ground areas of Kent, Yorkshire and Hampshire, where the party’s 
resources were clearly overstretched and where Central Offi  ce 
squandered money in a direct-mailing strategy which was never 
going to achieve its aim. I was particularly irritated by the party’s 
ludicrous targeting strategy which meant that we failed to win 
Romsey in Hampshire by just 125 votes and made hardly any 
progress in neighbouring Winchester, which I had never thought 
was winnable. If we had poured all our resources from Winchester, 
which I did not back fi nancially, into Romsey, which I did back 
fi nancially, the party would undoubtedly have won the latter seat. 
Th e Liberal Democrats taught us a lesson in this respect when, 
after realising they were not going to oust Oliver Letwin in Dorset 
West, they diverted resources from their stronghold of Yeovil to 
Taunton where they took out Adrian Flook, our excellent Conser-
vative MP, who was toppled by fewer than 600 votes.
 It was, however, the detailed analysis of the various swings that 
told us just how important and rewarding our work had been. 
Th e national swing from Labour to Conservative was 3.2 per 
cent, yet the swing in the seats which we supported was 3.8 per 
cent. Our judgement had proved to be correct on other issues 
too. We had rejected applications from some Tory candidates on 
the ground that we thought they could win without us, and in 
several cases the candidates duly won. Th ere was only one seat where 
we turned down an application for money because we did 
not think it could be won, only for it to be won anyway. 
In short, we spotted the likely winners and losers, and allocated 

our limited money wisely as a result.
 Bizarrely, it was my old ‘friend’ Peter Bradley, the ousted Lab-
our MP for Th e Wrekin, who later handed my polling a splendid, 
if backhanded, compliment. He issued a press release on 26 March 
2006 headlined ‘Tories Funding – Cash for Constituencies’, which 
had more than a hint of sour grapes in its tone. Bradley’s press re-
lease said he had conducted an analysis on how I and two other 
donors had ‘channelled £1.3 million to marginal constituencies 
outside of the offi  cial Conservative Party campaign. Th is led to 
Labour being outspent in key target seats by up to 12 times and 
prompted large swings to the Tories.’ Bradley quoted his reaction 
to the funding in the press release: ‘Th is was a cynical but highly 
successful strategy which cost Labour and the Liberal Democrats 
seats, not on the basis of policy or performance, but on the basis 
of spending levels.’ Bradley, who conceded that the funding had 
been entirely legal, added: ‘Th e Government should act now 
to place a cap on local spending throughout the electoral cycle, 
otherwise we will face the prospect of rich, often anonymous, 
individuals simply buying up seats to secure a Conservative 
victory at the next election.’ Two months earlier, in an article in 
the Guardian, Bradley had almost – and I stress almost – made me 
feel sorry for him. He was quoted by David Hencke, the paper’s 
Westminster correspondent, in an article about how much MPs 
suff ered when they lost their seats. ‘Even for hard-bitten politicians, 
losing offi  ce is not a happy experience,’ Bradley said. ‘MPs who 
lose their seats lose much more than their job. Th ey also, virtually 
overnight and very publicly, lose their status to which they have 
become accustomed in their local community, access to a signifi -
cant part of their social circle at Westminster ... their own sense of 
identity ... I have heard former colleagues liken the experience to a 
bereavement.’ Th e whingeing words of Bradley’s press release about 
my funding for marginal seats reassured me, however, that I had 
been right not to shed a tear for the predicament of this desperately 
sore loser.
 I am glad to say that my polling was also a success. My tracker 
poll on the eve of election day had shown that Labour would 
get 36 per cent of the vote (precisely what they got), the Tories 
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would get 32 per cent (1 per cent less than we got) and the Liberal 
Democrats 23 per cent (exactly what they got). By then Stephen 
Gilbert was so convinced of the accuracy of the polling that he 
won a bet with two friends for a fi ne lunch by correctly predicting 
we would win 198 seats (we won 197 on the night, followed a few 
weeks later by victory in a by-election, or rather re-run, in South 
Staff ordshire). In the days running up to the election, it had been 
absolutely clear to me and to my political team that only fi fty seats 
were in play on 5 May 2005. I am convinced that if the party had 
concentrated its resources late in the campaign on those seats we 
would have won up to ten more seats.
 My polling also revealed, however, the failure of the party to 
get its message across to voters on the main issues. Th e tracker poll 
showed that we were only ever ahead of Labour at all times on one 
issue – immigration and asylum – and by polling day our lead 
even on this subject had dropped. For part of the time, we were 
ahead on the issue of law and order, but not by much and never 
consistently. However, for the key issues including education, the 
National Health Service, the economy and tax, we trailed Labour 
at all times and never made any signifi cant inroads. From day 
one of the tracker poll until the eve of the election, more than 50 
per cent of voters wanted Tony Blair as Prime Minister and no 
more than 35 per cent ever wanted Michael Howard to replace 
him. How could the Conservative Party hope to win an election 
when we were consistently trailing Labour on all the major issues 
of the day and when one of the most unpopular Prime Minis-
ters of modern times was consistently preferred to our leader? In 
some ways, the Conservative Party went backwards during the 
2005 election campaign. My polling showed that at the end of the 
campaign fewer voters than at the start of it agreed with the propo-
sitions that the Conservative Party ‘shared their values’, ‘had plans 
to deal with the important problems’, ‘would do a good job in 
government’ and ‘stood for actions not words’.
 Th is is not intended as a criticism of Michael Howard’s lead-
ership, but it is a criticism of the party’s inability since 1997 to 
change with the times and to get across its message. I have re-
mained a supporter of Michael and I have always encouraged any 

