 





Why so many of our most powerful figures hit the self-destruct button (by the only Cabinet minister ever to end up in jail)
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'If you are in a hole stop digging,' is one piece of advice mega-fallers never seem to consider

From Adam in the Garden of Eden to Dominique Strauss-Kahn in his $3,000-a-night suite at New York’s Sofitel, a long chain of powerful figures who had it all, lost it all in spectacular falls from grace. Their career catastrophes often appear aberrational. Why couldn’t Adam have chosen some other fruit? If he felt the priapic sap rising, why didn’t DSK call Manhattan’s equivalent of Madame Claude? 
Or why couldn’t any number of historical meteorites, from Oscar Wilde to Richard Nixon, have found some other route out of their travails which would have avoided an ignominious crash to self-implosion?
For well-known personal reasons I have sometimes wondered whether there is any behavioural or psychological connectivity in the case histories of mega-fallers. 
My own disastrous descent from Chief Secretary to the Treasury to Belmarsh convict may not be in the same league as some of the epic collapses mentioned earlier. 
Nevertheless it was by most standards a massive tumble, giving me the unhappy distinction of being the only Cabinet minister ever to have served a prison sentence. 
When I say this in the current era of Westminster scandals, many people are surprised that I am the only one! But alas it remains an historical fact. Yet perhaps it has provided me with a unique insider’s perspective on tragic falls and flaws. They have more in common than most outside observers realise.
The final denouements of career apocalypses are so varied that at first glance it seems difficult to find a link between fallen politicians as diverse as Jack Profumo, Jeremy Thorpe, Dominique Strauss-Kahn or Richard Nixon. Once you extend the list to fallen sportsmen (Tiger Woods), actors (Charlie Sheen) or artists (Oscar Wilde), the connections seem even harder.
One clue to a theory of linkage is that all these anti-heroes started their life’s journey by being recognised, sometimes lionised, for their early promise. Their youthful ambition was honourable. It took time and deviation from the straight and narrow for their talented competitiveness to be soured by false visions and vanities. Eventually their failings grew into the monster that Shakespeare described as ‘vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself’. 
The temptations that accompanied the vaulting arrived gradually. Lust, lies, greed, vengeful anger and delusional cover-ups are the demons of adulthood, particularly of high achievement if you accept Lord Acton’s aphorism, ‘All power tends to corrupt – but absolute power corrupts absolutely’. 
This is supremely true of the greatest tragic flaw of all – pride. Again, the insightful Shakespeare hits the target when his character Cardinal Wolsey attributes his fall to the slow-burning process of having ventured:

Like little wanton boys that swim on bladders
This many summers on a sea of glory
But far beyond my depth: my high blown pride
At length broke under me

Or, to use a more modern metaphor, pride accumulates like deposits in hardening arteries, as a result of years of bad habits. Then a sudden attack, or high pressure, or even a quite small initial stumble blows the entire body of character into irretrievable freefall.
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Former IMF boss Dominique Strauss-Khan arrested in New York. If he felt the priapic sap rising, why didn't he call Manhattan's equivalent of Madame Claude?

I know something about the corrosive effects of pride. Occasionally I find myself watching TV re-runs of clips from my Sword of Truth speech. Now I ask, ‘Who is that arrogant berk up there telling all those lies?’ But at the time I thought I could get away with it.
It is a common delusion among the high and over-mighty. We think we can walk on water, trampling the little fishes underfoot, who may be inconveniencing us by their criticisms.
Pride at this level of egomania has extraordinary side effects. They include intense dislikeability and extreme recklessness. Take John Profumo. When he was at the top of his game in the early Sixties as Secretary of State for War and tipped as a future Prime Minister (often the kiss of death to a political career!) many Labour backbenchers loathed him for his smooth arrogance.
Loather-in-chief was George Wigg MP whose personalised hostility put Profumo more on the defensive than he need have been over his fleeting affair with Christine Keeler. When cornered he resorted to serial denials, lying to his family, to his ministerial colleagues and eventually to the House of Commons using the sacrosanct procedure of a personal statement. It was this violation of Parliamentary trust which proved fatal to Profumo, even among sympathetic MPs who would gladly have turned a blind eye to the original indiscretion. As these lines of contemporary doggerel explained:

To lie in the nude
Is not at all rude
But to lie in the House is obscene

I knew Profumo because he was a friend of my father (a fellow Tory MP). He took refuge in our home in Suffolk during the worst period after his disgrace. In those grim days he looked more like a hunted deer than a human being. But even as a teenager I could recognise the enormity of his so-easily-avoidable folly. In retrospect it seems strange that I learned nothing from such proximity to the Profumo tragedy, except perhaps to gain a dim understanding that political pride can lead its practitioners down the darkest of dark alleys.
Richard Nixon undoubtedly had a dark side to him, particularly when angry and cornered as he was at the time of Watergate. Towards the end of his life, when working closely with him as his biographer, I may have got to know him as well as anyone outside his immediate family. But no one ever really knew Nixon. His complexities, contradictions and a chronic inability to trust left him stranded on a peninsular of inner loneliness, which at its worst moments produced hateful words and squalid deeds.
Resigning in humiliation from the greatest political office in the free world was perhaps too harsh a punishment for a President whose foreign policy achievements were as lofty as his political dirty tricks were base. But why did he fall? The answer again comes down to pride, which in his case led to bitterness, bad lies and a betrayal of the American people.
In some ways Nixon was unlucky. The anti-war sentiment during the last phase of Vietnam (a conflict from which he eventually extricated the U.S.) was so passionate that any incumbent President was bound to be unpopular. But Nixon could not handle the hostility of his opponents. He grew to hate them, declaring even his moderate journalistic critics to be his ‘enemies’.
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Many Labour backbenchers loathed John Profumo (left) for his smooth arrogance. Richard Nixon (right) undoubtedly had a dark side to him, particularly when angry and cornered as he was at the time of Watergate

Although he neither knew of nor approved the Watergate break-in, Nixon’s demons made him determined to thwart his enemies and to cover up the mistakes of his aides. He did this because he was too proud to allow the Democrats, the liberal media and the anti-war protesters to score victories over his presidency. 
So instead of brushing Watergate aside with an apology, Nixon sank himself into a quagmire of cover-ups and lies. The ultimate self-destruct buttons were his own tawdry and mendacious words recorded on his own White House tapes. The lessons of the Nixon saga are don’t cover up, don’t tell lies, and don’t believe, even if you are President of the United States, that you can get away with breaking the law.
‘If you are in a hole stop digging,’ is one piece of advice mega-fallers never seem to consider. 
When Oscar Wilde was in a hole he started suing. His libel action against Lord Queensberry was even more reckless than my Sword of Truth speech. Puffed up by the pride of a great wit and acclaimed playwright, Wilde was incapable of cutting his losses. He could have avoided the witness box confrontation over his homosexuality, the criminal trial and imprisonment by the simple expedient of travelling abroad – as his closest friends begged him to do. Perhaps he could not bear to leave the limelight, even when the script turned from comedy to tragedy.
Other fallers have had the same problem, not least the theatrically inclined Jeremy Thorpe, whose self-fuelled melodrama of hired assassins, shot dogs and weird friendships ended in an Old Bailey acquittal but personal ruin. 
Like the broken Wilde, Thorpe’s life after his career ended was made agonising by health problems. Yet even with the ravages of Parkinson’s disease, the actor-manager streak in him drove him to make occasional re-entries to the public stage – most notably his appearance at the 1997 Liberal Party Conference where he received a standing, but surely synthetic, ovation.
For those whose health survives a great fall, there are interesting choices. The energy that propels a fatally flawed high achiever towards a precipice does not always evaporate after the crash. Nixon used to say, ‘Failure is not falling down. Failure is falling down and not getting up again to continue life’s race.’ By the end of his life he was considerably rehabilitated in the role of foreign-policy sage and international elder statesman. Yet his restless odyssey never came close to achieving the spiritual tranquillity that his devout Quaker mother urged him to seek – ‘peace at the centre’.
Perfect peace does not exist this side of the grave or the word-processor. Profumo may have come close to it with his self-effacing decades of service at the charity Toynbee Hall. One of the last times I saw him, he was sitting between the Queen and Margaret Thatcher at a private dinner party. 
Rehabilitation does not come much sweeter than that!
Whatever the aftermath, the crass mistakes of mega-fallers leave a far larger footprint on the sands of time than their subsequent recoveries. So our combined epitaphs might be: ‘They risked too much, sinned too much, persisted too long in their deceptions, and were deluded by their own self-centred pride.’ Crash bang wallop! The rest is but a footnote to the history of what might have been.
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