potential donors to support him fi nancially. I think he will go 
down in the history books as a fi rm and principled leader. He 
was, at times, even too much of a disciplinarian and I felt his 
treatment of Howard Flight, a Deputy Chairman, in the run-up 
to the election was too drastic. It was one thing to sack him as 
a Deputy Chairman following his unfortunate comments about 
‘secret’ Tory spending plans, but quite another to deselect him 
as our candidate for Arundel and South Downs at a time when 
Michael already had a reputation as a ‘serial sacker’. Th e decision 
to deselect Howard Flight divided the party and caused a great 
deal of unease. Although I respected his decision not to stand as 
an independent candidate, there was also a mischievous part of 
me that would have liked him to do so because I felt his treatment 
had been unnecessarily harsh.
 On Monday, 9 May, four days after election day, I was in-
vited by Michael Howard to see him in his offi  ce. Michael had 
announced his decision to stand down as leader on the previous 
Friday, but I found him in good spirits. He thanked me for my 
support before and during the campaign and we discussed whether 
I would have an active role in the party once again. I told him that 
I wanted to play a part in the future of the party and we discussed 
the possibility of me rejoining the board for the fi rst time in four 
years. Over the next few days, the details relating to my return to 
the board were fi nalised and it was formally announced in a press 
release on 17 May 2005. ‘In view of his outstanding contribution 
to the party’s progress in winning target seats Lord Ashcroft has 
been asked to join the board and he has accepted.’ I was pleased to 
be back on the board, although I could not help refl ecting on the 
irony of the tribute, bearing in mind that eighteen months earlier 
the party had been reluctant to accept my £2 million donation 
unless it went directly to Central Offi  ce.
 On 30 June 2005, I published my own critical analysis of 
the Conservative Party’s performance in the lead-up to the May 
election. Th is was based largely on the results of my extensive poll-
ing, including the biggest national political poll ever conducted 
in Britain. Th e 114-page study, Smell the coff ee: a wake-up call 
for the Conservative Party, was well received by the party and the 
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media alike, who I think recognised it as constructive criticism. 
Indeed, I praised Michael Howard for having fought ‘a determined 
campaign and [having] restored discipline to the party’. I warned, 
however, that the Tories could not only lose a fourth successive 
general election but could come under increasing pressure from 
the Liberal Democrats if changes were not made and lessons were 
not learned. I noted that the Tories were perceived as less likely to 
care about ‘ordinary people’s problems’ and I recognised that there 
were elements of the campaign that had gone badly wrong. ‘We 
must realise that appealing to the conservative or even reaction-
ary instincts of people who, in reality, are never going to support 
the Conservatives in large numbers, prevents us from connecting 
with our real core vote, and means that we will never attract the 
support of minority communities that we should seek to serve.’
 During the second half of 2005, I watched with great interest 
from the sidelines as the party underwent a fascinating leadership 
battle. Once I had rejoined the board, I decided that it would 
wrong for me to come out publicly in favour of any of the candi-
dates. I also found it unedifying that some prominent donors said 
they would cease to support the party if one candidate or another 
became leader. I was impressed by the way David Davis seized 
the early agenda and also by the way David Cameron came up on 
the rails, quietly, assuredly and almost unnoticed, to challenge his 
more experienced rival.
 As the leadership battle neared, I decided to carry out some 
more private research. I thought it would be useful to identify 
a benchmark for the position of the Conservative Party brand 
prior to a new leader being chosen. I did this through a mixture of 
polling and focus groups in October 2005. Th is used some 
innovative techniques whereby people were asked to identify the 
Conservative Party with a range of images. For example, many 
people chose an old-fashioned red telephone box to represent the 
Conservative Party, suggesting we had become outdated, out of 
touch and stuck in the past. I repeated this exercise in December, 
just days before the new leader was elected in a two-horse race 
between the ‘two Davids’. I thought it would be useful for the new 
leader to discover what exactly he had inherited. I showed the result 

Th e Aftermath 317

of this late research to David Cameron and David Davis without 
favour. David Cameron, who had earlier read and approved of my 
study Smell the coff ee: a wake-up call for the Conservative Party, was 
particularly interested in the fi ndings of this poll.
 On 6 December 2005, David Cameron was elected as the 
twenty-sixth leader of the Conservative Party. Although I had re-
mained neutral throughout the leadership contest, I cannot say 
the same about my wife, Susi. She had spent a day canvassing with 
David Cameron during the 2005 election campaign – as part of 
a prize in a silent auction. She had bid for the prize because she 
thought my younger son, Andrew, would enjoy the experience 
but when she found that he was unable to make the date she went 
along herself. She spotted straight away that David was an excep-
tionally talented young man who was going places. In fact, pretty 
well her fi rst words to me after she had been canvassing in his 
Witney constituency were: ‘I have just spent the day with the next 
leader of the Conservative Party.’ She told me she thought that 
he was the perfect man to address the criticisms that I had been 
making of the party. Indeed, Susi was so impressed by him that 
she decided to make her fi rst personal fi nancial contribution to a 
political cause, giving him £20,000 for his leadership campaign. 
When David won the leadership battle, he invited her to his 
celebration party at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in the 
Mall. Furthermore, she was told that she could bring some-
body along if she wanted to – and I am delighted to say we both 
enjoyed the party enormously.
 Once he was acclaimed as leader, David Cameron had to 
choose his new team. He shrewdly appointed Francis Maude as 
Chairman of the party. I am extremely grateful to Francis that he 
pushed hard for me to be a Deputy Chairman. David and I were 
at a meeting for party donors in the midlands and he took me to 
one side after it had broken up and asked me to become Deputy 
Chairman with particular responsibility for certain key areas. 
In fact, the job was perfect for me because I had special 
responsibilities for opinion research, the targeting of seats and 
Conservative Future, the youth wing of the party that I have long 
supported. I was delighted to accept and I agreed there and then to 



carry out the role. As part of my new position, I have agreed that 
I will keep the results of any polling secret. It means that I am not 
free to discuss any area of the party’s research until after the next 
general election other than to say that the early results are ex-
tremely encouraging: David Cameron is making real and signifi -
cant progress in turning around the Conservative Party brand. 
After David was elected leader, I renegotiated the terms of the 
loan that I had made to the party. Not only did I defer the repay-
ment of £2.5 million due on 31 January 2006 but I increased the 
amount of the loan by a further £1.1 million. I did this because, 
under David’s new leadership, I wanted to ensure that he and 
the party had the necessary working capital to get important new 
projects off  the ground.
 I am – and will continue to be – an active Deputy Chairman. 
In politics, as in business, I don’t ‘do’ passive. I am more 
optimistic about the future of the Conservative Party than I have 
been for many years. Th e party did make some inroads into the 
Labour majority in 2005. We have a young, fresh and exciting 
new leader who is aware that the party needs to change if it is to 
regain power. We have started to make progress in terms of 
winning greater support from voters, while the electorate’s 
disillusionment with New Labour and the party’s sleazy image is 
undoubtedly greater than ever.
 Make no mistake – there is still a great deal of work to be 
done. When I returned to Conservative Central Offi  ce after being 
appointed Deputy Chairman, I was struck by how much morale 
had crumbled and how far the organisation and structure had 
declined in recent years. Fortunately, I know that Francis Maude 
has the talent and the energy to sort out these problems swift-
ly and forcefully. Similarly, we have a bright, assured leader in 
David Cameron who has acknowledged that the party’s problems 
are about branding not policy. He, too, is doing everything in his 
power to rectify this quickly and eff ectively. I have no doubt that 
he will be a force for good in the Conservative Party and in the 
nation for many years to come. Th e old and new faces in the party 
are working well together for a common cause. What opposition 
party, for instance, could hope for more than to have William 
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Hague as its Shadow Foreign Secretary and David Davis as its 
Shadow Home Secretary? 
 Th e polling that is being carried out now is for the party. 
However, I intend to make a fi nancial contribution to the cost 
of carrying out this work. When the next general election 
takes place, I would also hope to make a fi nancial contribu-
tion to the targeting of marginal seats. As with my work in 
2005, however, it is important that the party helps those can-
didates with good business plans and with a realistic chance 
of winning. I will not be funding all this work, but I will be 
organising most of it. I am already joking – given my own 
independent stand in 2005 – that there is no room for mavericks 
or outsiders doing it their own way. ‘Th is has got to be done 
entirely by Central Offi  ce!’ I tell one and all.
 What I say, in all seriousness, however, is that the party must 
be honest about where we stand and realistic about what we can 
achieve.  In September 2004, it was claimed at our party confer-
ence that we were in the lead in the polls in the marginal seats. 
However, I have now discovered – from the polling company that 
conducted the research – that this claim was false. Not only was 
the claim dishonest but it was a tactical mistake. It is natural that 
senior fi gures in the party should want to talk up morale, but the 
tragedy of this misrepresentation was that I believe it resulted in 
the party making wrong judgements on campaign strategy and 
seat targeting because it was working from a false premise. I have 
now seen the genuine results of the polling and they were virtu-
ally identical to my own private polling at the time. In short, they 
showed that the Tories were trailing Labour but were on course at 
the 2005 general election to win only fi fteen or twenty seats more 
than we had done in 2001. 
 In March 2006, the Labour Government became embroiled in 
an undignifi ed row when it was revealed that a dozen supporters 
had secretly lent the party £14 million. One disturbing aspect of 
the row was that it was widely perceived as an act of indecency for 
someone to support his or her party by loaning it money. I believe 
that one should be proud to loan money to one’s party in times 
of crisis, but this should be done openly in the same way that one 
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to the party’s cause. I know, too, that I will always be a Tory and 
I will always try to promote the party to which I have been loyal 
for forty years.
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might be proud to donate to a charity. I will continue to support 
the party but I will not bankroll it. I believe the party needs to 
work hard to broaden its fundraising base rather than rely on a 
handful of large donors.
 Th e Conservative Party still faces enormous challenges at the 
2009 or 2010 general election. Even now, it will still take one of 
the largest swings of modern political times to see us returned to 
power. Th at in May 2005 we did not get above the lowest number 
of Labour seats of recent times – Michael Foot’s haul of just 209 
in the 1983 election – was especially disappointing. Th e increased 
number of non-Conservative, non-Labour seats makes it more 
diffi  cult to get a majority next time. To win a general election 
with a bare overall majority, we probably need to win 42 per cent 
of the vote even after the marginally advantageous new boundary 
changes. So we need to increase our vote by around 9 per cent 
– about fi ve times the increase we have achieved over the last two 
general elections.
 As always, we must learn lessons from our mistakes and 
failings. Over the coming months and years, the Tory Party has 
to restructure itself internally and it has to address such issues 
as the illogical autonomy of constituencies, improved selection 
of candidates, more eff ective use of its limited fi nances, better 
plans for the electoral battlefi eld and, perhaps most important of 
all, how we can appeal to a broader church. My work on political 
polling and in the marginal constituencies has taught me lessons 
which must be acted upon. Polling is now so accurate that we 
have to use it professionally and – above all – honestly as a tool 
for better decision-making rather than as a propaganda device. 
Furthermore, and however harsh it seems on Tory candidates in 
no-hope seats, we must concentrate our resources on areas where 
we can make a diff erence.
 I have now given well in excess of £10 million to the 
Conservative Party. I will never know whether I am the largest 
political donor to the party of all time because, until recently, 
the size of political donations was never made public. What I do 
know is that I do not regret a single penny. Neither do I regret a 
minute of the immeasurable number of hours that I have given 
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THERE NEARLY was no future for me to ponder. A mechani-
cal fault on my plane in February, 2004, almost achieved what 
the Th e Times and the Labour Party had tried to do but failed: to 
‘Get Ashcroft’. I had a scare in my Falcon 900EX jet when I was 
fl ying from Tanzania to Britain to attend the funeral of Peter Fox, 
a businessman friend who I had known for more than 30 years. 
When we were on the fi nal approach to Luton airport in Bedford-
shire, the two pilots tried to put the undercarriage down. Th ree 
red alarm lights came on to indicate that the three wheels were not 
locked into position.
 Th e pilots took the plane up higher and went through all the 
recommended procedures, including shaking the plane around in 
the air in an attempt to loosen the undercarriage. Th e three lights, 
however, remained on. We notifi ed air traffi  c control of our dif-
fi culties and my crew requested a diversion to Stansted airport in 
Essex, which was better equipped to deal with an emergency – or 
‘fl ap’ - landing. However, this had all taken time and, more im-
portantly, fuel. At Stansted we had been ‘holding’ for thirty min-
utes and this meant the crew now estimated we had just a further 
thirty minutes of fuel on board. By the time, we made our fi nal 
approach to Stansted, the entire airport had been closed down. As 
we came in and eased lower and lower to the ground, the emer-
gency services were waiting for us on the edge of the runway. All 
those in the plane adopted the recommended crash position as 
we came in to land expecting to hear a crunch on the runway as 
we did a belly-landing and the fuselage made contact with the 
tarmac.
 Th ere was a sigh of relief as we felt one wheel touch the run-
way. Th ere was second sigh of relief as we felt the nose came down 
and we felt a second wheel touching too. However, as the right 
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wing came down it hit the ground in a mass of sparks and we 
knew immediately that the right wheel was not down. It was im-
possible in the circumstances for the pilots to hold the aircraft in a 
straight line. Th e plane veered sharply off  the runway to the right, 
bumped across the grass and, eventually, came to a halt fully 139 
metres from the runway centreline. A fi re engine arrived and the 
fi re fi ghters doused the aircraft in foam to prevent it bursting into 
fl ames. An ambulance, too, arrived on the scene and we were all 
given a check-up: I was told that my pulse was beating at below 
its normal rate. As we stepped out of the aircraft unscathed, I felt 
I had used up yet another of my nine lives. Just a few hours later, 
I was at Peter’s funeral with somewhat confusing thoughts about 
life and death.

THE INFORMATION that I have gathered since I became a 
peer nine years ago has not come easily nor cheaply. I was deter-
mined to discover, however, how and why I was targeted and by 
whom. I am fortunate that I have the means to carry out such 
inquiries and acknowledge that such an opportunity might not be 
available to others.
 Over the past few years I have made eff orts to rebuild some 
bridges with both senior employees of Th e Times and the Govern-
ment, particularly those who are prepared to acknowledge the 
error of their ways. I have already detailed how I have been willing 
to improve relations with Michael Gove, the leader and comment 
writer on Th e Times, and how I wish him well as the Conservative 
MP for Surrey Heath. Early in 2004, I found myself in Ankara 
and I asked Sir Peter Westmacott, who was by then the British 
Ambassador to Turkey, if he would like breakfast. It was Peter 
who had written one of the disobliging references about me say-
ing I was ‘in love’ with the late Diana, Princess of Wales and that 
I looked ‘a bit dodgy’. At the end of an enjoyable breakfast at the 
British Embassy, I handed Peter one of my business cards and 
told him that he would fi nd something ‘interesting’ on the back: 
it was a copy of his handwritten note with the famous disoblig-
ing reference to me. I had reduced it in size on a photocopier and 
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stapled it to the back of my card. I also gave him a copy of one 
of the Foreign and Commonwealth Offi  ce internal assessments 
of him, which I had obtained as a result of my actions against 
the Government. Fortunately, for Peter’s sake, it was rather com-
plimentary about his skills as a diplomat. We both enjoyed the 
humour of the occasion.
 I have also settled my diff erence with Charles Drace-Francis, 
the former British diplomat who leaked his memo about me in 
1996. He had already been punished by the Government and, 
after eighteen months of ‘gardening leave’ following the results of 
the Whitehall leak inquiry, he fi nally resigned his post in August 
1991. He then swapped his £80,000-a-year job for an estimated 
£200-a-week job as a sales assistant in a Scottish kilt shop. His 
change of role attracted press attention, and a feature about him 
in the Daily Record of 31 January 2002 was headlined ‘Our man 
in the Sporran Offi  ce: Incredible downfall of the £80k diplomat 
to humble assistant in Edinburgh kilt shop’. Yet, at the end of 
2001, after a diffi  cult and troubled year for him, Charles had even 
sent me a Christmas card off ering his best wishes and adding: 
‘Good luck for 2002!’
 On 9 September 2003, Charles wrote to me at length and 
apologised ‘to you and especially your family for the embarrass-
ment caused’. In a sincere and friendly letter, he described how 
he had obtained a ‘satisfactory new position selling kilts and bag-
pipes’. He even cheekily said: ‘I enclose a catalogue in case any of 
your American friends would like to place an order.’ He signed 
off : ‘Yours sincerely – and I hope you will be pleased to hear I am 
still contributing to Crimestoppers. Charles D. Francis’. I consid-
ered his generous letter had ended our short feud. How could I 
not forgive someone who was so apologetic despite losing his job 
over his error and who was still donating money to my main char-
ity?
 It gave me no pleasure that I had to continue taking legal 
action against Th e Times and its associates throughout 2004 and 
most of 2005. Such a process is time-consuming and expensive, 
not least because it diverted my attention away from my primary 
role as a businessman. However, since senior fi gures at Th e Times 

and within the Labour Party chose to start the game, I decided 
they would have to play on until I blew the fi nal whistle.
 I was not willing to make my peace with the likes of Sir Peter 
Stothard, the former editor of Th e Times, Tom Baldwin, the paper’s 
senior journalist who now works in its Washington bureau, Alastair 
Brett, the paper’s legal manager, Toby Follett, the paper’s free-
lance contributor, and Jonathan Randel, the paper’s Drug 
Enforcement Administration mole who was released from jail 
after serving his sentence. I pursued various legal remedies in 
Britain and America aimed at further criminal and civil 
actions against those who had encouraged Randel to break the 
law. I felt it was wrong that he had gone to jail while those who 
had also involved themselves in his illegal activities had remained 
unpunished.
 I obtained some enjoyment from seeing just how rattled 
some of those at Th e Times became when they realised that their 
actions were being subjected to further scrutiny. If they had played 
it by the book, of course, they would have had no reason for con-
cern about the prospect of further legal action. Alastair Brett, in 
particular, appears to have been worried by the prospect of the be-
haviour of Th e Times and its staff  coming under closer examination 
by the US authorities in the prosecution that was brought against 
Jonathan Randel. When US investigators wrote to say that they 
wanted to interview Peter Stothard and other senior executives, 
Brett told the Daily Telegraph that they were ‘bemused’ by the 
request. I rather doubt it. Meeting resistance, the investiga-
tors went on to seek information from Th e Times through legal 
routes, using the Criminal Justice (International Co-operation) 
Act of 1990 – a move which surely must have bothered Brett 
a good deal. It resulted in the disclosure of payments made 
to Randel.
 Even before this book was published in hardback in Septem-
ber 2005, I had made my peace with most of the leading 
fi gures at News International and Th e Times. My limited 
dealings with Rupert Murdoch, the owner of News International, 
and Les Hinton, the company’s executive chairman, have always 
been totally professional and entirely satisfactory. I have had lunch 
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with Robert Th omson, Peter Stothard's replacement as editor of 
Th e Times. I liked him and have no grievance against him. I have 
a good working relationship, too, with John Witherow, the intel-
ligent and able editor of the Sunday Times. To be fair, Th e Times 
under Robert Th omson has also made an eff ort to rebuild bridges: 
in May 2002 it published an article of mine on party funding. In 
the article, I said that I favoured neither state funding of politi-
cal parties nor a situation where parties relied on the generosity 
of a handful of substantial donors (like myself ). I expressed the 
hope that in an ideal world the £15 million or so that it takes 
each year to run a national party eff ectively would come from 
500,000 members each paying an annual subscription of £30. I 
wrote: ‘And, however far removed we may be from that position 
at the moment, I believe it to be achievable.’
 Shortly after this book was published, I had a telephone 
conversation with Robert Th omson. We agreed that it would be 
advantageous for both sides if we drew a line under the events of 
the previous six years – once and for all. As a result of that con-
versation, I do not intend to take any further legal action against 
the newspaper or its associates. I am entirely satisfi ed that this 
time – with Robert’s word behind it – the deal will be binding. 
Robert’s honourable and common-sense approach saved some of 
his colleagues and their associates from the prospect of answer-
ing some potentially awkward questions. For at the very mo-
ment that he and I agreed our ‘truce’, I was actively pursuing a 
civil action in Atlanta. Th e target was Randel, from whom I was 
still seeking fi nancial compensation for his actions. I was also 
trying to discover his exact relationship – through Follett – to 
Brett and any other staff  at Th e Times. Th e newspaper was aware 
of my various objectives and it was the paper that paid for Ran-
del’s expert legal representation in order to try to thwart me. I 
would have liked to have got Brett, in particular, into the wit-
ness box to answer questions under oath about precisely what he 
knew about Randel’s illegal actions and when he knew it. Yet it 
was not to be – and he and others have Robert to thank that I 
ended my action in the US immediately after we orally ‘shook 
hands’ on our deal to bring hostilities to a close. At the time, my 

lawyers had drawn up a detailed and weighty appeal to a court 
ruling in Atlanta and had been due to summit it the day after 
my conversation with Robert. However, I asked my legal team to 
abandon it after my productive conversation with the editor of 
Th e Times.
 Two months after Robert Th omson and I reached our agree-
ment, I wrote another article on political funding for Th e Times. It 
appeared on 21 November 2005 and was headlined: ‘Th e rules on 
funding parties are clearly mad – so let voters add some sanity.’  In 
this book – and indeed long before it was published – I have been 
open about the level of funding I have given to the Conservative 
Party. In my article, I wrote: 

We should dump restrictive regulations tomorrow 
and replace them with requirements only of open-
ness, transparency and complete honesty. We should 
allow political parties to accept fi nancial support – cash, 
benefi ts in kind and credit – from whomsoever they 
choose and without fi nancial limit. We should require 
them only to make public the identity of the true donor 
and the detail of the donation. We should also, unlike 
the current, lengthy timetable for reporting donations, 
require prompt notifi cation, especially of bigger dona-
tions – within, say, seven days ... By allowing parties to 
take money from any quarter, so long as they are entirely 
open about who is giving it, the onus would be on politi-
cians to act reasonably and to exercise sound judgement. 
It would place an equal duty on the media to report do-
nations responsibly. But in the end, it will be down to 
Joe and Jo Public to judge. We should trust them. Th ey 
usually get it right.

 Incidentally, in February 2006, I made news on the other side of 
the world when it was revealed that I had made a substantial po-
litical donation, not to the Conservative Party, but to the Liberal 
Party. I should add it was to the Liberal Party in Australia. Th e do-
nation of Australian $1 million – £410,000 – was believed to have 
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been the largest single political donation in the country’s history. 
I made it prior to the 2004 general election as a show of support 
for John Howard, the country’s Prime Minister and leader of the 
International Democratic Union. I have long been a great admirer 
of John and he was struggling against the Labour Party, which 
seemed poised to take power. In fact, in October 2004, John se-
cured a fourth term and, if my donation helped him to victory at 
the polls, then I am delighted. John is a truly great politician and 
Australians should be proud that he remains their leader.
 I know that lawyers and journalists at Th e Times and 
other papers have watched with interest as the activities of some 
private investigators have already come to the notice of Scotland 
Yard. Since early 2004, police offi  cers have begun making arrests, 
laying charges and obtaining convictions as part of inquiries into 
the leaking of confi dential information to the press via private 
detective agencies. Th e action has been taken as part of Operation 
Glade, a wider investigation into links between the police and the 
press. I am reliably informed that many journalists, who at one 
point thought nothing of ordering private detectives to carry out 
illegal acts, now think twice before doing so. Th is is not because 
of any moral concerns but because they have concluded that it 
is only a matter of time before a newspaper executive or reporter 
goes to jail for encouraging or instructing a private detective to 
break the law. If this is the case, then I am delighted that this has 
come to pass.
 In late 2006, to mark the 150th anniversary of the introduc-
tion of the VC, I wrote a book about my great passion. Called 
Victoria Cross Heroes, it was published by Headline Review. Th e 
book revealed how I had build up my collection over decades and 
it told the stories behind the 150-plus VCs in the collection, now 
owned by a trust that was set up to care for the medals. It also 
told the story of a small number of other selected VCs that the 
trust did not own. At the launch of the book at the Imperial War 
Museum, I urged my 300 guests to buy it. ‘I may be a successful 
businessman but I am a struggling author,’ I jokingly told senior 
fi gures from the world of politics, the military, the arts and the 
media. However, I was fortunate in that I did not have to struggle 

for long, for within days it became apparent that Headline had a 
best-selling book on its hands – one that was selling so fast that 
supply struggled to meet demand. At the launch, one senior mem-
ber of staff  from Headline indicted that they would be thrilled if 
they sold 10,000 books in hardback for such a history book. In 
the event, Headline had to arrange no less than seven reprints in 
fi ve weeks, and before long hardback sales had totalled more than 
40,000. Th e following year Victoria Cross Heroes was published in 
paperback and this resulted in a further 30,000-plus copies of my 
book being sold. 
 Furthermore, such was my passion for the medal that I also 
co-produced, with Empire Media Productions, a three-part televi-
sion series of the VC – broadcast using the same title as the book 
- for channel fi ve. Th e series, like the book, was heralded a success 
and I remain indebted to HRH Th e Prince of Wales for not only 
writing the foreword to my book, but also for introducing each 
programme in the series. Prince Charles, it quickly became appar-
ent, shares my fondness for the medal.
 As part of my on-going commitment to the VC and to educa-
tion in the UK, I set out to produce a teaching pack for schools. 
Th is is now available and has been sponsored by the trust – the 
Ashcroft VC Collection. Th e aim of the teaching pack is to in-
troduce children, particularly those aged 11 to 18, to the merits 
of the VC and it has become a valuable learning tool. Th e packs, 
which include my book and the television series on the medal, 
have been sent out free to well over 5,000 schools.
 One of the VCs mentioned in my book – and which is not 
owned by the trust - is the one awarded to Captain Charles Up-
ham. Th e New Zealander, who died in 1994 aged 86, had become 
one of only three men to ever have been awarded a VC and ‘Bar’ 
–a Bar is the equivalent of a second VC. Upham, an unbelievably 
tough and fearless soldier, also held the distinction of being the 
only combat soldier to win a VC and Bar – for two separate acts 
of valour in the Second World War. Only days after my book was 
published, it was announced in November 2006 that the Impe-
rial War Museum had paid £1 million for Upham’s medals when 
they were auctioned by his family. It was an extraordinary amount 
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for a museum to pay for the medals which were – and are - des-
tined to remain on permanent loan on the other side of the world. 
Furthermore, the museum had previously pleaded poverty when 
other important medals, including several VCs, had come on the 
open market.
 In November 2007, people all around the world were horri-
fi ed to discover that Upham’s VC and Bar were among 96 med-
als that were stolen from the Army Museum in the North Island 
town on Waiouru. Th e medals had been awarded to Upham and 
eleven other of New Zealand’s most decorated war heroes.  I de-
cided to act: using the experience I had gained from the launch 
of the crime-fi ghting charity Crimestoppers, I put up a reward of 
£75,000 (NZ$200,000) for the safe return of the medals. Th is 
was controversial and some people criticised the move saying that 
crime should not be allowed to pay. My public response to the 
criticism was that if they were safely returned then the only loser 
was myself – and I was prepared to suff er the loss.  I said: ‘When 
I heard that the medals had been stolen, I was shocked. When 
I learnt that amongst them were nearly nine VCs, I was simply 
horrifi ed. Worse still, among these medals was the VC and Bar 
awarded to Captain Charles Upham. Charles Upham’s VC is in-
comparable. It is the “Holy Grail” of Victoria Crosses. I could not 
bear to think of this tangible record of incredible bravery behind 
melted down or simply thrown away. I knew that, if I could, I had 
to do something, and that is why I decided to off er the reward for 
the return of the medals.’
 Anyway, the reward did the trick and in March 2008 all the 
medals were returned safely in return for my payment – handed 
over through an agreed intermediary. With the medals, back in 
the hands of the Army Museum, I fl ew to New Zealand where I 
simply could not have been given a warmer welcome. I was even 
off ered the chance to learn how to shoot by the New Zealand 
equivalent of the SAS. However, it was the Sunday Telegraph’s 
Mandrake diary column that reported the next development in 
the saga under the headline: ‘Crime won’t pay for Lord Ashcroft’s 
villains’: Th e story read:

‘Th ieves in New Zealand are learning what people in Brit-
ain have known for some time – that Lord Ashcroft, the 
Tory deputy chairman, can be a hard man to do busi-
ness with. Th e billionaire, who owns the world’s largest 
collection of VCs, was incensed when he learnt that 96 
medals, awarded to 12 of the country’s most decorated 
war heroes, had been snatched from the Army Museum 
in Waiouru. Michael Ashcroft, who founded Crimestop-
pers, reacted by putting up a £75,000 reward for their safe 
return. Sure enough, the thieves returned the medals and 
he duly coughed up. Now, after a visit to New Zealand 
last month, he tells Mandrake that he has put up a second 
reward of £75,000 - this time for the arrest and convic-
tion of the thieves. “In getting the medals back, the police 
had not granted the thieves any immunity,” he says. “I 
took the view that only half the job was done, so I have 
off ered the new reward in the hope that we can put these 
men where they belong - behind bars.” In October 2008, 
it was announced that two men had been arrested and 
charged over the theft.

In July 2008, I revealed that I was making a £5 million donation 
to the Imperial War Museum in London to enable the trust’s VC 
collection to be displayed for the fi rst time in a new gallery. Th e 
Lord Ashcroft Gallery is due to open in the autumn of 2010. At 
the time of the announcement, I said: ‘I am absolutely thrilled 
that this unique collection of gallantry medals is to go on display 
at the Imperial War Museum, which has a reputation second to 
none for helping people to understand the experience of modern 
confl icts. I hope visitors will enjoy seeing the new collection as 
much as I have enjoyed helping put it together.’
 Sir Robert Crawford, the Director General of the museum, 
was equally delighted by the agreement. He said: ‘Th e museum is 
delighted to be providing the fi rst public home for Lord Ashcroft’s 
remarkable VC collection. Th e Imperial War Museum tells the 
story of people’s experience of war and we look forward to work-
ing with Lord Ashcroft to display this important collection, which 



Dirty Politics, Dirty Times

demonstrates better than any other the extraordinary experiences 
of very ordinary people in wartime.” 
 Th e whole experience of writing Victoria Cross Heroes was 
hugely enjoyable and led, in October 2008, to me being invited to 
give a speech to the Cheltenham Literary Festival. Th e following 
month saw the publication of my second book on gallantry med-
als. Special Forces Heroes was about an entirely separate collection 
of gallantry and service medals that I had fi rst started collecting 
in 1988. It had begun when I bought the decorations awarded to 
Corporal William “Bill” Sparks, one of the “Cockleshell Heroes” 
from the Second World War. In the run-up to the publication of 
Special Forces Heroes, I decided to give all my author’s royalties 
from the sale of the book to Help for Heroes, the charity which 
supports servicemen seriously injured in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Earlier in the year, I had been one of the major sponsors of the 
Help for Heroes rugby match at Twickenham. Once again, the 
book was linked to a channel fi ve television series – this time a 
four-part series that I introduced on screen myself.
 In May 2007, I was disappointed and angry to read in the 
British press that a Gurkha soldier who had been awarded the 
VC fi ghting for Britain has been banned from coming to the UK 
from Nepal. Th is was because, in the words of our Government, 
he had ‘failed to demonstrate strong ties with the UK’. Tul Baha-
dur Pun, then 84, who won his medal in the Second World War, 
had wanted to spend his last days among old comrades and hav-
ing treatment for several health problems. Here was a man who 
had risked his life for Britain, while his countrymen had time 
and again sacrifi ced their lives to fi ght for our freedom. Indeed, 
no less than 45,000 Gurkhas have died fi ghting for Britain, while 
150,000 more have been seriously wounded on our battlefi elds. 
Th e Gurkhas have given 200 years loyal service to the British 
people. In fact, if there was a minute’s silence for every Gurkha 
wounded in World War II alone, we would have to stay silent for 
two weeks.
 On 29 May 2007, the Daily Mail reported that I had inter-
vened to try to allow Pun to come to Britain. I was quoted as say-
ing; ‘Irrespective of anything else, this was a man who earned the 
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Victoria Cross in the service of the British. On compassionate and 
any other grounds, this is somebody that the population of this 
country would be delighted to have admitted to the UK. To tell 
him, at the age of 84, to “bugger off ” is despicable.’ I also made a 
donation towards an appeal set up for Pun and the next month, 
following a great deal of hard work by many people, notably Pun’s 
London-based solicitor Martin Howe, the Government did a U-
turn and allowed him to enter the country. Common sense had 
prevailed and on 4 July 2007, he arrived on a fl ight from New 
Delhi and, at the time of writing, he is still here.

AS PART of a prolonged battle to defend my reputation, I have 
seen the man who tried to damage me jailed, I have seen a diplo-
mat who leaked material against me disciplined, I have seen off  
Clare Short and her Labour Party cronies in Belize and I have 
successfully sued the Government over its disreputable behaviour 
in Britain. Now, through this book, I have exposed the sinister 
tactics of my enemies, particularly those on Th e Times. In short, 
as the truth has been revealed about those who sought to discredit 
me, they have instead been discredited themselves.
 Th is has been an instructive exercise for me. It has raised 
important questions about the willingness of some people in 
Government and the media to exploit and abuse the privileged 
positions that they hold. Th e business world can, at times, be 
fairly ruthless. I have twice found bugging devices – presumably 
placed there by a business rival – in the offi  ces of my companies. 
Nothing in my business life, however, prepared me for the behav-
iour of sections of Her Majesty’s press. Until my dealings with 
Th e Times, I had no idea that some newspapers were prepared 
to resort routinely to breaking the law to obtain confi dential 
information. Incredible as this may seem to the public, this is 
often done as a matter of course.
 What of my future? Th e simple answer is that it looks 
challenging. On April Fool’s Day 2006, Susi and I hosted a black-
tie dinner for 700 family, friends and colleagues to mark my 
sixtieth birthday the previous month. Th ere were many delightful 
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moments and touching surprises during the evening at the 
Grosvenor House Hotel but, if I have to highlight one of them, 
it was the speech given in my honour by William Hague – the 
speech not of a politician but of a friend. His warm, big-hearted 
and witty address revealed that our friendship had not just been 
forged during diffi  cult times, but has also survived the test of 
time. It ended with the words: 

And that is Michael Ashcroft at sixty – successful, gener-
ous, great fun, utterly incorrigible. I think that the best 
way I can sum him up is that it is to the horror of some 
people in the world that Michael Ashcroft at sixty is one 
of the worst people in the world to have as your enemy. 
But it is to the enormous satisfaction and pleasure of all 
of us here tonight that he is one of the best people in the 
world to have as your friend. And on that basis I ask you 
to join me in a toast – to Michael.

William was a hard – no, an impossible – act to follow. However, 
since many of my guests had been present at my fi ftieth birthday 
party, I thought I should acknowledge that I had misled them on 
that occasion. 

Many of you were here at the party held ten years ago 
to celebrate my fi ftieth birthday, and I said to you 
then that I had lived my life in the fast lane and I now 
intended to slow down and move into the middle 
lane. I have to apologise and say I lied. In the last ten 
years of my life I have done more deals, got involved 
in more things, created more mischief, got out of more 
mischief, and travelled further than I ever have in any 
decade of my life. And – to all of you who’ll be back here 
on my seventieth birthday – I am sorry to have to tell you 
that in these next ten years I intend to do even more, travel 
further, get into more mischief, write more books, get 
more involved in politics, with the diff erence being that I 
am going to work hard between this party – my sixtieth – 
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and my seventieth so that in ten years’ time, when I look 
into the audience, for a number of years past our Prime 
Minister will have been David Cameron.

 I cannot imagine my life devoid of work, politics, travel or 
Belize. My staff  know that there are certain words which I will 
not tolerate as an excuse for failure or an error. One of them is 
‘assume’: I have lost too much money over the years by people 
wrongly assuming things. Similarly, I hate being told that some-
thing is not ‘reasonable’ because I fi nd it such a subjective term. 
It annoys me, too, when someone says it is not ‘normal’ to do 
something in such a way or that something is a ‘normal’ term and 
condition. I am not interested in what is normal: if it can be done 
in a better, more effi  cient way then I want to do it that way. Th e 
expression I dislike above all others is ‘can’t’. My view is that there 
is no mountain too high to climb and no ocean that is too wide to 
cross. If there is the will, the determination and the clear thinking, 
just about anything in life can be achieved. Even now, at the age 
of sixty and just fi ve years away from drawing my pension, I do 
not consider retirement. Th ere are still more companies to launch, 
more jobs to create and more money to make.
 Similarly, politics has been a signifi cant part of my life for 
so long that I cannot imagine wanting to turn my back on it. 
I intend, on my own terms, to continue supporting the Conserv-
ative Party fi nancially. I am delighted with my role as Deputy 
Chairman of the Conservative Party and to be back on the board. 
I am happy, too, that David Cameron clearly feels confi dent that 
any newspaper or political opponent would think twice before 
targeting me unfairly a second time.
 Travel, too, has been a passion of mine for many years. I am 
curious to see new and exciting places, even if the countries that 
I go to are not always the safest places in the world. I have visited 
well over a hundred countries. In recent years, those countries 
have included post-war Afghanistan (twice including time in the 
capital city, Kabul); Herat (where I met the warlord Ismail Khan); 
post-war Iraq (I was in Baghdad the day after Saddam Hussein’s 
two sons were killed in a gun battle); Zimbabwe (where I met 
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Morgan Tsvangirai, the Opposition leader); behind rebel lines in 
southern Sudan (where I met with senior fi eld commanders); and 
Sri Lanka (where I met and was photographed with leaders of the 
Tamil Tigers – I later found the photograph of us together on 
their website). I am always careful – on rare occasions employ-
ing private security guards – but if you are too cautious in life 
you end up not doing anything interesting. I want to continue 
to search for places that rival in beauty what I regard as the fi ve 
most spectacular and wonderful places on earth: Alaska, New 
Zealand’s South Island, the Rift Valley in Africa, the glaciers of 
Chile and the Kimberleys in north-west Australia. Indeed, if 
I had lived 500 years ago, I feel certain I would have been the 
perfect explorer.
 I have learned to love Belize and its people for the second 
time in my life, and from now on the country will always be a 
part of my life. Since receiving my peerage, I am often aff ection-
ately known by locals in Belize as ‘the Lord’. It is a bit disquieting 
to be walking down the street and hear a friend or acquaintance 
boom at the top of their voice: ‘Here cometh the Lord.’ My will 
states that I want to be cremated when I die and I want my ashes 
scattered in the sea from the end of the pier at the Radisson Fort 
George Hotel, close to my home in Belize. And what will be my 
epitaph? I hope it is nothing more and nothing less than: he was 
one of life’s characters.
 I trust that it will be many years before my ashes fl oat away 
in the sea and others debate my epitaph. I hope to continue my 
existence on the edge of change for a long time to come. Today I 
remain as energetic, committed and inquisitive as ever. Th ere are 
still objectives that I want to achieve, places that I wish to visit and 
people that I am eager to meet. I retain a desire for knowledge, 
fresh challenges and new experiences that I suspect will never be 
sated. I do not know where my life will take me next. However, 
if my past is any guide to my future, it would be surprising if the 
journey that lies ahead proved to be conventional, uncontroversial 
or, God forbid, dull.
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playing,  15; photographic memory,  15; 
and Attention Defi cit Disorder (ADD),  
16-17; fascination with danger and 
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to MAA,  190; appropriates bottle of 
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